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Who Wrote that?

Foreword by

Kyle Zimmer

President, First Book

Humanity is powered by stories. From our earliest
days as thinking beings, we employed every available
tool to tell each other stories . We danced, drew pictures
on the walls of our caves, spoke, and sang. All of this
extraordinary effort was designed to entertain, recount
the news of the day, explain natural occurrences — and
then gradually to build religious and cultural traditions
and establish the common bonds and continuity that
eventually formed civilizations. Stories are the most
powerful force in the universe; they are the primary
element that has distinguished our evolutionary path.
Our love of the story has not diminished with time.
Enormous segments of societies are devoted to the art of
storytelling. Book sales in the United States alone topped
$24 billion in 2006; movie studios spend fortunes to
create and promote stories; and the news industry is more
pervasive in its presence than ever before.
There is no mystery to our fascination. Great stories
are magic. They can introduce us to new cultures, or
remind us of the nobility and failures of our own, inspire
us to greatness or scare us to death; but above all, stories provide human insight on a level that is unavailable
through any other source. In fact, stories connect each of
us to the rest of humanity not just in our own time, but
also throughout history.

Foreword
This special magic of books is the greatest treasure that
we can hand down from generation to generation. In fact,
that spark in a child that comes from books became
the motivation for the creation of my organization, First
Book, a national literacy program with a simple mission:
to provide new books to the most disadvantaged children.
At present, First Book has been at work in hundreds of
communities for over a decade. Every year children in
need receive millions of books through our organization
and millions more are provided through dedicated literacy institutions across the United States and around the
world. In addition, groups of people dedicate themselves
tirelessly to working with children to share reading and
stories in every imaginable setting from schools to the
streets. Of course, this Herculean effort serves many
important goals. Literacy translates to productivity and
employability in life and many other valid and even
essential elements. But at the heart of this movement
are people who love stories, love to read, and want
desperately to ensure that no one misses the wonderful
possibilities that reading provides.
When thinking about the importance of books, there
is an overwhelming urge to cite the literary devotion of
great minds. Some have written of the magnitude of
the importance of literature. Amy Lowell, an American poet, captured the concept when she said, “Books
are more than books. They are the life, the very heart
and core of ages past, the reason why men lived and
worked and died, the essence and quintessence of their
lives.” Others have spoken of their personal obsession
with books, as in Thomas Jefferson’s simple statement:
“I live for books.” But more compelling, perhaps, is
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Who Wrote that?
the almost instinctive excitement in children for books
and stories.
Throughout my years at First Book, I have heard truly
extraordinary stories about the power of books in the lives
of children. In one case, a homeless child, who had been
bounced from one location to another, later resurfaced —
and the only possession that he had fought to keep was
the book he was given as part of a First Book distribution
months earlier. More recently, I met a child who, upon
receiving the book he wanted, flashed a big smile and
said, “This is my big chance!” These snapshots reveal
the true power of books and stories to give hope and
change lives.
As these children grow up and continue to develop their
love of reading, they will owe a profound debt to those
volunteers who reached out to them — a debt that they
may repay by reaching out to spark the next generation of
readers. But there is a greater debt owed by all of us — a
debt to the storytellers, the authors, who have bound us
together, inspired our leaders, fueled our civilizations, and
helped us put our children to sleep with their heads full of
images and ideas.
Who Wrote That ? is a series of books dedicated to
introducing us to a few of these incredible individuals.
While we have almost always honored stories, we have
not uniformly honored storytellers. In fact, some of the
most important authors have toiled in complete obscurity throughout their lives or have been openly persecuted
for the uncomfortable truths that they have laid before us.
When confronted with the magnitude of their written work
or perhaps the daily grind of our own, we can forget that
writers are people. They struggle through the same daily
indignities and dental appointments, and they experience

Foreword
the intense joy and bottomless despair that many of us do.
Yet somehow they rise above it all to deliver a powerful
thread that connects us all. It is a rare honor to have the
opportunity that these books provide to share the lives of
these extraordinary people. Enjoy.
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The humorous author and illustrator (and former class clown) Dav Pilkey likes to
keep a low profile, believing his work should speak for itself. Pictured above, the
cover of his book Captain Underpants and the Attack of the Talking Toilets.

1
Go Sit in
the Hallway
When you were younger, how often did you get in
trouble at school? Did your teacher ever have to yell at you to
get you to be quiet and stay quiet? Did you ever have to go sit
out in the hallway until you learned to be quiet? Did you ever
get sent to the principal? When Dav Pilkey was a kid, this happened almost every day.
It’s not that he meant to be bad. He really didn’t. But he
just couldn’t help himself. If there was a joke to be made, he
made it. If there was a funny noise to be made, he was your
guy. If there was a crayon to be shoved up his nose—well,
he held the record for the number he could stick up there at
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David “Dav” Pilkey
one time. And although his classmates loved his antics,
his teachers and the school principal felt somewhat differently about the matter. “I had a series of principals
and teachers and people in my life .Â€.Â€. who were not very
understanding of a kid who was kind of rambunctious
and very, very silly, and they didn’t like me very much
and they were always trying to oppress me.”â•›1 Indeed,
young David Pilkey was so often “oppressed” that he set
the school’s record for the amount of time spent in the
principal’s office!
Eventually, the grown-ups discovered that David’s misbehavior was not within his control. But before that happened, he found himself spending more and more time in
the hallway. After a while, his teacher even set up a desk
out there just for his exclusive use.
David learned to make the best of it. Every morning he
would fill up his hallway desk with the items he would
need for the day: paper, pencils, and crayons. That way,
he was prepared when the teacher snapped her fingers,
pointed at the door, and told him yet again to get out of her
classroom.
Motivation
Sometimes something that is meant to be a punishment is
actually a blessing in disguise. It was during this solitary
time, away from his friends, that David had the opportunity to use his carefully stashed art supplies. He began,
as most artists do, by simply drawing pictures. As time
went on, he began making up stories to go along with the
pictures. Some of the stories involved superheroes. These
powerful characters could do things that David could
never do.

Go Sit in the Hallway
One character in particular seemed to leap off the page
and stand out, both to David and his friends. Later he
thanked his second grade teacher for the inspiration:
My teacher actually inspired it, my second grade teacher. I had
a lot of problems with her. No, no, she had a lot of problems
with me, was the way it went, but one time she used the word
“underpants” in a sentence, and I don’t exactly remember
what she said, but she said underpants, and everybody in the
classroom just burst out laughing, and then she got really mad,
and she’s like “Boys and girls, underwear is not funny,” and
then we just laughed, you know so much harder at that, and it
was at that moment that I realized, you know, “Underwear is a
very powerful thing. Not only does it make everybody in my
classroom laugh, but it makes my teacher really angry,” you
know, and that’s sort of where Captain Underpants came from.
I think, you know, within a few days I had created Captain
Underpants and I was writing comics about him.2

History has proven the teacher wrong: apparently, underwear and the word “underpants” are funny. Decades after
seven-year-old David Pilkey came up with the idea, there
are more than 38 million copies of the adventures of Captain Underpants in print, making it one of the best-selling
children’s book series of all time.
Pilkey uses broad humor and parodies of art, literature,
and popular culture in an effort to make reluctant readers want to read. Anything is fair game to him, including
monster movies, superheroes, modern art, and science
fiction. Pilkey’s books target everything in their path. He
makes readers laugh uproariously while delivering a message of friendship, tolerance, and the triumph of the goodhearted. Pilkey is one of the most popular and beloved
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authors of our time. He is the author of more than 50
books for children. These include the Dragon series, the
Big Dog and Little Dog series, the Ricky Ricotta series,

Did you know...
Dav Pilkey is not the only person who had
difficulties in school and went on to achieve
great success as an adult. Many original thinkers,
writers, and artists have felt straitjacketed in a formal, structured school system.
The famous French chemist and microbiologist
Louis Pasteur, best known today for inventing the
process for pasteurizing milk, was only a mediocre
student. Charles Darwin, who developed the theories of natural selection and evolution, was told
by his father, “You care for nothing but shooting,
dogs, and rat-catching; you will be a disgrace to
yourself and your family.” Carl Jung, the influential
psychologist, was considered by his teachers to be
simply stupid. Even Albert Einstein, the twentieth
century’s greatest physicist, was expelled from
school and was unable to gain admittance to the
Zurich Polytechnic Institute!
The father of famed French sculptor Auguste
Rodin, who is best known for his statue The
Thinker, once said, “I have an idiot for a son.”
In fact, Rodin failed to earn admittance to the
school of art three times. French author Émile Zola
flunked literature. Even Leo Tolstoy, author of two
of the greatest novels in world literature, War and
Peace and Anna Karenina, was described as “both
unable and unwilling to learn.”
Source: R.S. Illingsworth and C.M. Illingsworth, Lessons from
Childhood: Some Aspects of Early Life of Unusual Men and
Women (Baltimore: William and Wilkins Co., 1966).

