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ALIA asked the author of the 2018 National 
Simultaneous Storytime title, TONY 
WILSON, to talk about the process that 

went into writing his NSS books, The Cow Tripped 
Over the Moon and Hickory Dickory Dash.

Hickory Dickory Dash is a sequel of sorts. I’m so 

tempted to say ‘squeakuel’, because there’s never been 

a better time to say ‘squeakuel’ as three quarters of the 

cast are mice, and I love saying ‘squeakuel’, in case you 

haven’t noticed. 

I have four children, and it’s with them that the 

genesis story for Hickory Dickory Dash lies. I’m a big 

believer in lullabies. The punishment for not going to 

sleep quickly at our house is dad singing the Beatles 

‘Golden Slumbers’ a semitone off key. If that doesn’t 

work, out comes 'Puff the Magic Dragon' or 'Edelweiss'. 

Then the nursery rhymes. 

The best nursery rhyme, ever, by a wide margin, is 

‘Hey Diddle Diddle’. It has great melody, a wacky cross 

farmyard cast that also includes cutlery and crockery, 

and a moon jumping cow. In recent years, I’ve sung 'Hey 

Diddle Diddle' many hundreds of times, and one night 

experienced one of those glorious ‘what ifs’ that are the 

key to all forms of fiction: 

What if the cow didn’t jump it first time?

The result was The Cow Tripped Over the Moon, 

easily the most successful of my seven picture books 

so far, which is perfectly illustrated by Laura Wood. The 

Cow Tripped Over the Moon was a CBCA Honour Book 

in 2016, and the National Simultaneous Storytime book 

last year. It became a play with the Patch Theatre called 

Yo Diddle Diddle, which will this year be performed at 

the Sydney Opera House. It is that most elusive thing 

for all of us in the creative arts – a hit. 

So, like the creators of Star Wars, I set my mind to 

writing seven sequels and selling the rights to Disney. 

The reality, though, was finding another nursery rhyme 

that could accommodate a time-coded backstory. 

'Hickory Dickory Dock' quickly bubbled to the surface. 

For one, the mouse runs up the clock at one o’clock! I 

had a deadline built into the original verse. I just 

had to find a motivation for the mouse to make that 

feted climb.

In the end, it’s Owl Babies in reverse. Instead of 

anxious children suffering separation anxiety as their 

mother takes wing, my hero is a mother mouse who 

has lost ‘Her two small sons, her boldest ones’. I’m also 

a massive fan of the 1980s picture book, Possum in 

the House, which is a room-by-room tour of the house 

on the tail of a rampant possum. All I needed was an 

antagonist and given they’re mice… I decided to go 

with the family’s pet armadillo. 

No, scrap that. I decided to go with a trusty, time-

honoured cat. If it was good enough for Looney Tunes 

and Tom and Jerry it’s good enough for me. 
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Hickory Dickory Dash is published by Scholastic 
Australia and is available now from all good 
bookstores or online at (bit.ly/2DkXm4l).
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The writing was relatively smooth. I quickly realised this 

would be an onomatopoeia-rich text. 

'Hickory dickory crack! Chased through the yard at 

the back

'Hickory dickory aaaargh! Mouse slid under the car'

When I worked out that there was an ability to call back 

all the onomatopoeia on the second last page… I’m not sure 

if other authors do laps of the room with arms above their 

heads? They don’t? Well, it was a very dignified and scholarly 

celebration. Probably about the same as when Orwell 

thought ‘hey, maybe it might work with pigs?’ 

Hickory Dickory Dash is so much fun. Laura has nailed 

the illustrations again. I honestly think she is a genius at 

‘night palate’, and both The Cow Tripped Over the Moon 

and Hickory Dickory Dash are set across a single night. 

There’s also so many touches that are hers, and she makes 

the micro world of being mouse sized a wonderland of 

things to look at. 

If the theme for The Cow Tripped Over the Moon was 

perseverance and resilience, the message in Hickory Dickory 

Dash is love, determination, courage and family. 

I couldn’t be more thrilled that we have again been 

selected for National Simultaneous Storytime  in 2018. 

Last year was as special as anything I have achieved in my 

creative life, and I can’t wait to see if we nudge our target 

of a million registered storytimers across Australia and New 

Zealand on 23 May. 

I hope you will join us.  

TONY WILSON
Author

@byTonyWilson

tony@tonywilson.com.au
Tony Wilson with his NSS 2017 book The Cow Tripped Over  
the Moon


