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Children’s Illustrator R.W. Alley
Brings Beloved Books to Life

by Melissa Fales

R.W. Alley is the artist entrusted with creating illustrations of Paddington, 
the much-loved, bush hat, duffle coat, and Wellington boot-wearing 
Peruvian bear introduced by author Michael Bond in 1958. Alley 
acknowledges the sense of responsibility he felt when he was first tasked 
with capturing the essence of this British cultural icon almost 20 years ago. 
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“for me, the biggest challenge in drawing 
Paddington is making him as expressive as 
possible,” says Alley. “Michael Bond was quite clear 
that Paddington is a real bear, not a teddy bear. He’s 
not a stuffed animal. Sometimes people get that 
wrong.”

When Alley was young, his family moved often due to 
his father’s job, including stints in Virginia, New York, 
Texas, South Carolina, and eventually Maryland. His 
parents doted on him, their only child. “They took me 
around and introduced me to all sorts of things,” Alley 
says. “They encouraged me to be curious.” 

From a young age, Alley was interested in the arts 
and the people who made them. In particular, he 
remembers visiting a well-known sculptor who lived 
outside of Charleston. “She was very inspiring as 
far as the idea of making a living in the arts,” he 
says. “She showed me that it was possible.” During 
the summer between high school and college, Alley 
took his drawing portfolio to New York City. “This 
was back when you could walk up to an editor’s or 
art director’s door and they would actually see you,” 
he says. When they told Alley his work wasn’t quite 
ready for publication, he wasn’t discouraged. “I kept 
at it,” he says. 

When Alley prepared to enter college, he faced a harsh 
reality. “My parents no longer thought it was cute 
that I was interested in art, since they were paying 
for school,” he says. He attended Haverford College 

where he majored in art history. “I guess they thought 
that was an academic enough venture,” he says. 

after college, alley wrote and illustrated his first 
published book, The Ghost in Dobb’s Diner. While 
it wasn’t the breakout success he was hoping for, he 
did, however, find success in love, and proposed to his 
sweetheart, Zoë, around the same time. “It seemed 
like a good idea, and it turned out to be a very good 
idea, but it required a job, or at least both sets of 
parents seemed to think so,” he says. In 1981, he and 
Zoë married and moved to Kansas City where he got 
a job at Hallmark, writing and designing greeting 
cards. He worked on the fledgling project that would 
become the company’s popular Shoebox division. The 
couple found Kansas City nice, but not “East-Coasty” 
enough. When a greeting card job for Alley opened up 

Alley on the set of Cake Wars. A special Christmas edition of the show airs 
on Mondays at 9 p.m. on Food Network. Photo courtesy of Food Network.
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in Rhode Island, they jumped at the chance to move to 
the ocean state. After a few years, Alley left that job to 
embark on his freelance career. 

In between freelance jobs, alley writes and 
illustrates his own books. “I stopped for a while 
because the illustrative work was coming along too 
quickly to give me the headspace I needed to think of 
stories,” he says. When he and Zoë had two children, 
Alley had even less time to focus on his own stories, 
although it remains his favorite artistic endeavor. 
“There’s flexibility when you’re illustrating something 
you’ve written,” he says. “You can change the words as 
you draw the characters. You can insert things into a 
drawing that will allow some words to be eliminated.” 
The newest books written and illustrated by Alley 
are four fantasy adventure books: Gretchen Over the 
Beach, Clark in the Deep Sea, Mitchell on the Moon, and 
Annabelle at the South Pole.

In 1990, Alley was working on a freelance project 
for Harper & Row, illustrating a series of I Can Read 
books when a big opportunity came along. “Harper & 
Row merged with William Collins & Sons, an English 
company that held the rights to the Paddington books,” 

he says. “When Harper & Row became HarperCollins, 
they asked me to audition to illustrate the new 
Paddington picture books.”

Alley believes he was invited to audition largely 
because of his predilection for pen and ink drawing, 
the style in which Paddington had always been 
represented. While Alley experiments with other 
mediums, he always comes back to pen and ink. “I just 
find it easier,” he says. “In pen and ink, I can make the 
characters come alive.” 

The Paddington audition required a trip to London 
for Alley, where he met Bond. “I found him very 
inspirational,” says Alley. “He’s an example of what you 
want to be when you grow up, as far as continuing to 
be active into your 90s.”  

alley got the job. He says he wasn’t nervous about 
how his depiction of Paddington would be received. 
“Luckily, the details of the clothing, his hat, coat, 
and boots, were well stipulated,” he says. “If I put 
those things on my version, it was clearly going to 
be Paddington, no matter what. It was actually more 
difficult to figure out what the Browns looked like and 
make sure that everything looked of a piece.” 

“For me, the biggest challenge in drawing Paddington is making 
him as expressive as possible. Michael Bond was quite clear 
that Paddington is a real bear, not a teddy bear. He’s not a 
stuffed animal. Sometimes people get that wrong.”
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alley said the unusual situation of an 
anthropomorphic bear living in the human world 
presented a challenge. “You don’t want to make it 
seem unnatural,” he says. “It has to seem as though 
people would see this bear and think to themselves, 
‘Well of course there’s a bear here,’ because that’s how 
the stories are written. No one is particularly surprised 
to see a bear walking around. That’s how it has to 
appear in order to reflect the tone of the story.” 

The privilege of drawing Paddington comes with 
special perks, or so Alley discovered this summer 
when he appeared as a judge for a special “Paddington 
Challenge” on the Food Network show, Cake Wars. 
“I loved seeing other people’s take on Paddington,” 
he says. “It was a unique opportunity to see my 
illustrations though someone else’s eyes.” 

Alley will be working with Bond on a new Paddington 
novel due to be released next year. In addition to 

Bond, Alley has enjoyed fruitful partnerships with 
other writers, including Garth Stein. The fourth book 
in their Enzo series will be released next summer. 

However, Alley’s best and longest-lasting collaboration 
has been with his wife, Zoë, whom he clearly adores. 
The couple, married for 35 years, continues to bring 
out the best in each other. “We’ve been working on 
large graphic novel-style works,” he says, speaking 
of their books There’s a Wolf at the Door and There’s 
a Princess in the Palace. “It’s a format we really like. 
It takes away the need for expository language.” 
Alley says the two create well together, with Zoë 
first producing the words, then Alley providing the 
illustration. “It’s a hybrid of doing my own stories, in 
the best possible way.” 

For more information about R.W. Alley, visit  
www.rwalley.com. •

A children’s tale of sibling

rivalry. But it’s really about

magic, too. A great GIFT...

http://www.rwalley.com
http://www.escharpublications.com
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