
 

 

Cressida Cowell: early island life and the stories it inspired 

 

I grew up in London, but my dad’s heart was in the wilderness. Every spring and 

summer, we were taken to an uninhabited island off the west coast of Scotland – an 

island so small that when you stood on the top of it, you could see sea all around you. We’d be dropped off 

on that island by a local boatman and picked up again two weeks later. And there was nothing on the 

island! No shops, no houses. When I was nine, my dad had a house built on the island and we spent the 

whole summer there, and my dad got a boat, so he could catch fish. It was an incredible experience for a 

child. 

That island was the inspiration for my How to Train Your Dragon books, because it was the first place the 

Vikings came to when they invaded Great Britain, and the last place they left. There were real ruined 

houses on that little island I used to explore, play in, and pretend I was a Viking. 

I have a special fondness for the sea, the wildness of it. I remember an extraordinary occasion when we 

were on a beach on Mull, just the family, having a picnic. We had this beach, which is like a secret cove, 

entirely to ourselves, nobody there, blue… The boat was moored in quite shallow water, and a pod of 

dolphins came in to play with the boat in the bay. The children ran into the water and they were all just 

playing around the moored boat. It was a magical moment. The sea landscapes, those wildernesses of the 

Hebrides are the most beautiful places. Particularly when the sun is shining. My heart just lifts when I go to 

that western part of Scotland. 

My father didn’t necessarily know what he was doing in a boat! And on those tricky waters in the 

Hebrides… He would do things like accidentally tie the boat to a lobster pot instead of a buoy. I remember 

going out in a storm, where we were bailing out the water and it really did feel very dangerous. You 

suddenly realise that this is an out-of-control situation about which you can do nothing. 

Anybody who has camped in the 1970s will know that 70s tents were not waterproof! We’d get very wet 

and not be able to dry out. And then if you did manage to get your jeans to dry out, they would turn stiff 

with the salt. Like putting on cardboard jeans. Many of my hero Hiccup’s experiences – of the cold, of the 

damp, of being frightened by going out into the sea in storms – are definitely ones that I had in my 

childhood.  

 

 

 

 

 



Michael Rosen: No Breathing in Class 

We had a teacher who was so strict, you weren't allowed to breathe in her lessons. She used to stand at the front 

going, "NO BREATHING!" And you had the whole morning to get through. The weak ones just used to keel over and 

die. You'd hear them going down behind you. AHHH! KER-POOM! KER-POOM!  And there was always a whiny kid 

going, "Miss! Can I go out and do some breathing?"  

And she'd say, "No! You've got all playtime to do it in!"  

"Oh, go on Miss, oh, go on!"  

Do you know at the beginning of the week there were forty-eight kids in my class? At the end of the week there 

were only five of them left. Yeah. Do you know at the end of the day you'd be stepping over kids just to get out the 

room? Oh no! There's Melanie. That's a shame, she was really nice. There's Dave. Eh eh eh! Hard luck, Dave! Always 

knew you were a bit weak. 

Do you know, people say to me, if that's true, how come you're here to tell the tale? Fair enough, and I'll tell you. It's 

because, when I was at school, we used to sit at desks. We didn't sit round tables like you do now. We used to sit at 

desks, with lids. And some of us figured out, what you had to do was snatch a quick breath under the desk lid when 

she wasn't looking. 

So once more, from the beginning. "NO BREATHING!" The weak ones: KER-POOM! KER-POOM!  KER-POOM!   

The whiny ones: "Miss! Can I go out and do some breathing?”  

"No! You've got all playtime to do it in!" 

"Oh, go on Miss, oh, go on!" 

Us lot: AHHH! GASP! GASP! GASP! PTOOM! Ah! That was the mistake! Slamming the desk 

lid down!  

If you made a noise with the desk lid, it was OUT! School PRISON! There was a school 

prison underneath the school hall where they used to string you up from the wall bars. "Miss! I've been up here for 

three weeks... and there's rats! And they're nibbling my toenails!" 

So I figured it out. What you had to do was put your thumb round the edge of the desk lid so when it went down it 

didn't make any noise at all. 

Once more, from the beginning. "NO BREATHING!" 

The weak ones: KER-POOM! KER-POOM!  KER-POOM!   

The whiny ones: "Miss! Can I go out and do some breathing?  

"No! You've got all playtime to do it in!" 

"Oh, go on Miss, oh, go on!" 

These other kids: AHHH! GASP! GASP! PTOOM! 

OUT! School PRISON! 

"Miss! I've been up here for three weeks and there's... rats! And they're nibbling... my toenails! Miss!" 

Me: Thumb round the edge of the desk. PAH! GASP! GASP! GASP! No noise at all. 

SURVIVAL! 

 

 



Jackie Kay: Making up stories 

 

I was very young when I had my first poem published. It was 

very exciting. I was twelve, and the poem was about poverty in 

Glasgow tenements. I can still remember it. It was called ‘Hard 

Times’. It was very sentimental. 

I started writing because I liked making things up – lies, stories, poems, rhymes. I used to 

make up a lot of lies and writing allowed me to tell lies without getting into trouble. I liked 

reading them to friends in the school lunch hour. I also discovered that writing could keep 

me company when I felt isolated.  

I had an imaginary friend who existed for two whole years. My family believed he was real. 

He was called Brendan Gallacher. I wrote a poem about him. He was a lot nicer than some 

of my real friends. I loved him but when my parents found out he didn't exist, that killed 

him. He had to die! Even now the word for lie in my family is Brendan Gallacher. 

When I was growing up in Glasgow, I spent my pocket money on in Enid Blyton books or 

packets of elastic bands to play what we called Chinese ropes, or pokey hats – that was our 

name for ice cream cones. I liked buying lots of sharp pencils and rubbers. Sometimes, to 

annoy my brother, I saved my pocket money and put it in my bank book so that in a few 

weeks’ time I could buy something big.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Neil Gaiman: Hanukkah with bells on 

I do not recall lobbying for anything, as a boy, as hard as I lobbied, with my sisters, 

for a Christmas tree. My parents objected. "We're Jewish," they said. "We don't 

do Christmas. We do Hanukkah instead." This did nothing to stop the lobbying. 

We were surrounded by Christmas, after all.  

When I was eight, I was offered the choice of playing a shepherd or wise man in 

my school Nativity play. I was a precocious child and I had read widely, so I argued 

with the primary school teacher, pointing out that you could choose either to 

have wise men or shepherds, but not both, as the gospels of Luke and Matthew contained accounts of very 

different nativities. Wisely, she declined to argue theology with an eight-year-old, and instead pointed out 

to me that, as first shepherd, I would also be the narrator and would read from a scroll, and, fearful of 

losing what was going to turn out to be a fairly good part with no actual lines to learn, I stilled my tongue. 

Christmas presents, that was a battle we had already won, my sisters and me. It didn't matter that my 

mother wrote "Happy Hanukkah" in my Doctor Who annual: the book still arrived on Christmas day, in a 

pillowcase filled with gifts. What the present was called was mere semantics: as long as we got the swag 

we did not care what was written on it. 

We were not jealous of friends who got Christmas presents. We were jealous of the friends with Christmas 

trees, properly decorated ones, with tinsel and glass balls and a star on the top. We lobbied and we 

lobbied hard, and we would not give up. My parents would not countenance it. They had not had 

Christmas trees when they were children; instead, they had parents who disapproved of Christmas trees. 

You couldn't, my mother told us, be Jewish and have a Christmas tree. 

I was a precocious child, and I had read widely, and I struck. "But it's not Christian," I said. 

"I think you'll find it is, dear," said my mother. "That's why they call them Christmas trees." 

"They are actually," I told her, proudly, and precociously, "a pagan relic. The trees. The thing of people 

bringing trees into houses at the winter solstice and decorating them has nothing at all to do with 

Christianity. It's from pagan times." I'm not sure why it was better to be a pagan relic, but I hoped it was, 

and it seemed to shake my mother's certainty. Like my teacher, she knew better than to argue theology 

with an eight-year-old. 

Whether it was my precocious argument or (more probably in retrospect), my sisters' huge, pleading eyes 

and trembling lower lips, I do not know, but my father went to the local market and picked out a tree for 

us and brought it home. We decorated it and were content. Having won the Christmas tree battle, we had, 

somehow, won the Christmas war.  

Christmas trees were there to stay. A Christmas tree was bought, normally on the last Saturday before 

Christmas, for the rest of my childhood. Our more orthodox cousins were both scandalised and impressed 

by this. But we were happy. We had a nice Jewish Christmas. We were content. 

 




