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

Lisa Wheeler has published 
thirty books, with more to 
follow. She’s written picture 
books in prose and rhyme, 
an easy reader series, three 
books of poetry, and creative 
nonfiction for the very young. 
Awards include the 2004 
Mitten Award for Old Cricket, 
the 2006 Bluebonnet Award 
for Seadogs, the 2006/07 
South Carolina Picture Book 
Award for Bubble Gum, Bubble 
Gum, and most recently the 
2008 Theodor Seuss Geisel 
Award for Jazz Baby, given 
by the American Library 
Association. Lisa shares her 
Michigan home with one hus-
band, one dog, and an assort-
ment of anthropomorphic 
characters. 

I assume from the dedica-
tion in Ugly Pie and from 
the recipe in the back 
that there’s a true story—
and an actual pie—behind 
the book. Can you tell us 
more about it? 

LW: When I first wrote the 
book, there was no such thing 
as Ugly Pie—just an ugly apple 
pie sitting on my kitchen coun-
ter. (I am not known for my 
cooking or baking.) When a 
friend called to inquire as to 
what kind of pie I was baking, 
I looked at the scorched crum-
bly pie on the counter and said, 
“an ugly pie.” The title came 
before the story.

When Harcourt bought the 
manuscript, my editor asked 
for a recipe to go along with 
the book. I knew I was in 
over my head. I called my dad 
for help. He, his wife Carol, 
and their friend Chris made 
pie after pie utilizing the four 
ingredients I specified: apples, 
molasses, walnuts, and raisins. 
I told them that any other 
ingredients and such were 
entirely up to them. They spent 
a weekend working on mak-
ing the perfect Ugly Pie. I took 
that recipe and rewrote it in Ol’ 
Bear’s voice. I have tasted it, 
and when made by better bak-
ers than I, it is delicious!

There’s a very folkloric 
tone in Ugly Pie, not 
unlike that in your book 
Old Cricket, which you so 
successfully published a 
decade ago. From your 
author’s perspective, how 
are the two books similar, 
both in idea and execution? 

LW: I think both are very clas-
sic stories. While Old Cricket’s 
tale reminds one of Aesop’s 
Fables, Ugly Pie is more early 
Americana. Because of that, both 
of these folktales feel very famil-
iar to readers even though the 
characters are my own. 

Each follows the hero’s jour-
ney. Old Cricket, in trying to get 
out of work, lies three times to 
three different characters. In the 
end, he learns a lesson and is a 
better cricket for it. 

Ol’ Bear’s journey is about a 
search. He visits three separate 
neighbors hoping to get what he 
wants. Instead, he is sent away 
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with a bit of something else. 
Once home, he realizes that 
all these bits, along with some 
work of his own, combine to 
make what he was searching 
for. He learns that he had the 
power within to achieve suc-
cess.

In each tale, the end satisfies 
the reader because we humans 
like to see hard work rewarded 
(Ol’ Bear) and deception pun-
ished (Old Cricket). We also 
like when there is a takeaway 
value. In both cases, the char-
acters learned something and 
grew. 

I know that we share a 
home state of Michigan, 
and yet there’s a southern 
mountain quality to the 
language of Ugly Pie. Do 
you have any personal 
connection to Appalachia? 

LW: I don’t have any connec-
tion to Appalachia. I grew up 
in the Allegheny Mountains 
of Pittsburgh. But as Ol’ Bear 
introduced himself to me, he 
sounded very much like the 
animals in the Uncle Remus 
stories. I used that backdrop as 
my inspiration.   

The picture book appears 
to be your primary story-
telling vehicle. Aside from 
easy readers, have you 
ever truly itched to write 
anything longer? If so, can 
you tell us about those 
ideas or projects? If not, 
why not? 

LW: Yes, I have. I would love 
to write a novel for kids one 
day. I have tried but have not 
been successful. I think that 
in order to write a good novel, 

the author has to be willing 
to spend lots of quality time 
inside a character’s head. I have 
a problem with that. My short 
attention span gets the best 
of me, and I find that halfway 
through writing a novel, my 
mind wanders off to other 
things I want to write. I do 
hope that one day I’ll finish a 
novel. But please do not hold 
your breath! It might be a long 
wait.     

Are any of the characters 
in this book based on 
people you know? If so, 
please talk about them 
and their transformation 
from human to animal. If 
not, do you ever draw on 
people you know to cre-
ate animal characters? 
Tell us about a few of 
those characters.  
LW: My characters usually 
introduce themselves to my 
subconscious fully formed. I 
never feel as if they are anyone 
but themselves. Then, later, 
when the book is finished, I 
realize that the bear in One 
Dark Night is my dad or the 
dog in Farmer Dale’s Red Pickup 
Truck is my mother. I suppose 
I am inspired by everyone and 
everything around me. I just 
don’t know at the time who the 
inspiration is. I think that’s a 
good thing or I might limit my 
character. 

Sometimes the person who 
inspires me is me. After the 
books were published, I real-
ized that Fitch & Chip from my 
easy reader series are both parts 
of my personality. Fitch is my 
introverted writerly side, and 
Chip is my extroverted per-
former side.

Ol’ Bear isn’t anyone in par-
ticular, but he could be the part 
of me that is low on common 
sense. Just as he doesn’t real-
ize for quite some time that he 
has all the ingredients for Ugly 
Pie, sometimes I am clueless. I 
like to imagine that my mind is 
always thinking very important 
thoughts and that is why I often 
miss the simple clues in life. But 
truthfully, I possess more book 
smarts than street smarts, and 
much of life goes right over my 
head (*sigh*).   
 
How can readers learn 
more about you as a chil-
dren’s author?

LW: I would love for them 
to visit my website www.lisa-
wheelerbooks.com. They will 
find lots of information there 
about me, including pictures of 
when I was a kid and strange 
and unusual facts about the 
author. (Feel free to ask to see 
my thumbs!) 
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Toni Buzzeo, MA, MLIS, is an 
author as well as a career library 
media specialist. She is the author 
of seventeen picture books, most 
recently Inside the Books (Upstart, 
2012) and Stay Close to Mama  
(Hyperion, 2012) and many pro-
fessional books and articles. Visit 
www.tonibuzzeo.com or e-mail 
Toni at tonibuzzeo@tonibuzzeo.
com.


