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Magical N

Sheridan Winn's stories are set in Norfolk,
hugely popular in Germany and about to be
filmed in Canada. ROWAN MANTELL meets
the children’s author whose international reach

belies very local roots.

T

here is something

magical about Sheridan

Winn's books. It's not

just the characters, who

have strange powers.

It's the way the stories
APPear, conct Jjumping out at her
fully-formed, places and plots
shimmering into existence as she
writes.

For 25 years Sheridan helped her
hushand prodice a popular
national newspaper cartoon strip,
and picture books, based on the
cXploits of their two children.

But in her 50s Sheridan found
herself alone in a rented home.
Divoree, bankruptey and illness
had torn through her comfortable
life. Then the idea for a series of
books appeared - as if by magic

The Sprite Books are aimed at
girls aged around seven to 11 and
are ostensibly based on Sheridan’s
own childhood, in a big house
overgrown gardens just outside

Here u Sprite Towers, four
sisters, each endowed with a magic
power, each linked to one of the
elements of earth, water, fire and
air, romp through adventures.

“Ilike to think of them
modern-day Enid Blyton,” she said.

"The series has struck a particular
chord with little girls in Germany.
The first seven books have sold a
remarkable 400,000 copies so far,
and Sheridan has just signed a deal
to publish the final three stories of
the series in German.

She still seems slightly bemused
by IhL huge success of the books in
ey're so English, I'm
hc said, d[|m‘|ltln§, she
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The Sprite sisters will be bringing
their magical powers to the streets
of Norwich this summer - as part

orgamsedbyNorfoD(
Artist

Beverley
will design Sprite Snap, drawing on
inspiration from the Sprite Sister
stories.

of her books for Coleman's to give
away to young readers.

been to Germany.

The eighth adventure, The
Mystery of the Locked Room, has
just been published in Britain.
Soon Sheridan will sit down to
write the final two adventures, but
first she must wait for the
characters and stories to return.

Because, after the whirlwind of
writing the first five books in three
years, and another three in the past
two years, she found another story
clamouring to be told. And instead
of magical japes and schoolday
escapades, this one involved rape,
war and some serious history

Last year Sheridan wrote
Boudica’s Daughters, a
psychologi irama aimed at
young adult readers.

If her first books were all about

fbooks by
hugely popular in Germany.
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‘Winn in German as they are
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her creating a magical, ideal
childhood, the next will work
through much darker themes.

Born Sheridan Ebbage, her father
was a Norfolk estate agent.

“He bought Littlewood House in
Drayton for £4,000 in 1960. It was
run-down and its 20 acres
completely overgrown - a magical
environment for me, aged seven,”
she said. “I spent most of my
childhood outside playing, and
looking after the animals. We were
very lucky to have a big garden and
had ponies, dogs, cats, rabbits,
chickens and a pig. At one point,
we had 63 guinea pigs!

“As well as my three sisters,
various cousins lived with us at
different times and I loved playing
at tracking a s and hide-and-
seek and cowboys and Indians,
when I would always be the scout.”

However, things were not entirely

d House in Drayton.

“ Every setting is
drawn from
somewhere real in
Norfolk...

said. “The wall around Sprite
Towers is the high brick wall at
Blickling. The kitchen is owned by
friends in North Norfolk. The
vegetable garden is like the one we
had at Littlewood House when we
first moved there. The stable and
sheds are from Littlewood. Sprite
Towers is a combination of
Taverham Hall and Blickling Hall
and my imagination.”

She went away to boarding school
and then studied graphic design at
art college. Her degree thesis, on
Norfolk barns and granar
as a book.

idyllic. “My own childh 'waa le
particularly happy,” she said. *
mother used to say, ‘Sherid

}ﬂu
have such a vivid imagination.” It
felt negative.

“We had lo: ttlewood House in
quite sad circumstances and The
Sprite books were a way of
recapturing the best bits.

“The idea popped into my mind as
I was ng in bed writing my
diary, at 1.30am on 22nd January
2007. I wrote down one sentence,
‘Four girls with magic powers -
east, south, north and west’. From
that, the idea grew very quickly"

The stories are based around her
childhood home but she has moved
the house north, into the
countryside near Holt.

“Every setting is drawn from
somewhere real in Norfolk,” she

“1 was published at 23 and |
thought the world was bright and
shiny and assumed it would carry
on in that way," she said.

She married a fellow art student
and the couple returned to
Drayton, where they brought up a
son and a daughter. Chris Winn's
cartoon strip Mad Gadget,
depicting a young inventor based
on their children, was hugely
popular in the Daily Telegraph and
it was another 25 years before she
returned to her writing career. She
began with profiles of business
people for magazines.

Then came the Sprite books.

The first five were sold to
Piccadilly Press and Sheridan then
published the sixth herself, bought
back the rights to the series and

Picture: SUBMITTED

shed them with new jackets,
1|.|.>\|g.nu by her ex-husband.

‘This year she will write the final
two stories and hopes to sell another
Norfolk-set novel, linking ancient
and modern Breckland.

Boudica’s Daughters is set partly
in a post-apocalyptic modern
Breckland, partly in the Brecks of
Boudica, 2,000 years ago. A psychic
teenager connects with ghosts to
solve an ancient mystery and help
her damaged

“It's about the
a family," said Shcl id:
challenge to e and is deeper and
darker than anything I'd written
before.”

And as she researched the story of
the widowed warrior Queen, who
led a rebellio: ainst Rome after
her daughters were raped, she
began fecling she knew where
Boudica might have been buried.

“My book ideas come to me as
flashes in meditation or in dreams. 1
get a feeling about something, a
sense of knowing,” she said. “It's no
more than a sense - there's nothing
seientific abo 5 - but I feel she
is buried somewhere near
Icklingham in Suffolk.”

That might be pure k but
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“ % author of The Sprite
Sisters series of books,
‘ which are hugely
popular in Germany.
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which began with the Sprite books
and continues through Boudi
Daughters, will be evident in
Sheridan’s next book, Walking the 1
Roof with Bananas, which she .
describes as “a shamanic detective
love story set in Norfolk and
California.’
It is evident in her life too, as she &
is both a businesswoman

o
jon, dreams and even a
belief in reincarnation. “I'm quite —"'M
sure I have had a life as a native
American!” said Sheridan.

Today her two children are
grown-up and she has a 16month-
old granddaughter:

The house where she grew
up herself is gone, with new
homes built on the site. But
some of the woodland
remains, along with the
spirit of those childhood
adventures which have
taken on a life of their own
as stories, rooted in
Norfolk, being filmed in

i a for a German

the book is grounded in history too.

“I was lucky to have had the expert
help of Dr John Davies, chief
curator, Norfolk Museums Service,
and Dr Adrian Marsden,
numismatist, (coin expert) with
MNorfolk Recording Service,” said
Sheridan. “They read through the
manuseript and ensured that
everything in the Iron Age scenes
with the Iceni was as accurate as it
could be.

The mix of magic and reality,

Limited as a paperback from
bookshops and as an e-book on
Kindle. It continues the magical
adventures of the four Sprite girls
Ariel, Ash, Flame and Marina.

first five titles in the series are d
at readers aged 7-12 with volumes sl
to eight aimed at children aged
12-plus. Books nine and 10 will be
written this year.

B Sheridan has also been asked b
write a prequel series for her
younger German fans.




