AN INTERVIEW WITH MAUREEN DUFFY
With over forty works of fiction, non-fiction, poetry and plays to her name,
author and activist, Maureen Duffy, has turned her hand
to writing her first book for children. 'Sadie and the Sea Dogs'
is a magical adventure story for 7-12 year-olds. Here she talks
to Katie Moncur at Hikari Press about the experience.

Have you always wanted to write a children’s book?
Well, no, essentially because I was put off by a prolific children’s writer who told me that
publishers didn’t want anything that was either in verse or attached to a particular locality
because they were looking for global appeal. 'Sadie and the Sea Dogs' is a narrative poem set in
and around the Thames. So, I was delighted when Isabel Brittain at Hikari Press agreed to take
it on.
Featuring the National Maritime Museum and the Cutty Sark, the book is a bit of a love letter
to London, isn’t it? Did you grow up in London?
Very much, yes. I love my city and all it taught me. My mother’s family actually come from the
East end of London, from Stratford, and I’ve lived in and taught all over London.
Would you say that the character of Sadie is based on
yourself?
In a way, it’s autobiographical because, as a little girl, I always
wanted to be a cabin boy and go to sea. I think it was partly
because I was born on Trafalgar Day so I was always very
interested and thought they had something to do with me, the
ships and sailors and Lord Nelson and so on and so forth, and I
loved the Maritime Museum. So that was a sort of jumping off
point: my childish desire to be a cabin boy.
Also, I think little girls should be encouraged to think of
themselves as having adventures.

Do you think it’s important for people to see themselves represented in literature?
Yes, I think it’s desperately important, absolutely. Unfortunately, as technology progresses,
indigenous cultures and literatures and writers get squeezed out in favour of the dominance of
the main languages: Spanish, French and English.

Why did you decide to write 'Sadie and the Sea Dogs' as poetry instead of prose?
I don’t know except that I began as poet, apparently, when I was about six and I’ve always
written poetry. I’ve published ten collections and it’s my first medium. I was doing a reading
for a charity and a woman stood up in the front row and said, “We don’t think of you as a
poet, we think of you as a novelist.” I was baffled because a writer is a writer, is a writer, as
somebody might have said, and you can write in any medium. I actually write non-fiction,
fiction, plays, I’ve done some television and I’ve done radio plays.
That being said, do you have a favourite medium?
Oh, it’s definitely poetry because it’s much quicker (laughter). If it comes, it comes in a sort of
rush instead of a novel that you’re working on day after day, week after week. Plays are
slightly better as a sort of in-between. I’ve done sixteen plays, two television episodes and
three radio plays so, I think if you’re a writer that’s what you do, and you don’t necessarily
have to be forced to stick to a particular medium.
Was there a creative freedom in writing poetry for children instead of adults? Did you find
the process different?
I did find, with 'Sadie', it sailed along; it came quite quickly. It does rhyme in couplets, but I
don’t normally use rhyme, I much prefer unrhymed verse. But Sadie just insisted on coming
in rhyming couplets and you just have to go with it (laughter). Otherwise, it might go away
and not come back again.
Do you have a favourite childhood book or any favourite authors?
Yes, I did have. In fact, two. One was Myths and Legends of Many Lands, which was mainly
Greek and Roman. The other one was something called The Big Christmas Wonder Book: it’s
one of those anthologies they used to do, I don’t think they do them anymore, for Christmas
particularly. It’s got poetry, short stories, bits of novels, pictures, all sorts in it. And I did
mention it once when I was being interviewed by the British Library and they found me one!
A Big Christmas Wonder Book!

In 'Sadie and the Sea Dogs', there are mythological characters and many naval terms.
Did you have to do a lot of research for it?
No, I mean, the naval terms I have always known because of my interest in the sea, but it
was the publisher who decided that there should be a glossary of terms which I thought
was a very good idea.
Did you have a visual image of the book’s magical world and did it match Anita Joice’s
illustrations?
Oh, absolutely. Anita, who is a self-taught artist, has a unique style – which combines
realism with the cartoonish - her use of colour is exceptional. I’m very, very pleased with
the way it looks. I think Anita’s done a brilliant job as have the printers, Gomer.
Everybody says that it looks absolutely stunning.
Do you have a favourite illustration or spread from the book?
Not really, I just love it all!
Am I right in thinking that you taught at a school?
Yes, I have done. I’ve taught both primary and secondary, creative writing and also
English as a foreign language in Italy. I’ve done my share of jobs in that world.
What would it mean for you to see your book in schools and helping children to learn?
That would be great. I’d love that. Hikari Press have created free downloadable teaching
resources to use with the book which are educational as well as being really fun.
How did you find the writing and editorial process? Was it different from that of the
other books you’ve written?
It was different in the sense that I knew it had to be illustrated. I think it is very visual, the
actual writing is very visual too, and that isn’t necessarily always the case. I think in my
poetry, it inclines that way anyway and so I found it sort of carried me along; I was on the
Cutty Sark.

Could you tell us a bit about the book’s dedication to Petronella Breinburg?
She was a creative writing student of mine at the City Lit. She was from Surinam. I’m particularly
interested in Surinam because of Aphra Behn and her brilliant short novel 'Oroonoko'. Petronella
was a single parent, living with her two young boys in a tiny very, very damp basement flat. I
went to see her as part of our student/teacher relationship and was appalled by her living
conditions. Eventually, with the help of my foster mother, we were able to find her and her boys
a new home.
We kept in touch and she helped set up the Caribbean Institute at Goldsmiths College. She went
off to Manchester and got herself a degree and she went on writing: she produced the very first
books in English with a young black boy as the protagonist. He’s called Sean and I’ve got a
couple of the books that she sent me, Sean and the Red Bicycle, but she continued also to write
for adults. The last one I have of hers was called Out of a Coloured Box which deals with racism.
She didn’t get the recognition she should have done for being the first to feature a young black
protagonist.
Why do you think children and adults should read your book? What do you love about it that
you want to share with them?
Well, partly the idea that little girls can have adventures because, quite often, little boys are seen
to be the ones having the adventures. But also, the love of the sea and of London and the sort of
mythology of mermaids and dolphins that rescue you if you’re in trouble. I’ve been on the Cutty
Sark and you’re just carried away by its history.
Any final thoughts?
People always say it’s a lonely life being a writer. There’s very little money in it and it is hard.
That’s why I serve on these committees on Copyright and Public Lending Rights and
International Authors’ Rights in support of writers, and the important work they do.
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