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Charity Norman caught up with Sophie Siers on her 
recent return from the Bologna Children’s Book Fair.



S
ophie Siers is many things: 
publisher, entrepreneur, organic 
farmer, mother of three. She also 
happens to be an award-winning 
writer of children’s books – 

including Dear Donald Trump, which is flying 
out of bookshops around the world.

All of this takes energy and drive, 
qualities that Sophie possesses in 
spades. I spoke to her soon after 
her return from a trip to Europe 
for book-related meetings and 
the Bologna Children’s Book Fair.

Creativity runs in Sophie’s family. In the 
1960s her parents established a publishing 
house, Millwood Press, in Wellington and 
later the small Millwood Gallery at the 
front of the premises. James Siers was a 
photographer, filmmaker and adventurer 
whose love of New Zealand and the Pacific 
inspired his photographic books. Judy 
Siers is also a writer; her biography on the 
architect James Walter Chapman-Taylor 
won the 2008 Montana Book Award.

Yet despite this bookish upbringing, 
Sophie Siers came to writing later in life. 
She studied English drama and spent four 
years in Europe before qualifying in Rudolf 
Steiner Kindergarten teaching. She credits 
her experience of early childhood education 
as an influence in her writing of children’s 
books, though it was to be another twenty 
years or so before she put pen to paper. 
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In 1994, life brought her and her partner 
Andy to Waimarama, where they farm 
organic sheep and beef. It’s a business 
they’ve tackled with typical ingenuity, 
founding the Organic Farm Butchery in 
Hastings through which they process 
all their own meat as well as that of 
other farmers, and supply to organic 
outlets around the country. Their latest 
innovation is the upcoming launch of a 
website for direct ordering. This, they 
hope, will illustrate the realities of meat 
production and help consumers to buy in a 
sustainable way. 

When I ask Sophie about her 
storytelling, she describes a 
pivotal moment back in 2014 
when she looked at the 1940s 
Allis-Chalmers tractor out 
in the farmyard. “I thought, 
‘Golly, she’s a lovely old tractor. 
And boy, my kids have had 
amazing times on the farm.’” 

It struck her then that there was a story 
in that tractor. By bedtime she’d finished 
the very first draft of Allis the Little 
Tractor, winner of Best First Book Award 
in the 2016 New Zealand Children’s Book 
Awards. Aimed at preschool children and 
first readers, it’s delightfully illustrated 
by Hawke’s Bay artist Helen Kerridge and 
published by Millwood Press, the family 
publishing house Sophie now manages. It 
was followed a year later by Allis Helps on 
the Farm. 

It was while taking a writing course at 
Victoria University that Sophie developed 
Rosie Joy: Here, There and Everywhere, a 
chapter book about a farm girl. The course 
involved group feedback, which she found 
invaluable.

“I got fantastic insight into how my 
writing was being received,” she tells me. 
“When you’re farming, you don’t realise 
quite what farming life is. You need that 
feedback to understand how magical it is.” 

Other books followed, but it was an 
encounter with a Belgian publisher at the 
2017 Frankfurt Book Fair that set things 
alight. Sophie showed her the manuscript 

ABOVE: Excerpts from Dear Donald Trump, which is available in fifteen countries



of Dear Donald Trump, a story told in the form of 
letters written by a schoolboy to Donald Trump. 
Young Sam is so annoyed by his older brother 
that he wants to build a dividing wall across their 
bedroom. This brother, he complains, “exactly 
fits your description of an undesirable person.” 

The Belgian publisher was enthusiastic. She 
and a French-Canadian counterpart brought 
in illustrator Anne Villeneuve, whose quirky 
designs are the perfect accompaniment. The 
result has been sold into fifteen countries around 
the world, including the United States, where it 
will be on the shelves in September with the title 
Dear Mr President. 

Although Sophie describes the 
story as “about negotiation, 
understanding and compromise”, 
she insists that she had no political 
agenda in creating it, nor does 
she intend to be critical of the US 
President. 

“I was trading off his world charisma to bring 
something topical to a children’s book,” she 
says. Perhaps sensing my unspoken discomfort 
at hearing the words ‘charisma’ and ‘Donald 
Trump’ uttered in the same sentence she 
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TOP: Sophie reading to school children in Turkey; ABOVE: Sophie with 
Ottovo Nakladatelství, the publisher who has bought the rights for Czech 
Republic and Slovakia
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Signing books at Wardini Books in Havelock North

Sophie wth 
Allis, the 
tractor that 
inspired her 
first book

Sophie in a 
bookshop in London 
with the English 
edition of the book

Sophie at home in Waimarama



explains, “Today’s children all know who he is. I 
wasn’t trying to be political, but topical … to talk 
about how we’re all going to live together, feed 
ourselves, look after each other, look after the 
planet.”

Her latest, The Gift Horse, was a finalist in the 2018 
New Zealand Book Awards for Children and Young 
Adults. It’s about Olivia, whose mother has died. 
She’s almost overwhelmed by feelings of grief and 
anger until the arrival in her life of a traumatised 
horse called Amigo. 

The idea was sparked by a toyshop owner who 
mentioned that she often saw families who’d lost 
something or someone important, and suggested 
a new book about grief. Inspired, Sophie began 
to plan The Gift Horse, working closely with friend 
and illustrator Katharine White, who used pastels 
to create her stirring images. 

They were grateful for the advice of Kerry 
Prendergast, former Wellington mayor and 
patron of the Skylight Trust, which provides grief 
support to families and children. The Gift Horse has 
proved a useful resource in the Trust’s work.

Sophie feels that the book’s message is one of 
hope. “Not in a Pollyanna way, but there’s a sense 
that things are okay – and will be okay.” 

Though the story is aimed at nine- 
to eleven-year-olds, it’s intended 
to have resonance for all ages and 
certainly isn’t only meant for readers 
who are themselves experiencing 
personal loss.

“Some children haven’t yet lost so much as a 
goldfish,” says Sophie, though she reflects that 
her own family, who have grown up on a farm, 
have been in constant contact with the realities 
of life and death. “There needs to be a lot more 
talking about how these things feel and what 
people are going through, before it happens.” 

It’s been a busy couple of years. What’s next? 
That’s an easy one to answer: the latest Sophie 
Siers book will be published later this year.

The title? Dear Princess Meghan. 

Books by 
Sophie

Sophie’s 
favourite 
things

Allis the little tractor and Allis 
Helps on the Farm 
Illustrated by Helen Kerridge

Arlo and the Gingko Tree 
Illustrated by Kate Twhigg

The Gift Horse 
Illustrated by Katharine White

Rosie Joy: Here, There and 
Everywhere 
Illustrated by Judith Trevelyan

Do You Want To Gallop With Me?  
Illustrated by Judith Trevelyan

Dear Donald Trump 
Illustrated by Anne Villeneuve

Favourite Food: “Anything fresh and organic!” 

Favourite Wine: “Pinot gris,” Sophie smiles.

Favourite Movie: “Safety Not Guaranteed.”

Favourite Book: “When a Monster Calls.”

Favourite Place: “Waimarama Beach.”

“In my spare time, I love going to the beach, being 
around horses, sunbathing....! I love summer and 
swimming, I wish I could have it all year round.”


