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Children’s Author And Illustrator Combs Chickens For 
Inspiration 

� �

For over 30 years, Jan Brett has published best selling, beautifully illustrated children’s books. For the last decade and 
half or so, she’s raised ornamental chickens. 

For her latest book, “Cinders: A Chicken Cinderella,” Jan draws on both loves, with a version of the Grimm tale set in a 
chicken house in 18th century Russia. 

As Brett tells Here & Now’s Robin Young, she finds much inspiration in watching chickens. 

“They really are like a troop of actors … and they’re always moving and making little expressions,” Brett said. “I said to my 
husband, I’ve learned everything I need to know about men just watching my roosters.” 

Brett also did detailed historical research in Russia for the setting of “Cinders,” exploring and incorporating the 
architecture and the fashions into her book. 

ROBIN YOUNG, HOST:  It's HERE AND NOW.  Jan Brett combines several passions in her best-selling children's books. 
Of course, there's her love of art, her exquisite detailed artwork, her love of travel to do research, and her chickens. Jan 
and her husband, Joe, a bassist with the Boston Symphony Orchestra, share their two-acre Norwell, Mass., home with 
dozens of prize-winning ornamental birds. They've starred her books and perhaps... 

(SOUNDBITE OF ROOSTER CROWING) 

YOUNG: And there's one now.         (more...) 

http://www.amazon.com/Cinders-Chicken-Cinderella-Jan-Brett/dp/0399257837/?tag=wburorg-20
http://hereandnow.wbur.org/


Meeting an octopus with children's book author Jan Brett 
 By DEBORAH NETBURN  |  DEC 14, 2017

Children's 
author Jan 
Brett hangs 
out with 
Gilligan, a 
giant Pacific 
octopus at 
Aquarium of 
the Pacific in 
Long Beach. 
(Irfan Khan / 
Los Angeles 
Times)

Gilligan 
the octopus 
was 
putting on 
a show, 
and her 
aquarist 
was 

delighted. 

"We can't make any promises with an octopus," said Angelina Komatovich, who takes care of the giant 
Pacific octopus at the Aquarium of the Pacific in Long Beach. "Most of the time she's hiding in a 
corner." 

Not Saturday. 

Gilligan's eight arms were spread wide as she glided across the middle of her tank. As she moved, the 
double rows of white suckers lining each of her appendages were on full display. 

"The octopus is the hardest thing I've ever had to draw," said children's book author and illustrator Jan 
Brett, as she stared in wonder at the alien-looking creature. "That, and the innocence of children.” 

It was 8:15 a.m. and Brett and I were in for a treat. The aquarium had invited us to have a tentacles-on interaction with Gilligan 
in honor of Brett's latest book, "The Mermaid," a traditional Goldilocks tale with a mermaid and three octopuses twist.  (Note to 
readers: Octopuses is indeed the proper plural of octopus. I checked.) 

As long time octopus lovers, we were both excited, but Brett was more prepared. She had been eating fish for the past three 
weeks, and had deliberately avoided garlic and onions. "I want to taste good to her," the author said. 



Her strategy worked, almost too well. When Komatovich led us to a metal platform above Gilligan's tank, the octopus hungrily 
wrapped her arms around Brett's wrists and used her suckers to slowly guide them in the direction of her mouth. 

Every once in a while, Komatovich would reach over and pull an octupus arm off Brett. The suckers made a loud, satisfying 
popping sound as they came unstuck. They also left behind what looked like a row of perfectly round octopus hickeys.  "She's 
really strong," Brett said. "I'm feeling a little alarmed." 

But she still kept her hands in the 48-degree saltwater tank and repeatedly called the octopus "Sweetie." 

Brett is an animal lover, and her more than 40 books feature a menagerie of characters including badgers, polar bears, skunks 
and turtles. To help make her drawings more accurate, she tries to meet the animals that appear in her illustrations in person. 

She said that in her experience, octopuses are most similar to elephants in terms of personality. 

"They are both mischievous," she said. "You always have to watch your back with an elephant, and I feel the same way with the 
octopus." 

What I love about octopuses is how dramatically different they are from us. They can change shape and color and they are so 
squishy that even a very large octopus can squeeze its body through a hole the size of a quarter. 

Also, their blood is blue, they have three hearts and their pupils are horizontal slits. 
Seventy percent of their nerve cells are in their arms, and they taste and smell through 
their suckers. 

And they're smart. Komatovich has a box of toys for her eight-arm wards to keep 
them from getting bored. 

"I'm big on octopus enrichment," she said. 

Brett said that octopuses were the perfect underwater counterpart to the three bears in 
the Goldilocks story because they are formidable and slightly off-putting, but also 
clever and adorable. 

She got the idea to put the cephalopods in her book when she spotted a small pink 
octopus waving its arms in the current while snorkeling off the Japanese island of 

Okinawa. 

That encounter reminded her of another experience she'd had with an octopus in an aquarium in Florida years ago, when she 
noticed the animal following her with its eyes. 

"I was having a mind meld with this octopus. And in the back of my mind, I always remembered that this is a creature that is 
very undiscovered," she said. 

Before finishing "The Mermaid," she met another octopus at the New England Aquarium in Boston, near where she lives. Under 
the watchful eye of the aquarist there, she was able to commune more directly with this one, arm to arm. 

"She wrapped her arms around my arms and was pulling me into the tank," Brett said. "She also used her funnel to splash us." 

It seems that splashing is a special octopus trick, because Gilligan did that too. Twice. Once she hit our shoes, but the other time 
she nailed us full on in the face with a cold blast of water. 

Komatovich apologized, but Brett laughed it off. She was just about to leave for a book event in the aquarium's auditorium, and 
she thought it would be perfect to show up wet. 
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Even Turtles Need a Nice Place to Call Home 

 
Erik Jacobs for The New York Times 

The children’s-book author Jan Brett in the turtle pond that she and her husband installed. 

By JULIE LASKY 
Published: August 15, 2012 

Two years ago, the children’s-book author and illustrator Jan Brett and her husband, Joseph Hearne, a bassist with the 
Boston Symphony Orchestra, installed a turtle pond on the grounds of their two-acre home in Norwell, Mass. It was 
inspired by her plan to write a book about an Eastern box turtle with wildflowers and ferns sprouting from its shell. In 
“Mossy,” due out next month (G. P. Putnam’s Sons; $17.99), the turtle spends some unhappy months on display at a 
natural-history museum until a penitent biologist restores it to its habitat. 

Ms. Brett, 62, waited and waited for a turtle to move into her pond. Now, mere weeks before the book’s publication, one 
is said to be living there. A suspicious reporter had questions, which Ms. Brett answered good-naturedly by phone. 

You’ve done books about hedgehogs. You’ve done books about chickens. You’ve even done books about 
gingerbread babies. How did you get started on turtles? 
We were at our summer place dangling our heels into the lake at the end of our dock, when I looked down and saw what 
looked like waterweeds in the shape of a turtle. It rose out of the water. It was a snapper turtle growing all these 
waterweeds on its back. So I got the idea: what about a book about a turtle that grows a garden on its back? But then I 
thought it needed a terrestrial turtle. The turtle in my pond is an Eastern painted turtle, which is aquatic. 

http://www.nytimes.com/pages/garden/index.html


Before we talk about your turtle, can we discuss the pond? 
We had it made specifically for turtles and for the book. We made it quite deep, so they could hibernate there, below the 
frost line. We had basking rocks made that are a little above the pond surface. 

Basking rocks? 
Even though aquatic turtles live in water, they need to haul out — that’s the expression used — and dry their shells. 

Then what happened? 
We knew we were on the right track when we got a giant bullfrog. That was last year. This year, we have tadpoles. 

So when did this alleged turtle show up? 
In June. We have wetlands beyond the house. I was afraid turtles wouldn’t come because they were enamored of those 
ponds. Finally, one moved in. I think the sound of the bullfrogs did it. In the Northeast, so many ponds form in the 
spring, but then they dry up in the summer. When the pond dries up, tadpoles aren’t able to survive. 

Are you saying that turtles are reassured by the sound of bullfrogs because they know they’ll find a 
pond deep enough to remain in year-round? 
That’s my theory. A herpetologist following an Eastern box turtle noticed that, in very dry weather, it would tap its foot 
on the ground, and then earthworms, which are its food, would rise to the surface thinking it was raindrops. When I 
read that, I was incredulous, but if you’re a turtle or any kind of animal on the ground, it’s your survival. Nature is 
complex. 

You’re sure you didn’t just pick up a turtle at a pet store? 
I thought about it. But, no, there was no pet-shop intervention. You don’t know what kind of disease might appear. I 
also thought of buying one from the Internet, but if you take a turtle and put it in a pond, it will crawl off and go where 
it wants to go. 

Is it possible that an Eastern box turtle like Mossy will find its way to the pond? 
I had been hoping, and it still might happen. Eastern box turtles are constantly on the move in ponds and rivers, where 
their food source is. They browse. So I planted strawberries and lingonberries and different flowers around the pond to 
attract them. There’s lobelia, joe-pye weeds, cattails, waterlilies, tons of ferns. I even planted squash. 

You’ve owned some of the animals that served as models for the characters in your books. Hedgehogs 
and chickens spring to mind. And now you have a turtle. Have you considered more traditional pets for 
inspiration? 
I’ve done a lot of bear books, and that’s because it’s easy to put the features of a human being on a bear: bears can stand 
up, and they have eyes in the front of their head. It’s the reason I don’t do many reptiles in my books. I’m doing a 
chicken Cinderella at the moment. Chickens have very expressive body language. 

Would you recommend other people install turtle ponds? 
I would. And my biggest recommendation is to have two big rocks where you can invite someone over and sit. We have 
breakfast at the pond every morning, with fresh eggs from the chickens. I cook them up, and I make my own bread. The 
turtle doesn’t usually come out at that time. She comes up at about 9. I say “she,” but I don’t know if it’s a boy or a girl.  

What do you look at from your perch? 
So many different kinds of dragonflies and damselflies. I’ve identified three different kinds, but don’t ask me what they 
are. The cardinal flowers are my favorite because hummingbirds come to them. We have black-eyed daisies and, in fall, 
New England asters, which reseed themselves. The pond turns purple around the edges. There are tons of birds, and 
they bring some of the seeds, I assume. Maybe a bird book will come of it.  
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HOME SPA:  MAKE ALL-NATURAL SOAPS,  MASKS & MOISTURIZERS

THE COUNTRY LIFESTYLE MAGAZINE 

Turning seeds 
into gold

Decor secrets 
from an antiques dealer

Fast & healthy 
meals from the grill

Chill out 
with icy watermelon pops

Too cute! 
Amazingly small planters 
to make & fill 

PLUS

Rural  
Inspiration

Jan 
Brett 

Children’s 
author & 

champion of 
chickensWomen living the life



  

  



  

  



 


