
——
As a child she would staple 

pieces of paper together and 
create illustrated kids’ books.  

“I feel bad that I made  
my family read them.”

——

Picture this
With characters such as a puffin architect and a high-flying moose, it isn’t just the  

little ones who are enchanted by Kimberly Andrews’ books.
STO RY  S A R A H  L A N G  

AN ARCHITECT WANTS to design a house 
for herself and her two children. After 
showing them her friends’ homes, she 
realises those houses are perfect for their 
inhabitants, but not for her children. The 
architect isn’t a human. Puffin – a puffin –  
is the star of writer and illustrator Kimberly 
Andrews’ picture book Puffin the Architect. 
“I didn’t realise reviews and feedback would 
focus on Puffin being a professional single 
mother. I never thought that was unusual 
while writing it,” says Andrews, who lives in 
Eastbourne, Wellington with partner James 
Innes, Nova (two) and Fern (eight months).

Puffin the Architect, Hound the Detective, 
Moose the Pilot and the soon-to-be-
published Goose the Artist are the first 
books in a series that Andrews hopes will 
continue. Each character appears in all the 
books, and each takes centre stage in “their 
own” book. “It’s an immersive world of a 
group of friends, and you follow their 
passions, which also are their jobs.” The 
books can open children’s eyes to careers 
they might consider. 

Andrews does school visits. “Kids love 
talking about jobs and homes. They usually 
want to live in an awesome treehouse  
or an underground bunker. The publisher 
sends me activity sheets – with Puffin, the 
kids cut out, glue together and colour a 
paper house. With Moose it’s a design-your-
own paper airplane.” 

She feels lucky to be on the books of large 
publishing house Penguin Random House. 
Puffin has been translated into simplified 
Chinese, Romanian, Russian and Korean. 
Hound has been published in Korean. 

Andrews’ talent is not just being noticed 
but being recognised. She’s been a finalist  
in the New Zealand Book Awards for 
Children and Young Adults for five books 
(one each per year). Puffin the Architect  
won the 2019 Russell Clark Award for 
Illustration and was shortlisted for Picture 
Book of the Year. It also won the New 
Zealand Booklovers Award for Best 
Children’s Book. (She has previously been 
shortlisted for two books she illustrated but 

didn’t write: Joy Cowley’s Song of the River 
for its re-release, and Ripeka Takotowai 
Goddard’s Tuna and Hiriwa.) 

This year Hound the Detective was a 
finalist for Picture Book of the Year in the 
New Zealand Book Awards for Children  
and Young Adults. Andrews attended  
the awards in Wellington in August and 
enjoyed meeting people she’d only worked 
with over email. 

Andrews and Innes, who met in high 
school, also run Tumbleweed Tees, 
screen-printing nature-themed T-shirts and 
gifts, with some of the profits donated to 
conservation initiatives. “Tumbleweed 
supports James and me because our life is  
so simple. We don’t need much and any 
royalties are a sweetener.” A typical 
workday? “I get in two to three hours a day. 
If it’s a day that James takes the children to 
playcentre, I have my first and second 
coffees and sit down to work. I’ll spend the 
afternoon with the kids, and sometimes do 
another hour’s work after dinner.”

Their tiny home is an ingenious 21sqm 
shipping container. A kitchen table can be 
folded and unfolded by day, and in the 
evening that same space hosts a pull-out 
bed. Moveable if necessary, the home 
perches in the back yard of a building on  
a property that her parents own and work 
from. “They live nearby so we’re lucky; 
they’re really involved with our girls.” 

Andrews grew up in picturesque Banff in 
the Canadian Rockies and moved to New 
Zealand when she was seven. “My dad’s a 
photographer and Mum’s an artist, and it 
seemed they were always around because 
they were self-employed.” As a child, she 
would staple pieces of paper together and 
create illustrated kids’ books. “I feel bad 
that I made my family read them,” she says, 
laughing. She studied geology and biology 
at university. “In labs, you always have a 
sketchbook, and you’re trying to portray 
things simply, through illustration. Even in 
my masters thesis for geochemistry, I had to 
portray concepts like the beginning of the 

1. Children’s book 
writer/illustrator 
Kimberly Andrews 
lives and works  
in a two-storey 
shipping container 
in Wellington.  
2. With partner 
James Innes and 
their daughters Fern 
(left) and Nova.  
3. The workshop, 
which connects to 
the upstairs living 
space by external 
stairs, is on the 
bottom level.

universe. That’s where I started doing  
digital illustration.” 

On an OE, the couple volunteered at 
London’s Natural History Museum.  
“I helped in mammals and James 
volunteered in insects. The building was 
bombed in World War II, and the shattered 
windows and skylights had rained down 
onto taxidermy specimens out in the open. 
Afterwards, they were put into cabinets but 
weren’t properly cared for.” She picked  
out shards of glass, gently cleaned the 
specimens, and wrapped them carefully for 
storage in new airtight rooms. They also did 
volunteer work with orangutans in Borneo, 
where she illustrated trail signs for a 
conservation area. “We moved to Canada to 
snowboard for a season, and I worked in a 
bookshop. I spent shifts looking at kids’ 
books and knew that’s what I wanted to do.  
I became a scientific illustrator – for school 
journals, etc – then picture books took 
over.” Career goals? “I’d love to get the Puffin 
series animated. That’s the dream.”  
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