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To every kid with a story inside, and to all the grown-ups who give them a pencil and encourage them to begin


—E. B. W.
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The Writer’s Dream


I hold dreams of writing


Deep inside my heart.


I want to touch people’s emotions


Using this expressive art.


I wish to stimulate contemplation


Of the joy which can partner life,


To diffuse the sorrow of others,


And help them through any strife.


This now shall be my purpose


And a crucially important goal.


For I attempt to return happiness to the spirit


And contentment to the soul.


—CYNTHIA LEITICH SMITH, age 11
(page 93)
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OUR STORY BEGINS with a box in a basement. It’s brown and heavy and one of many marked Elissa. And it’s filled, to the brim, with stories from my childhood. Stories I wrote.


Going through the box is like going backward in time. The stories on top of the pile are long and typed; they’re stapled pages from an ink-jet printer, with chapter titles in funky fonts. Below that are notebooks (spiral-bound, then marble-covered), then loose pages of text I once hammered out on my dad’s typewriter. At the very bottom are ruled lines on yellowed paper, my six-year-old handwriting large and exact. Some stories in the box made me laugh, they were so clever. Others made me laugh because they were so bad. Is it any surprise I became a writer?


I knew I couldn’t be the only one with a box in a basement. What, I wondered, did other children’s authors write when they were their readers’ age? Illustrators, too. What did they draw? I couldn’t be the only one who’d want to know. So I began to ask.


Over the past two years, I’ve had the joy of talking to some of today’s most-beloved children’s authors and illustrators about their early artistic endeavors. This book contains just a small sample of that childhood creativity. Some now-famous authors didn’t write as kids. Some wrote or drew, but they didn’t save their work. Others saved but consider their work too personal to share. Some were too busy creating something new to dig out something old. And, unfortunately, I had the space to include only a fraction of today’s tremendous talent.


Even so, the collection you’re about to read contains a fascinating variety of work from a range of voices, styles, backgrounds, and experiences, arranged by the age at which the works were created, from seven up through sixteen. Phyllis Reynolds Naylor wrote mysteries on used stationery during the Great Depression. Tom Angleberger planned for an epic novel about a plaice called Yodium. Rita Williams-Garcia kept a daily chronicle of her offbeat elementary school life. Thanhhà Lại made up stories with her mother as a girl in Vietnam, while Yuyi Morales struggled to create a truly original painting as a young teen in Mexico. These are just a few of this book’s poems, comics, journal entries, stories, drawings, paintings, and speeches, from different genres, different places, and different decades.


More amazing than the differences, though, are the similarities. Every piece is bursting with imagination and personality. The writing is sweet and funny and peppered with errors. The art is bold and uninhibited, with visible eraser marks. The whole collection is honest and passionate and often over-the-top. It’s raw, in every sense of the word. It reflects the authors and artists these authors and artists admired, and, without a doubt, the authors and artists they’d someday become.


Everyone’s story begins somewhere. For these writers and illustrators, it began with a favorite book or the sound of a poem. With dreams about horses, or Broadway, or monsters, or adventure. With parents who read aloud, or spoke poetically, or praised their creativity. It began with teachers—they remember their names—who transcribed their ideas, or laughed at their jokes, or wrote You will make your living as a writer someday in the margin with red pen.


Someday, the people in this book would win Newberys and Caldecotts. They’d top bestseller lists and see their books made into feature films. They’d inspire millions of kids to read, write, draw, and dream.


But long before that, they were kids themselves. Their stories were just beginning.


Your story is beginning too. Where will it go?


—E. B. W.
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[Dan Santat]



I REMEMBER SEEING my first Norman Rockwell painting when I was five. It was a picture of a snowy cottage in an issue of Time magazine. I was amazed by how detailed and realistic it looked, and it was at that moment right there that I concluded this man was the greatest artist who ever lived. It was as if someone had created life with their hands.


That evening, I set myself up at my usual drawing spot in front of the TV set, pulled out my markers and crayons, and tried to copy the picture as best as I could. I loved to draw, and I remember thinking that the whole town would be in awe of my artistic skills once I had replicated this masterpiece. News reporters would come from miles around to do a story on me with a headline reading, “Genius Child Paints Exactly Like Norman Rockwell!”


After an hour of drawing with my crayons, I became frustrated and started to cry. My dad laughed and said, “Norman Rockwell painted for years. It takes years of practice and talent to be that good.”


The thought of not being able to draw something made me furious. I slowly flipped through the entire Norman Rockwell art book. Each painting taunted me as I stared longingly at its individual beauty. Each one whispered, “You will never be able to do this.”


The worst part was that the book concluded with an image of Norman Rockwell painting an exact portrait of himself.


It was the ultimate slap in the face.


But I noticed something else about that painting.


Norman Rockwell was old. My five-year-old judgment of age concluded that he was probably a thousand years old. I remembered how, earlier that evening, my dad had mentioned that Norman Rockwell had painted for years to become that good.


NORMAN ROCKWELL HAD A THOUSAND YEARS OF PRACTICE ON ME.


And I was only five.


So I began to draw. I practiced every day, copying pictures from all sorts of cool comics like Peanuts and Garfield from the newspapers, and the Smurfs and Flintstones from the cartoons. I quickly improved after each drawing. I could feel my powers growing, and news of my ability to draw spread quickly around my school. (It wasn’t the whole town, but it was a start.)


“Could you draw me a Pegasus?” a kid would ask.


“Can you draw a knight fighting a dragon?” asked another.


I would fill their requests for a quarter, but I also drew their pictures just so I would know that I was capable of making whatever it was that a person wanted.


I hated knowing that I couldn’t draw something.


As I grew older, I gave myself tougher challenges. In high school, I copied pictures of Spider-Man, the Incredible Hulk, and the X-Men. I wanted to figure out how muscles and bones worked, so I checked out books on how to draw and slowly increased my knowledge. No one pushed me to draw; I wanted to improve on my own. I was passionate about art.






[image: Images]

by Dan Santat, age 7








Years later, in college, I was taking a biology class and studying the human cell. My friend looked over at my notes and was astonished at the detailed drawing of the cell that I had drawn in my notebook.


“Dude, that is the most amazing Golgi apparatus I have ever seen!”


I smiled.


“Why are you even here? Why aren’t you in art school?” my friend asked.
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by Dan Santat, age 10








“My parents want me to be a doctor,” I replied.


“But you stink at biology, and it’s totally obvious you love to draw.”


His comment made me think long and hard. Was I making a mistake by not doing art for a living?


Suddenly, I saw an image from the corner of my eye, and it was as if fate had struck me square in the face.


On the cover of one of our biology handouts was a Xeroxed image of a doctor taking care of a little girl’s doll, painted by none other than that thousand-year-old man, NORMAN ROCKWELL!


He was still mocking me, after all these years. “You will never be able to do this.”


So I applied to art school, and now, I make books for children.


Thirty-five years after seeing my first Norman Rockwell painting, I still can’t paint as well as the man . . .


But I know I still have another 960 years to go.


Dan Santat is an author and illustrator of books for children. He is the 2015 Caldecott medalist for The Adventures of Beekle: The Unimaginary Friend and won a silver medal in illustration from the Society of Illustrators for Oh No! (Or How My Science Project Destroyed the World), written by Mac Barnett. He is also the creator of the Disney animated series The Replacements. Visit him at dantat.com.
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[R. J. Palacio]



I ALWAYS KNEW I wanted be a writer and an artist. The two went hand in hand for me. Even if the assignment was to write a poem, I would draw a picture to accompany it. My teachers always encouraged my drawings and told my mother I had “talent.”


Both my parents were passionate book lovers, so I grew up in a home full of books. My mother’s favorite “children’s” book to read to me at night was The Little Prince. That, and the short stories of Oscar Wilde. My father was a gifted storyteller, who would tell me stories about the constellations and planets. Both of them, my mom and my dad, always supported my drawing and writing. They acted like everything I ever created was a masterpiece, and, strangely enough, I believed them. The confidence boost you get from that kind of unconditional love—the sense that your creative efforts have true value—really does stay with you forever. As does the notion, which I inherited from my parents, that growing up to be an artist or a writer is just about the greatest thing a person can become in life, the highest kind of achievement.


I had a few recurring obsessions, even back then, that have stayed with me as a grown-up. I’ve always loved horses. I used to draw them all the time, in the margins of my notebooks, on the blue denim cover of my loose-leaf binder. And I always loved Greek mythology: stories of the gods and goddesses of Olympus, the fantastical creatures. The story of Pegasus was the perfect convergence of my two passions—horses and Greek myths. The poem “Winged Steed” was published in the school newspaper when I was in the third grade. It was the first piece of my writing that ever got published, and I remember feeling completely elated that people would be reading my words, my feelings. Reading it now, I doubt I even knew what half the words meant, but I liked that kind of flowery language at the time. I had made an accompanying drawing, which they didn’t publish, so I’m glad to have the opportunity now, after all these years, to finally see it in print!
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