WRITING FOR CHILDREN

Author interview:
Claire Barker

How do you find inspiration for your books?
I did a lot of living before becoming a writer. This means I have
my very own library of trials and triumphs to draw upon, so
finding inspiration is never difficult! I also see stories everywhere –
give me a peppercorn and it’ll have its own arc by lunchtime.

How do you write – do you plot your books out
completely or go with the flow?
A mix of both to be honest. I have learned that the shape of a story
is key to a reader’s engagement. I am a bit of a ‘pantser’ (as in ‘fly
by the seat of my pants’) as I find this approach keeps my stories
sparky and fresh, but a skeleton plot is essential from the beginning.

Fantasy-adventure and magical stories are very
popular with young readers. Why do you think
children are fascinated with this genre?
Children are really good at seeing wonder in the most ordinary
things; dogs, birds, acorn cups, seed heads, puddles, sticks, sand…
you name it, they can elevate its status from ‘ordinary’ to ‘magical’
in a second. They’re fantasy flying aces and it’s my job to build a
landscape worthy of their imagination.

How can aspiring authors develop their own
ideas for fantastical or magical stories without
creating something too similar to existing books?
I don’t personally immerse myself in middle-grade fiction, even
though I am continually tempted by all the good stuff out there.
I’ve learned my personal authorial voice is really important and I
fear subconsciously picking up the style of others. I read a lot of
fiction as part of an English Lit degree many years ago, which was
enormously instructive, but these days I read piles of non-fiction,
listen to music, travel and look at pictures for direction. The world
is full of inspiring stuff.

Knitbone Pepper tackles a very sensitive subject
– death. How can magic and fantasy help
explore serious issues?
Apparently don’t kill the dog is a cardinal writing rule, but
Knitbone Pepper becomes a ghost dog on the very first page so…
you know… whatever.
Luckily rules are made to be broken because the death of a pet
is a big deal for a child. My audience is under ten and it’s my job

to write about the things that matter to them. I could be doomy
and gloomy about death I suppose but children are optimists,
so I tried to treat the subject as they might; with hope, humour
and wonder. I sincerely respect children, so to avoid the big issues
would be doing them a disservice. Magic and fantasy give us a way
of looking at the serious business of life but safely, like watching a
solar eclipse through special glasses, rather than blinding yourself
in the glare of the sun. It can be very helpful in this way, I think.

What are your thoughts about creating diverse
characters in children’s books?
I’ve always felt like an outsider. Maybe that’s why my characters
are rather oddball too, whether they be ghost dogs, bonkers
aristocrats, lone witches or brainboxes. But even though they
are different, they still want to belong in quite an ordinary way.
I think that’s our duty in general, isn’t it? To embrace those that
are different to us? To celebrate the unique? I’d like to think so,
whatever that difference may be.

What is your latest book, Picklewitch and Jack, about?
Aha! It’s a story about Jack, never one to make friends easily, and
is starting a new school, where he hopes this might be the place
where he finally makes a friend as bright and sensible and smart
as he. But in a tree in a garden of Jack’s new home The Rookery,
a strange little girl in a pointed hat is wondering if it’s about time
she had a new friend too. It’s about celebrating difference! This
book is about finding true friendship where you least expect it. It’s
also about being brave and trusting your heart.

CLAIRE’S TOP TIPS FOR ASPIRING AUTHORS
1 Write the story you wanted to read as a child. If you truly delight
in it, then someone else will too.
2 Always be professional and friendly in your dealings.
Children’s publishing is a small world.
3 Done is better than perfect. Do not be too afraid to press send.
4 Don’t imitate the writing style of others. Your unique writing voice
is the most important tool you have. It is what will set you apart.
5 Write a sparkling synopsis before the book, not afterwards.
Faithfully follow the stars in its constellation.
It will keep you on track.
Website: www.clairebarkerauthor.com

www.writers-online.co.uk

p062 Children.indd 63

DECEMBER 2018

63

23/10/2018 10:41

