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     • Meet the Author •
Interview conducted by Toni Buzzeo, 
career media specialist and author  
(visit www.tonibuzzeo.com).

Pat Mora 

Pat Mora enjoys writing for chil-
dren and adults and speaking to 
all kinds of audiences. Her new 
children’s books include Join 
Hands: The Ways We Celebrate 
Life, Let’s Eat! ¡A comer! and 
Sweet Dreams / Sueños dulces. A 
literacy advocate excited about 
sharing what she calls “bookjoy,” 
Pat founded the family literacy 
initiative, (“Día”), El día de 
los niños/El día de los libros, 
Children’s Day/Book Day, now 
housed at the American Library 
Association. 

Pat is married and the mother 
of three adult children. She 
enjoys family/friend time, 
reading, gardening, cooking, 
museums, and nature’s wonders 
when she travels and when she 
returns home to Santa Fe, New 
Mexico.      

Historical fiction always 
begs the question: Is this 
story based on a true fact? 
You give us the answer 
in your Tomás and the 
Library Lady endnote. 
How did you encounter 
this fact about education 
leader Tomás Rivera? And 
why did it speak to you? 

PM: I first had the pleasure and 
honor of meeting Tomás Rivera 
briefly when I was teaching at 
the University of Texas at El 
Paso, and he was an administra-
tor there. A few years later, I 
was an administrator at UT El 
Paso and was asked to help host 
a visit by Tomás who was then 
President of UC Riverside. I was 
struck by his intelligence when 
he gave his lecture and by his 
warmth and great sense of 
humor when we visited infor-
mally later.

In 1984, when my first 
book, Chants, an adult 
poetry collection, was 
published, I sent Tomás 
a copy since he, too, had 
been a poet and writer 
before devoting himself to 
university administration 
and to being a national 
educational leader. I 
received a kind note 
from him saying that 
when my book arrived, 

he closed the door and read it. 
What a generous thing for him 
to do, busy as he was. He said 
in his note, “Don’t do what I 
did. Write.”

Later that year, a mutual 
friend rushed into my office to 
say that Tomás had suffered a 
heart attack and been rushed to 
the hospital. Soon after, he had 
another heart attack and died. 
Dale Walker, the head of News 
& Information on campus, was 
a friend of mine, and because 
he knew I cared about Tomás, 
Dale kindly sent me the news 
clippings that he gathered after 
Tomás’ death. I wanted to do 
something to honor that special 
man who had made a long, 
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challenging journey repeatedly 
experiencing discrimination, 
and yet, a man with a twinkle 
who was a writer and a great 
reader. In the articles, I began 
noticing references to a librar-
ian and was inspired by that 
interesting pair.

I know that you must 
have done research into 
Rivera’s life, but I also 
suspect that you did a lot 
of research into migrant 
farm workers and their 
lives before you wrote 
Tomás and the Library 
Lady. What can you tell 
us about your research 
process? 

PM: I smile at your question. 
I’m married to a professor of 
anthropology and witness his 
dedication to research. That’s not 
me. My love is the writing and 
revision process. I didn’t need 
to do research to know about 
the lives of migrant workers. 
Also, the wonderful archives of 
Tomas’s work now housed at the 
Tomás Rivera Library didn’t exist 
when I wrote the book soon after 
his death. I do think I called 
and asked his wife Concha and 
his brother Enrique some ques-
tions. I’ve never met this brother, 
though I have been with the 
lovely Concha at Tomás Rivera 
Book Award events.

I just sat and used my imagi-
nation. What fascinated me 
was the relationship between 
the boy and librarian and how 
a reading life was nurtured 
through oral storytelling, a wel-
coming first experience with 
books, and a supportive family. 
Interesting that those are all 
elements we promote in the 

family literacy initiative “Día,” 
El día de los niños/El día de los 
libros, Children’s Day/Book day. 

My son, Bill, loved tigers 
and dinosaurs as a child, so he 
inspired that detail. Because a 
professor I knew mentioned 
that in so many children’s 
books about Latino children, 
the child is solely the recipient 
of help rather than also con-
tributing to the relationship, I 
decided to have Tomás teach 
the librarian Spanish. I did do 
research on some Mexican folk 
tales to find the story for Papá 
Grande to tell. I’m not sure 
what Tomás called his grand-
father, but my siblings and I 
referred to my maternal grand-
mother as Mamande, short for 
Mamá Grande. My maternal 
grandfather who died before 
my parents married we referred 
to as Papande, short for Papá 
Grande. 

I haven’t thought about all 
these writing decisions since 
I wrote the book more than 
twenty years ago. Thanks for 
asking.

There are two very 
important relationships 
in the book. The first is 
between Tomás and Papá 
Grande. The second is 
between Tomás and the 
librarian. Did you model 
either of these relation-
ships on relationships 
from your own life? Tell us 
more about that. 

PM: Regretfully, my paternal 
grandfather died when I was 
very little, so I never had a rela-
tionship with a grandfather. To 
be very honest, when I was a 
little girl, and many of my Latina 

friends including those now 
librarians experienced what I’m 
about to say: Mexican-American 
children did not receive much 
attention from librarians. How 
times have changed, which is 
why I’m so excited about all the 
diverse librarians who are com-
mitted to Día and to welcoming 
all of this country’s children and 
families into our libraries. 

You began your publish-
ing career with books of 
poetry for adults, which 
you continue to do. How 
do the writing of adult 
poetry and the writing of 
picture books influence 
each other in your writing 
and your life?   

PM: When my children were 
little, I was very interested in 
writing children’s books, since 
I loved picture books as much 
as my children did. I sent in 
some manuscripts but became 
discouraged at the rejection. To 
my surprise, I began having luck 
publishing my poetry for adults. 
Tomás’s death and the fact that 
I’d had a poetry collection pub-
lished, prompted me to try again. 
Tomás was the first manuscript 
I sold. Due to illustrator prob-
lems, I waited eight long years 
to hold the book in my hands. 
I shed some tears during that 
wait but am delighted that Knopf 
eventually asked Raul Colón to 
illustrate it. 

For me, there’s a close con-
nection between poetry and 
children’s books since both 
invite an eagerness to pare 
down. Although it’s rare for my 
adult poetry to lead directly to 
a book for children or young 
adults, there are some excep-
tions. The Desert Is My Mother/
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El desierto es mi madre began as 
poem in an adult collection as 
did The Song of Francis and the 
Animals. My Own True Name, 
my one teen collection to date 
(finishing a new one) includes 
many poems from my adult 
collections. Also, I published 
poems about Tomás and Sor 
Juana in my adult collections, 
and these figures became the 
topics of my two picture book 
biographies.

I hope that writing children’s 
books only deepens my attach-
ment to children and that 
writing poetry heightens my 
awareness of language(s) and 
of life. 

One of your great achieve-
ments in the world of chil-
dren’s books and literacy 
is the establishment of 
the annual Día celebration 
in April. Can you tell us 
more about that?  

PM: I write, speak, and work on 
Día so much. Lots of information 
and links including Día’s history 
are on my Web site. Día is a daily 
commitment to link all children 
with books, languages, and cul-
tures. It has grown thanks to 
partnerships with organizations 
and with people committed to 
children and to fostering book-
joy—librarians, teachers, parents, 
funders, the media, etc. Join us! 
Support Día in your community.  

How can readers learn 
more about you and your 
books?

PM: I hope they’ll visit my Web site 
at www.patmora.com.   
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Toni Buzzeo, MA, MLIS, is an 
author as well as a career library 
media specialist and member of 
the Maine Association of School 
Libraries Executive Board. She is 
the author of seven picture books, 
most recently R is for Research 
(UpstartBooks, 2008) and many 
professional books and articles. 
Visit www.tonibuzzeo.com or 
e-mail Toni at tonibuzzeo@
tonibuzzeo.com.
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