I’d like to thank you and  —especially — the children of Arizona for selecting Actual Size as the winner of the 2006 Grand Canyon Reader’s Nonfiction Award. I’m sorry that I can’t be here to accept the award in person. I’m finishing a book about color in the animal world, one that I’ve been working on for over a year. It’s down to the wire, and I’ve been forced to chain myself to my desk and fill my ears with wax to resist the siren’s song of reading a novel (I’m halfway through Richard Ford’s Lay of the Land), watching a movie, or traveling to Arizona. 

I think about my audience and their reading level when I write, but I’m really just making books about things that fascinate me. I don’t know any other way to do it. It is especially gratifying for a book to be chosen for an award like this. It means that other people — the people I’m writing for — are fascinated, as well.

Actual Size was born five years ago on a business trip to San Diego. I had taken my son Alec, who was 12 at the time, and we stayed a couple of days after my meetings were over. One of the places we visited was the San Diego zoo. There, outside the gorilla paddock, was the enormous handprint of a full-grown male gorilla cast in metal. It was mounted at child’s height, and every kid  (and many of the adults) who walked by stopped and placed a hand on the cast. My first thought was: what a great way to directly experience the amazing size of this animal. My second thought was: this could be a book. The cover illustration Actual Size is an homage to the handprint of that gorilla.

As a child, I had several passions. They included reading (I was such a bookworm that I think my parents were worried about me), science, and art. I collected rocks and fossils and kept a revolving collection of lizards, frogs, spiders and insects, all captured in the woods near my house, and I filled many shoeboxes with drawings and paintings of diving whales, hungry hyenas and dinosaurs battling to the death. For a long time I imagined that I’d be a scientist like my father, a physicist. In college, however, I decided to study graphic design, a natural extension my interest in art and what seemed to be (and in fact has been) a pretty enjoyable way to make a living. 

It wasn’t until my own children were born in the late 80s (my daughter just turned 20, my oldest son is 18, and my youngest is an eight-year-old boy) that I began to think about combining my early interests by writing and illustrating non-fiction books for children. This impulse was a direct response to my own kids’ constant questions about the natural world. 

Making these books —I think I’ve worked on close to twenty — has taken me full circle, incorporating my early interests in a way that sometimes seems almost too perfect. I greatly enjoy it. In fact, I think I would make books even if no one else read them. It just feels like the right thing to do. It is so much more rewarding, however, to find that others also enjoy them. I can do what I love, and have the added satisfaction of knowing that perhaps somewhere there is a child who has been inspired to read and to look at the world in a new way.

Thanks again,

Steve Jenkins 
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