
What inspired you to write this story?
Malamander didn’t take very long to write, 
but it did take a very long time to begin to 
write. In many ways I’ve been preparing for it 
since childhood, collecting stories and “days 
by the sea” without realizing what they would 
eventually be used for. My family has long had 
a connection with the sea — my grandfather was 
a sailor, as was his father before him, and many 
generations before that — and so the ocean has 
always fascinated me. Is it a barrier that holds 
us back? Is it a way of travel that joins us all 
together? And just what is it that lies hidden 
in its depths? Even today, nobody really knows 
what’s down there.

A few years ago, I had an idea about a strange 
bookshop that dispensed books to its customers 
by means of a mechanical monkey. Not the 
book they would have chosen for themselves, 
but perhaps the book they needed. It’s one of 
those slightly bonkers ideas that just seem to 
appear fully formed and then won’t go away. 
But although I loved the bookshop as a place 
and would spend time there in my mind, I just 
couldn’t seem to use it in a story. I just couldn’t 
work out where this strange bookshop should 
be in a story. So the book dispensary sat at the 
back of my imagination, waiting, while I tried 
other ideas.

One of those other ideas involved a remote 
seaside town where strange things happened out 
of season, which was based on where I live now. 
It had potential, but I couldn’t quite see exactly 
what would happen there, or what the people 
who live there would be like. And then it hit 
me: this was where the book dispensary, with 

its creepy mechanical monkey, should be! And 
if the town has an eerie magical bookshop, then 
everything else there could have a hint of that 
magic, too. So suddenly I knew exactly what 
sort of stories should happen there, and Eerie-
on-Sea was born. Once I had this clear in my 
head, the book took about five months to write.

Names are very important to me, and I 
spend a lot of time trying to get them right. 
Malamander, Flotsamporium, cameraluna — 
I love to play with language and create new 
words if I can. So does my eleven-year-old son, 
Benjy. Which is why, when I was stuck for a 
name for the receptionist of the Grand Nautilus 
Hotel, I asked him for help. I told Benjy that I 
would like the name to suggest something to 
do with the sea or beachcombing. I explained 
there was something “fishy” about a lot of the 
names in Malamander. I didn’t really expect 
him to come up with anything usable, but he 
immediately proved me wrong. “How about 
Amber Griss?” he said. And I said, “. . . !”

Ambergris, for those who don’t know, is the 
greatest treasure a beachcomber can find. It is 
a waxy substance from the belly of a whale. 
That sounds disgusting, but it’s actually highly 
prized by the perfume industry. A single lump 
of ambergris can fetch tens of thousands of 
pounds at auction and be used to create some of 
the most intoxicating and mysterious perfumes 
in the world. But . . . it comes from a whale’s 
stomach! Something as quirky and strange as 
that definitely needed a name check in Eerie-
on-Sea, so I grabbed the name Amber Griss for 
my receptionist, with huge thanks to Benjy.

Interview with

Thomas Taylor



People have asked if it’s really possible to find 
all the amazing and strange things Mrs. Fossil 
finds when she’s beachcombing. I can honestly 
answer that, yes, it is entirely possible. I have 
found examples of everything mentioned in the 
book, even — yes, you’ve guessed it — fossilized 
dino poo. A while back I walked my dog at low 
tide in a blistering gale — black clouds towering 
over us and waves crashing dangerously close —  
and I found a beautifully preserved section of 
dinosaur bone, just lying there on the sand. I put 
it in my pocket. When I got home, I discovered 
the news that Malamander was going to be 
published. Looking back, it feels like I found a 
lot more than a fossil on that beach.

One of the major themes of Malamander 
is discovering lost things, whether it’s 
long-lost legends or actual artifacts. How 
did that lend itself so well to developing 
and unraveling the mystery components of 
the story?
I’ve always been fascinated by artifacts of past 
lives, and lost things, and about the tales they 
could tell. Herbie’s job as Lost-and-Founder is a 
great engine for stories, as anyone could walk in 
and report a missing item or anything could be 
handed in and be the catalyst for an adventure. I 
like to think that Herbie is sensitive to the sense 
of loss that would have been felt by the owner 
of the things that are handed in to his Lost-
and-Foundery and so takes his custodianship of 
them seriously. It’s like being a detective, which 
gives Herbie an excuse to get involved and poke 
his nose where it might not be wanted.

There are other forms of losing and finding 
in Malamander, too, such as Violet losing 
her parents and Herbie losing his past. In fact, 
everyone in the story has lost or is searching 
for something. Even the act of beachcombing 

is one of recovering lost things and making 
new discoveries. Old pieces of broken glass, 
discarded a century ago as worthless, have 
been transformed by the magic of the sea 
into sea glass — rubbish changed into eagerly 
sought treasure. Folklore is like this, too, 
with forgotten knowledge wrapped up in story, 
waiting to be rediscovered.

You have created some spectacular villains 
in this book. What do you enjoy most 
about writing sinister characters?
I enjoyed writing Sebastian Eels, who is the 
true villain of the story. He’s driven by a sense 
of entitlement and self-worth that makes him 
bulldoze his way through the lives of others. 
A character as sinister as that gives the heroes 
great agency, as they can be in little doubt that 
he must be stopped. Whether he can be stopped 
is a different matter altogether. Something 
tells me that Violet and Herbie haven’t seen the 
last of Sebastian Eels.

There are some fantastic steampunk-type 
elements in Malamander, such as the 
cameraluna and mermonkey automaton 
and mythical creatures that terrorize 
the townspeople. What types of fantasy 
elements most influenced the fabulous 
setting of Eerie-on-Sea?
Victorian circuses; steam-powered automata; 
tumbledown seaside fairgrounds; haunted 
lighthouses; the strangeness of the beach at 
low tide; piers, which in Britain seem always 
to be nearly — but not quite — falling down; 
machines that seem to have a life of their own; 
anachronistic electrical instruments made of 
brass, ceramics, and Bakelite; ancient legends 
that have an eerie hint of reality about them; 
crumbling seaside hotels where you should 
probably lock your door; animals that can talk. 



Thomas Taylor  has always 
lived near the sea (though that’s not 
difficult if you live in the British Isles). 
He comes from a long line of seafarers, 
but chose a career as an illustrator 
because that involves less getting wet 
and more biscuits.

His first professional illustration 
commission, straight out of art school, 
was the cover art for Harry Potter and 
the Philosopher’s Stone. After this, he 
concentrated on picture books, some of 
which won actual awards!

Although he always aspired to be a writer, a childhood of being told “no, you’re 
good at drawing — you should be an illustrator instead” left him nervous to try. 
But try he did, initially with picture books, and soon with novels. It turns out 
turning biscuits into books is even more fun when you get to create the story, too.

Thomas Taylor currently lives on the south coast of England near the historic 
town of Hastings, which provided some of the inspiration for Eerie-on-Sea. He 
is a keen beachcomber and has in real life found many of the things Mrs. Fossil 
finds in this book. He loves nothing more than walking on the beach with his 
sons, Max and Benjy, and his enormous hound, Alpha, picking up dinosaur bones 
and sea glass, and wondering about the stories behind them.

And in case you are curious about the biscuits, the answer is . . .

custard creams. 
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