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Growing up in Kokomo, Indiana, Norman Bridwell was always drawing. “I was not good 

at sports and my high school shop teacher, after a few days of class, took my tools 

away, telling me 'Here's a pad of paper instead. You seem to like to draw: stick to that,'” 

Bridwell remembered. But not everyone believed his drawings or writing would 

someday delight millions of children (and parents and teachers) around the world. “I 

always liked to draw,” said Bridwell, “but I was never considered very good. In school 

there was always someone better than me; the art teacher always liked their work 

better than mine. Teachers didn't like my writing either.” After high school, Bridwell 

wanted to turn his love of drawing into a career. He studied first at the John Herron Art 

Institute in Indianapolis and then moved to New York, where he took classes at another 

art school, Cooper Union, for two years. He then went to work as a commercial artist. It 

was in 1962 while he was working as a freelance filmstrip and slide illustrator and 

drawing mostly cartoons that Bridwell decided to put together a portfolio of colorful 

drawings and make the rounds of children's book publishers. Married, with an infant 

daughter, Emily, he was hoping to supplement his income with some extra work 

illustrating books. Bridwell visited about fifteen publishing houses but there were no 

assignments to be had, and even worse, seemingly little hope for any in the future. One 

editor at Harper & Row went so far as to tell Bridwell that his art by itself was just not 

good enough, and she didn't think anybody would ask him to illustrate a book for them. 

But amazingly enough, she also made the suggestion that helped bring him 

phenomenal success. She advised him to write a story to go along with one of his 

pictures. She picked out his sketch of a baby girl and a horse-sized bloodhound and 

casually said, “There might be a story in this,” Bridwell remembered. All-Around Dog He 



wasted no time in taking her advice, but he did decide to make the bloodhound even 

bigger and more of an “all-around” dog, much like the dog he had wanted as a little boy, 

one that he could ride and who would be a fun companion. Bridwell remembers 

speaking to the editor on a Friday, and “By Monday, I had done this little book about a 

girl and her dog,” he said. Now all he needed were names for his characters. “I wanted 

to call the dog 'Tiny,' but Norma (his wife) said that was boring and suggested 'Clifford' 

after an imaginary friend from her childhood,” Bridwell said. The little girl's name, 

however, was easy. Bridwell named her Emily Elizabeth, after his young daughter. He 

dropped off his drawings and manuscript at Scholastic and tried not to expect anything. 

Three weeks later the phone rang. Scholastic wanted to publish Clifford the Big Red 

Dog. At the time, Bridwell couldn't quite believe it. “I said to my wife, 'Now don't count 

on there being any more. This one is just a fluke. I don't know if there will ever be 

another one.'” But it was no fluke. Bridwell was a best-selling author-illustrator for years 

and refused to take all the credit for his spectacular success. “Luck has a lot to do with 

it. So much of it has to do with stumbling into the right characteristics of this big red dog 

and situations you can use in a story.” “He's Red and He's Warm” Bridwell summed up 

Clifford's characteristics matter-of-factly: “He's red and he's warm. Clifford does what 

you'd like to do but can't. Because Clifford is so big and also because he's a dog, he's 

able to do the most unbelievable and imaginative things.” But not too unbelievable or 

imaginative. You won't see Clifford traveling in outer space, for example. Bridwell was 

firm about his decision that Clifford won't do anything that a real dog wouldn't do. 

Although Clifford books are based on rather ordinary events, such as camping, going to 

the seashore, or the circus, when the Big Red Dog comes on the scene, things start to 

happen. “Clifford always tries to do the right thing,” Bridwell explained, “but he does 

make mistakes.” Bridwell got the ideas for Clifford's behavior from other dogs: dogs in 

movies, dogs in stories, and, of course, dogs he's watched over the years, including his 

own. After Bridwell decided what will happen in the story, he sketched it out. Then, he 

wrote the text, first just letting the story flow and later revising it. From start to finish, the 

process usually took about three months. Despite his (and Clifford's) success, Bridwell, 

like anyone who does anything creative, still couldn't predict how others will respond to 



his work. In just a few hours on the night before he was to meet with his editor about a 

Clifford book that he had worked on for many weeks, Bridwell drew some sketches and 

put together the text for what would become one of his most popular books, The Witch 

Next Door. Bridwell thought he was just bringing along something extra, but The Witch 

Next Door, about a kindly witch and her friendship with her two young neighbors, was 

accepted for publication while the Clifford book was rejected. “That's the way it goes,” 

Bridwell says, calling The Witch Next Door a “happy accident.” “Someday You Will 

Succeed” But what he learned and what he tried to stress to young writers is that 

rejection is not a reason to give up. “Sometimes you'll do something that you really like 

and no one else does. You'll feel terrible, but you've just got to press on and keep 

trying. If you like doing it and keep working at it, then someday you will succeed.” There 

are more than 150 Clifford titles, 129 million copies of Norman Bridwell's books are in 

print and many of his stories are translated into 13 languages. Norman Bridwell and his 

wife, Norma, moved to Martha's Vineyard in 1969. Bridwell died on December 12, 

2014. He was 86. Learn more about Norman Bridwell's life and career by watching 

these video interviews. 
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Phyllis Reynolds Naylor 

DATE OF BIRTH January 04, 1933 

CITY OF BIRTH Anderson, IN 

Versatile and prolific, the American writer Phyllis Reynolds Naylor, was born Phyllis 

Dean Reynolds in Anderson, Indiana. She is best known for her books for children and 

young adults. Her most famous is the novel Shiloh (1991; film, 1996), which won the 

Newbery Medal. The two sequels are Shiloh Season (1996; film, 1999) and Saving 

Shiloh (1997; film, 2006). Since the appearance of the story collection The Galloping 

Goat (1965) and the children's novel What the Gulls Were Singing (1967), Naylor has 

published more than 120 books; among them are the Bessledorf comic mysteries for 

children (The Mad Gasser of Bessledorf Street, 1983), two gothic Witch trilogies 

(Witch's Sister, 1975; The Witch Returns, 1992), and the York trilogy (Shadows on the 

Wall, 1980), about a teenage time-traveler seeking a cure for Huntington disease. Her 

most popular series has followed Alice McKinley, a motherless girl, from sixth grade in 

The Agony of Alice (1985) to her high school years in Alice on Her Way (2006); there 

are more than 15 books in the series. Calling Naylor a craftsmanlike writer with a 

distinctive voice, critics appreciate her ability to create believable, appealing young 

adults dealing with such serious issues as death (A String of Chances, 1982), mental 

illness (The Keeper, 1986), and right-wing militia movements (Walker's Crossing, 

1999). Other popular books include Night Cry (1984) and Bernie Magruder and the 

Bats in the Belfry (2004). Also notable are the children's comedy Beetles, Lightly 

Toasted (1987); and the picture book Please Do Feed the Bears (2002). This biography 

is provided by Grolier Multimedia Encyclopedia. Visit Grolier Online for more 

information on this online resource.   
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