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T

hank you, Cecilia McGowan and
members of the 2014 Robert F.
Sibert Medal Selection Committee. It’s a great honor to win the medal
for Parrots over Puerto Rico, especially
considering how many terrific informational books for children were published
in 2013.

Cindy Trumbore (left) and Susan
L. Roth are the winners of the 2014
(Robert F.) Sibert Medal for Parrots over
Puerto Rico (Lee & Low), written by
Roth and Trumbore, and illustrated by
Roth. Their acceptance remarks were
delivered at the ALSC Book and Media
Awards Program on Monday, June 30,
2014, during the American Library
Association Annual Conference.

For more information
about the Sibert Medal, visit
http://bit.ly/sibert-medal.

We heard the rumor that you flapped
your arms like parrots when you stood
to be recognized at the Youth Media
Awards, and we thank you for caring
about Puerto Rico’s endangered iguacas,
too. We thought you might like to hear
how Susan Roth and I came to write a
book that is a joint history of a place and
a bird.
When I first read about Puerto Rican
parrots in a newspaper article, I fell in
love with these loud, scrappy, loyal birds.
My interest in writing about them deepened as I read a 1987 book called The
Parrots of Luquillo, written by the scientists who started breeding the parrots in
captivity. This book planted the thought
in my head that to tell the story of the
Puerto Rican parrot, you also had to tell
the story of Puerto Rico. Specifically, it
was these sentences: “It is often said that
all human events are inextricably interrelated. In like manner, the affairs of parrots have often been crucially affected
by the affairs of man.”

Right away, I could picture a book in
which the top part of the text and art told
about the parrots, and the bottom part
told about the humans on the island
below them. In fact, the working title for
the manuscript was In the Treetops and
Down Below. I was very fortunate that
my friend, co-author, and amazing illustrator, Susan Roth, and our Lee & Low
editor, Louise May, could see this book
idea working too.
Susan and I banged the manuscript
back and forth through fourteen drafts,
looking for the perfect parallels to convey the interrelationship between the
birds and humans. Some parallels
were easy to find: together, parrots and
people looked for food, survived hurricanes, and raised families. Others were
harder, especially for the years from the
Spanish-American War in 1898 to 1952,
when Puerto Rico became a US Commonwealth. But even then, we found
that the parrots were having their own,
eerily similar struggles over territory.

Cindy Trumbore, also known by her maiden name Cindy Kane, is a writer/editor from
New Jersey. She began her career in children’s publishing in the 1980’s and has held
editorial positions with Bantam, Macmillan, and Dial. Transitioning to educational publishing, she served as supervising editor at Pearson Education from 1999-2007. Currently she is executive editor with an educational developer. She began writing children’s
books in 1999, and has created numerous fiction and nonfiction titles, including The
Genie in the Book (Handprint/Chronicle, 2004).
FUN FACT: Cindy edited the Newbery Honor Book A Long Way from Chicago and
Newbery Medal winner A Year Down Yonder, both by Richard Peck.
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2014 SIBERT HONOR BOOKS

A Splash of Red: The Life
and Art of Horace Pippin.
Bryant, Jen.
Illus. by Melissa Sweet.
Alfred A. Knopf/Random House

It was Susan who made two key decisions about the book. First, it had to
have a vertical orientation to tell the top
and bottom stories together. We referred
to this as its “top-downiness.” And second, at a certain point in the story, the
top-downiness had to stop. Once human hands reached up to the birds’
nests, as the work of the parrot recovery
program began, the stories were no longer parallel. They were now one interrelated story.
Susan and I researched the book in
Puerto Rico in 2012. When we visited
the Rio Abajo aviary, we had a rare sight:

Sibert Medal Acceptance Remarks
by Susan L. Roth
Look Up! Bird-Watching in
Your Own Backyard.
Cate, Annette LeBlanc.
Illus. by the author.
Candlewick

T

hank you, Cecilia McGowan,
thank you, the whole 2014 Sibert
Committee, for this great honor.
Thank you, Lee and Low, our publisher,
and thank you especially, Louise May,
our editor, and Christy Hale, our designer, who all helped to take Cindy’s love of
funny-looking birds and turn it into this
book.
Here are some of the things I learned
from Parrots over Puerto Rico:

Locomotive.
Floca, Brian.
Illus. by the author.
Atheneum/Simon & Schuster

The Mad Potter: George E.
Ohr, Eccentric Genius.
Greenberg, Jan and Jordan, Sandra.
Neal Porter/Roaring Brook

•
•

It takes about 24 days to make a real
parrot, from egg to chick.
It takes about 24 minutes to make
a parrot out of paper. It doesn’t

three released Puerto Rican parrots, two
adults and a juvenile, flew freely over
our heads. That experience frames the
beginning and end of our book and is
captured in Susan’s beautiful cover.
We hope the sight of Puerto Rican parrots flying over their island will become
common again one day. If it does, the
recognition that the Sibert Committee
has brought to the parrots and their recovery program just might play a part.
Can the affairs of parrots be crucially
affected by the affairs of librarians? Susan and I think so. We thank you and the
iguacas do, too.

matter how big or small it is. I even
tried to mass-produce them. Massproduction doesn’t work. I lost a lot
of little green feathers that way.
How many parrots did I make? I never
counted, but to give you an idea of how
long it took to complete the whole book
(I hope you librarians will give extra
credit for this), I finished listening to all
six volumes of Proust—In Search of Lost
Time, unabridged—while I cut those
feathers.
The most important lesson I learned
from Parrots over Puerto Rico was to look
up from my desk. Cindy told you about
how we watched the three parrots flying
over the aviary in Puerto Rico. But for
me, one lesson wasn’t enough.

Susan L. Roth was born in New York City, spent her childhood in Madison, Wisconsin, and studied art at Mills College in Oakland, California, receiving her
M.A. in Printmaking/Art History in 1968. She is the author/illustrator of 40
books, including The Biggest Frog in Australia (Simon and Schuster, 1996), winner of a Kentucky Bluegrass Award and an Aesop Accolade from the American Folklore Society, and The Story of Light (Morrow Junior Books, 1990), which
received the Maryland Black-Eyed Susan Picture Book Award.
FUN FACT: Susan originally illustrated with wood-cuts, but quickly moved on to collage.
All of her 40 books, except the first two, are illustrated with collage.
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When my first batch of paper parrots
was finished, I started attaching them. I
glued down each one separately because
I didn’t want to cover up any of those
feathers. I thought they looked gorgeous
on the pale blue sky. I took a picture of
that first page and sent it to my own favorite first responder. This is what she
said: “Your parrots are cute but real birds
don’t fly like that! Go outside and LOOK!”
I threw down my scissors and decided
to go to the supermarket. If I couldn’t
make a good flock of birds, at least I
could make something good for supper.
As I approached the supermarket I spot-

ted a million pigeons sitting all over the
big freestanding letters that spelled out
S-U-P-E-R-M-A-R-K-E-T above the door.
While I was looking, the pigeon sitting in
the ‘S’ started flapping his wings. That
made the ‘U’ pigeon mad because then
they began to fight in front of the ‘P’, flapping their wings like maniacs.

you look up at a flock of birds, here and
there they look as if they really are touching.

The other birds got nervous from the fuss
and a second later they all flew away in
a mad dash. It was a command performance, just for me!

. . . where I set my captive parrots free, to
fly the way birds actually do. And that was
when the book, Parrots over Puerto Rico,
really took off.

That was my parrot epiphany. I hated
to admit it, but my own favorite first responder was right. Birds fly in a disorganized way. Even though they are not
touching each other up in the sky, when

Thank you, Sibert Committee. Cindy and
I are still flying high, too, all because of
you.

I watched them until they were gone.
Then I got in the car—without buying
anything for supper—and raced back to
my desk . . .
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