Children's author Sarah Brennan on her new book and
Shanghai's rich history
Hong Kong-based writer tells us about her fascination with the city
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The creator of bestselling book series Dirty Stories and Chinese Calendar Tales, children’s author Sarah
Brennan is back with her latest book, The Tale of Rickshaw Rooster (TTORR). The most recent addition to
her Calendar series which focuses on the escapades of animals from the lunar zodiac, the story is set in
1920s Shanghai, in particular on the Bund. Brennan, whose books have been embraced by young readers
across Asia and in her native Australia, chose to base TTORR in Shanghai due to her passion for the city’s
vibrant, creative landscape during the roaring '20s.

Aside from the period’s huge, glamorous appeal, Brennan was also inspired by writer Taras Grescoe’s
Shanghai Grand, a novel about American journalist Emily ‘Mickey’ Hahn’s life and depiction in and of the
city. ‘It’s a marvelous book that anyone who loves Shanghai needs to read and that gave me a lot of
inspiration,’ Brennan says. Her characters and plot in TTORR are also drawn from the city’s history as a
trading port and foreign settlement zone, with Shanghai citizens facing off against foreign powers in the
story’s annual motor race. ‘I would really like this book to become something of a Shanghai classic, as it
focuses on its people, who have really been exploited throughout its history.’ It’s also, as Brennan points
out, her homage to a city she ﬁnds thoroughly fascinating.
Currently in town to appear at M on the Bund’s 15th annual Shanghai International Literary Festival, you
can catch her appearance at Glam this Sunday 19, nab your tickets online.
Below, we talk to Brennan about the inspiration behind her Calendar series, the importance of setting her
latest book in Shanghai and more.
The Tale of the Rickshaw Rooster is the most recent addition to your Chinese Calendar Tale series,
with the story this time focusing on the adventures of the Rooster. What initially inspired you to
decide to start a series around these well-known, cultural symbols?
When my ﬁrst two children’s books, A Dirty Story and An Even Dirtier Story, were published in Hong Kong,
I started doing book readings at schools there. While the kids enjoyed the stories, I felt a bit uncomfortable,
as the stories were very Western in content, and most of the children were Chinese or came from other
Asian countries. And I felt from their point of view that it must be very frustrating to have to always learn
English through only Western culture and stories, with no material from your own culture to relate to.

So in late 2007, I wrote and published The Tale of Chester Choi, about a Chinese dragon who lives by the
South China Sea, and it jumped off the shelves! The next year was the Year of the Rat, so I decided to
follow it up immediately with The Tale of Run Run Rat, which was about a Chinese village rat who ends up
at the Olympics in Beijing. Happily, that book was number one in English language bookstores, followed by
The Tale of Chester Choi, and then by one of the Harry Potter books!
I then realised that there was a real appetite in Hong Kong for fun stories in English about Chinese subject
matter, and that’s when I decided to write stories about all the Chinese Zodiac animals. Writing about one
animal per year, I try to weave in as much Chinese history, culture and folklore as I can. And that’s how
The Chinese Calendar Tales series was born! Now they’re distributed in China, Singapore and Australia
and we get online orders from as far away as Europe and the United States.

The zodiac animals and their individual characteristics are well-known all over the world. What
have readers’ responses to the Chinese Calendar Tales series been like?
People have really taken to the zodiac element of the books; I’ll often hear from readers who tell me that
they very much see themselves in their animal’s traits and adventures. And, with the exception of one, all
of my animal’s books portray them as being very true to type. I think it’s because unlike the Western
zodiac, the Chinese one is more interesting and far accurate in a sense.
We saw an example of this accuracy last year, with 2016 being a classic, disruptive Monkey year. The
chaos of a typical Monkey year saw a lot of unexpected things taking place, one of them being Trump
getting into the White House! Speaking of Trump, who was born in the Year of the Dog, he typiﬁes that
animal's traits of determination, loyalty (to his friends, for better or worse) and stubbornness. I think we’re
going to have to wait until 2019 for the calming inﬂuence of the Pig!

This book is based in Shanghai and in particular, on the Bund. Aside from your personal and
professional connection with the city, what else made you decide to base TOTRR in Shanghai?
With my Chinese Calendar Tales series, I’m trying to cover major historical events, characters and settings
from the formation of China as a united country by Qin Shi Huangdi over 2,000 years ago, to the present
time. And while ﬁve of my titles directly relate to ﬁve important Chinese emperors, I had not yet dealt with
that fascinating, troubled period between the abdication of the last Chinese emperor, Pu Yi, and the
foundation of the PRC.
And Shanghai seemed the obvious choice, not just because it was the home of so many important
participants and events in the rise of Chinese nationalism, but also because Shanghai was the most
famous of the treaty ports under the Treaty of Nanjing, and its foreign concessions the most well-known.
Not to mention the fact that the 1920s era is perhaps my favourite period in history, with its incredible
architecture and literature, and its extraordinary artists, architects and writers, many of whom visited
Shanghai at the time. So for me it was not just the perfect setting for my story about the end of Chinese
imperial rule, but also a real joy to research and write about.

With this book, what message do you hope readers will take away from it?
For younger children simply reading the story and enjoying Harry Harrison’s fabulous illustrations, the
message I want to convey is that with courage, imagination and determination, you can achieve whatever
you want in life. For older children and adults, who should read not just the story but also the information
boxes at the back of the book, a better understanding of how an ancient system of government based on
rigid hierarchy, inheritance and class privilege, which had prevailed unbroken in China for thousands of
years, was replaced in just 50 years by a system that was almost diametrically opposed to it. I’d also like

older readers to see how the rise of nationalism, together with the incursion of foreign powers, hastened
the demise of imperial China.

After TTORR, what will you be working on next?
My story for the Year of the Dog. It will be the twelfth of thirteen titles in the Chinese Calendar Tales series.
And in June this year, my new children’s book Storm Whale, published by Allen & Unwin and illustrated by
Jane Tanner, will be launched in Melbourne. I’m also currently working on a series of children’s books
about Australian bush animals.
Chinese culture and cities are obviously big inspirations for your stories. When it comes to ﬁnding
things or places that inspire your writing, what advice would you give children that aspire to create
their own stories?
It is often said that a writer should only write about the things and places that they know. And while that
certainly leads to stories that ring of truth and that contain lots of accurate details, this approach is also
very limiting. From my own experience – and I have never formally studied Chinese history, been to many
of the places I write about, nor have I lived in ancient China – I also think that it’s important to write about
what interests you. So for me, as I wrote more stories for my series, I started reading more and more about
China and Chinese history, and this led to stories about places I’d never been, people I’d never met, and
events I’d never heard of before.
The golden rule here, of course, is to do your research – and the more reading you do on and around a
subject, and the longer you do that research, the better your knowledge and the better your writing about it.
So my advice to children is this: write about things and places that you know, but remember that your
knowledge does not have to come from ﬁrsthand experience.

For more information on Sarah's books and to order The Tale of Rickshaw Rooster online, head to her
website.
Sarah Brennan will be appearing at Glam for the Shanghai International Literary Festival this Sunday 19
March. Grab tickets to her session here.

