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27TH ANNUALCan you describe your writing 
process? 

I need an interesting question 
to propel me. In this case, it 
was: How do animals survive 
the bitter cold and dark of 
winter? Then I start reading 
and researching. The research 
will steer me toward a voice 
or a phrase that will begin the 
poem in my head. I do a lot 
of thinking before I commit 
anything to paper. Once I start 
writing, I rewrite and rewrite 
until the poem satisfies me—
both on paper and aloud. All 
the interesting, pertinent facts 
that don’t fit in the poem go 
into the nonfiction note.

How does being a Minnesotan 
and the particular community 
in which you live inform your 
writing?

I feel lucky to live within such 
a talented, supportive book 
community here in the Twin 
Cities. The children’s literature 
people here are the best—so 
willing to help and celebrate 
each other. I also feel lucky to 
live outside the city itself, close 
to woods and prairie. Natural 
places nourish my soul.

How do you most enjoy 
spending time when you’re not 
writing?

In fall and winter, I teach week-
long poetry residencies in local 
schools and travel a lot with my 
family. In spring and summer, 
I love to be outside: getting 
my hands dirty in the garden, 
hiking, taking photos of flowers 
and insects. Recently, I’ve been 
a bit obsessed with tree frogs, 
and have taken many, many 
photos of them. Maybe there’s 
a book in it . . .

What inspired you to write 
Winter Bees & Other Poems 
of the Cold?

In Minnesota, winter is 
such a big part of our 
lives. Even as we see its 
beauty, we spend a lot of 
time complaining about 
it. One day, when I was on 
the phone with my editor 
(grumbling about subzero 
weather), she challenged 
me to find out how animals 
deal with it. I didn’t fully 
explore the idea right away, 
but slowly, those winter 
animals took hold of my 
imagination.

Describe the research you 
undertook in writing it.

A major part of my research 
took place while walking 
my dog every day. I listened 
for tundra swans, watched 
chickadees, waded through 
blizzards, and followed fox 
tracks in fresh snow. I also 
read some wonderful books 
about winter, such as Bernd 
Heinrich’s Winter World: 
The Ingenuity of Animal 
Survival, and The Snowflake 
by Kenneth Libbrecht. 

What interesting 
challenges did you 
encounter in writing the 
book?

While investigating beaver 
lodges in late winter, I got 
a little careless on a frozen 
pond and accidentally fell 
through the ice. Fortunately, 

I managed to slide 
myself to safety. The air 
temperature was relatively 
mild (20s) and I wasn’t far 
from home, so no frostbite, 
thank goodness!

What do you hope your 
readers take away from 
Winter Bees & Other 
Poems of the Cold?

I always hope my books 
make readers wonder 
about the other creatures 
that share our earth: the 
mysterious ways they live 
and the challenges they 
face. How every aspect of 
their life is superbly suited 
to their survival. And how 
we often see ourselves in 
them.

How did you come to 
collaborate with illustrator 
Rick Allen?

While the book’s editor 
usually chooses the 
illustrator and shepherds 
the book to creation, I 
knew right from the start 
that I wanted Rick to 
illustrate this book. Rick 
had already illustrated one 
of my books, and he lives 
in snowy Duluth. The man 
knows winter. Fortunately, 
my editor agreed! I am 
thrilled with the art he 
produced for Winter Bees.
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SUMMARY 

1. Were there any facts in Winter Bees that surprised you? In 
your opinion, which animal has the best plan for survival? 

2. Which is your favorite animal depicted in this book? How 
about a favorite poem? Favorite illustration? Why? 

3. Why do you think the orange fox on the cover appears on 
almost every page, but doesn’t have its own poem?

4. What do the swans dream about in “Dream of the Tundra 
Swan”?

5. Why do you think the poet decided to include poems 
about snowflakes, trees and skunk cabbage? What roles do 
each play in the animal world? 

6. Can you guess why the entire book of poetry is titled after 
“Winter Bees”? What do you learn about bees in winter 
here and why is that so central to the book? 

7. Why are there two different animals featured in “Brother 
Raven, Sister Wolf”? How does the poet signal which 
animal’s point of view is which?

8. Identify the words in “Chickadee’s Song” that the poet 
repeats in the final stanza. Why do you think those 
particular words are repeated?

9. What seasonal changes do you notice in “The Whole 
World Is Melting”? How do they compare to the first signs 
of spring in your area?

10. What are some of the ways that humans survive the 
winter? Can you see any similarities between humans and 
the animals featured in this book?
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Discover winter’s safe places for the hardy animals of 
the north in this outstanding picture book collection 
of poems. See the tundra swans settle into sleep. 
Hear the fee-bee of the chickadee singing from 
its perch in the evergreen. Watch beavers dive 
deep beneath the frozen pond, and moose wade 
through sparkling snow. With stunning linoleum 
print illustrations by Rick Allen, poet Joyce Sidman 
beautifully captures the drama of the cold and finds 
warmth, community and wisdom in the dead of 
winter. 

Newbery Honor winner Joyce Sidman is one of the 
most distinguished poets writing for children today. For 
her body of work, she won the Award for Excellence 
in Poetry for Children given by the National Council of 
Teachers of English. Sidman is the author of many books 
including Red Sings from Treetops: A Year in Colors, 
winner of the 2010 Minnesota Book Award for Children’s 
Literature. She lives in Wayzata, Minnesota, where she 
has grown to know the cold. Visit www.joycesidman.com.

On the frosty tip of Lake Superior at the Kenspeckle 
Letterpress in Duluth, Rick Allen creates stunning prints, 
pressing original linoleum cuts, curious wood engravings, 
eccentric broadsheets, and other printed ephemera in 
collaboration with his wife and creative partner, Marian 
Lansky, and their assistant, Janelle Miller.  
Visit www.kenspeckleletterpress.com. 
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