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When asked how his local environs spark ideas for books, John Himmelman’s answer is simple:  

“A lack of streetlights!” With more than 80 books to his credit, the Killingworth-based 

author-illustrator is drawn to nocturnal creatures. Walks through his low-lit backyard and 

nearby woods provide inspiration, including for “Wait Till it Gets Dark: A Kid’s Guide to Exploring the 

Night,” which he illustrated. In the book, young readers encounter Great Horned Owls, bullfrogs, spi-

ders, and other critters. Working as a library page awoke his interest in children’s books. “I came across 

some inspiring work like Arnold Lobel’s ‘Frog and Toad’ books,” he said. “They showed me how I could 

combine both my love of making pictures and making up stories.”

For generations, Connecticut-based authors and illustrators have been inspiring kids’ interest in nature. Hugh 

Lofting, who created Dr. Dolittle in the 1920s, lived and wrote in Killingworth, not far from Himmelman. 

Harriet Beecher Stowe, who lived in Hartford, is recognized for her abolitionist writings but rarely her chil-

dren’s nature stories. Branford illustrator Jean Zallinger contributed to a host of nature-themed nonfiction 

books for young readers. She used the Yale Peabody Museum of Natural History’s collections to inform 

her portrayals of creatures that proved challenging to study in their natural habitats.

"Ice Bear Mummy" by Karen Romano Young www.antarcticlog.com
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This literary legacy continues with the 

state’s contemporary authors and 

illustrators. This year’s Connecticut 

Book Award for Young Readers 

Nonfiction, from the Connecticut 

Center for the Book, was awarded to 

Jenna Grodzicki’s “I See Sea Food, Sea 

Creatures That Look Like Food.” This 

treat for the eyes will have children 

of all ages delighting in comparisons 

of sea creatures to familiar food 

items. She also wrote “Wild Style: 

Amazing Animal Adornments,” where 

young readers learn about our local 

caddisfly larva’s suit of rock/stick/

sand “armor,” as well as more exotic 

creatures, like the Indian Ocean’s 

pom-pom crab. Grodzicki’s time as a 

teacher and media specialist showed 

her how kids are especially drawn to 

science-themed books with a healthy 

dose of humor. She hopes that her 

books will spark kids’ imaginations 

and inspire them to learn more about 

nature, especially about less-familiar  

creatures. “Kids know lots about 

sharks and dolphins and whales,” she 

says, “but there are so many other  

animals that are not as well known 

that are really cool and interesting!”

Sarah Albee agrees that some animals 

get the bulk of readers’ attention. 

“People tend to gravitate toward the 

cute and fuzzy, furry animals that are 

endangered,” she says. “But there are a 

lot of animals that don’t get respect, like 

insects and sea slugs and things that 

aren’t really that attractive but are also 

endangered.” She wants her young 

readers to respect insects, to appreci-

ate them and understand their worth. 

Most of her children’s books focus on 

some aspect of history, but some get 

at the natural world in a roundabout 

way. “Bugged: How Insects Changed 

History,” a playful, fact-packed book for 

kids in grades 3-6, covers how insects 

have been woven into human society 

for millennia, from red clothing dyes 

made from cochineal insects to the 

far-reaching threat of mosquito-borne 

malaria. For the well-known I Can Read 

series, her book about Jane Goodall 

gives early readers a window into 

Goodall’s groundbreaking work with 

chimpanzees and insight into these 

creatures’ lives. 

In addition to being a writer and artist, 

Karen Romano Young is a deep-sea 

diver, polar explorer, and comics 

creator. Young was one of the first Mill 

River Rangers, which “taught decades 

of kids to understand our river from 

spring to Sound,” she says. Her books 

“I See Sea Food” by Jenna Grodzicki. Text copyright © 2020 by Jenna Grodzicki. Reprinted with the permission of Millbrook Press, a division of Lerner 
Publishing Group, Inc. All rights reserved.

grow from her curiosity. “Across the 

Wide Ocean” sprang from her interest 

in navigation, whether by whales, 

sharks, turtles, or nuclear submarines 

and container ships. “Mission: Sea 

Turtle Rescue” was driven by a desire 

to learn about these wide-roam-

ing creatures threatened by human 

activity. Following research trips to 

Antarctica, Young created Antarctic 

Log, an online comic series dedicated 

to telling eye-catching, kid-friendly 

stories about climate change and sci-

entific research. Her new book, “The 

World’s Shrinking Continent,” another 

product of her polar expeditions, will 

be published next year. “I think chil-

dren are just as ready to be in nature 

and just as engaged as ever with 

books about animals and other nature 

themes,” Young says. 

Some of Jennifer Thermes’ books con-

nect kids with the natural world through 

the lens of notable nature lovers. For 

example, many active grandparents 

say they’ve used “Grandma Gatewood 

Hikes the Appalachian Trail,” her book 

about the pioneering thru-hiker, to 

encourage their grandkids to start 

hiking. Thermes, who is both an author 

and an illustrator, has also written a 

children’s book about Charles Darwin, 
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whose keen observations as a young 

naturalist aboard the Beagle formed the 

basis of his theory of evolution by natu-

ral selection. “Since observing the world 

and keeping a sketchbook is a part of 

many artists’ process, I was fascinated 

with the connection between science 

and art,” Thermes says. She savors 

the many creatures around her old 

farmhouse and its backyard pond. Her 

appreciation is evident in “There Are No 

Moose on this Island.” Its young pro-

tagonist reminds his dad to put aside 

the guidebook and ferry schedule and 

appreciate the mammals, birds, insects, 

and sea life on a Maine island.

Leslie Bulion love for the outdoors 

started during childhood, when she 

kept busy digging for worms and mole 

crabs on Long Island. Several of her 

kids’ books use catchy, humorous 

poetry to engage readers, all the while 

teaching about science. “Hey There, 

Stink Bug!” goes beyond its name-

sake to teach about a host of insects, 

and the illustrations complement fun 

verse: “Bombardier beetle/slow on 

the wing but thinks fast on its feetle/

Blasting poor predators into retreatle.” 

Mixed between rhymes are fascinating 

factoids, like this beetle’s acid spray 

defenses and impressive aim. Her 

“Amphibian Acrobats” book, another 

mix of verse, science, and engaging 

art, came out in March. “Spi-Ku, a 

Clutter of Short Verse on Eight Legs,” 

her seventh science poetry book, will 

be released next year.

Water finds its way into several of 

Susan Hood’s books, with good 

reason. Hood is a sailor who grew up 

enjoying the Long Island Sound. Her 

lighthearted, rhyming “Leaps and 

Bounce,” which describes tadpoles’ 

development into full-fledged frogs 

and celebrates growth, is meant for 

younger readers. More recently, Hood 

has created “The Last Straw: Kids vs. 

Plastics,” due out early 2021. Hood 

takes science seriously; the book 

has been fact-checked by the Ocean 

Conservancy’s chief scientist, and Jane 

Goodall endorses it. It salutes activists 

like Milo Cress, who started the “Skip 

the Straw” movement when she was 

just 9-years-old. Hood says she draws 

inspiration from young people like 

Milo. “I hope hearing their stories will 

empower other kids to tackle this 

problem head-on,” she says.

Typically, these Connecticut-based 

authors and illustrators spend exten-

sive time visiting schools, libraries, 

and bookstores, connecting in person 

with kids, parents, and teachers. While 

visits have been limited during the 

pandemic, many have continued to 

host virtual readings and other events. 

This holiday season consider support-

ing these authors by purchasing their 

books and inspire the young people 

in your life to become more engaged 

with the natural world. 

Katherine Hauswirth lives and writes 
in Deep River. She authored the 
award-winning “The Book of Noticing: 
Collections and Connection on the 
Trail.” To read more of her writing, visit 
her at fpnaturalist.com

Text and illustrations from Grandma Gatewood Hikes the Appalachian Trail © 2018 Jennifer Thermes. Used with permission from Abrams Books for 
Young Readers.


