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Wild stories of empathy
Kensington author Carrie Hasler teams with the San
Diego Zoo to craft children’s books about
conservation and kindness

https://enewspaper.sandiegouniontribune.com/infinity/article_share.aspx?guid=a94a650b-3a69-4a75-a3b7-19234dff7c56

Page 1 of 4

10/16/22, 8:41 AM

COURTESY PHOTO
Image 1 of 3

NEXT IMAGE

By Seth Combs
Just about halfway through our chat, Carrie Hasler has to stop the interview.
Her dog, clearly attached, is whining at her office door. Along with her cat who,
like most cats, is also vying for her attention at an inconvenient time, Hasler does
her best to satiate both of her animal companions in hopes that she can get back to
discussing her new book.
“It’s always like a menagerie of animals in here,” Hasler jokes from her home in
Kensington.
Anyone who has worked remotely and who has a pet has probably had an instance
where a pet has made an inopportune cameo on a Zoom call or the like. In Hasler’s
case, however, it’s easy to see how much she empathizes with the animals in her
home.
This sense of empathy and zoophilism is evident in Hasler’s series of children’s
books, which she releases at an impressive rate. Her latest two, “Koala Crossing”
and “Sloth’s Treehouse Inn,” were both released this year, and while both are
educational and humorous, they also deal with heavy issues such as conservation,
deforestation and industrialization. Still, Hasler has found a way to give it a gentle
touch so as to not scare young readers.
“It’s sometimes very hard to find that balance,” says Hasler, who works with the
https://enewspaper.sandiegouniontribune.com/infinity/article_share.aspx?guid=a94a650b-3a69-4a75-a3b7-19234dff7c56

Page 2 of 4

10/16/22, 8:41 AM

publishing wing of the San Diego Zoo Wildlife Alliance in order to craft the books.
“Obviously, we want to inspire kids about animals, but we also want the books to
have conservation messaging. Unfortunately, there’s a lot of scary, sad
conservation issues, but what I really try to do is focus on real-world solutions and
real-world things that are helping. There is a lot of doom and gloom that we all
feel, and I think that kids especially feel helpless, so it is a tough balance, but that’s
the goal — to make it friendly and accessible.”
In the case of “Koala Crossing,” dutifully illustrated by Barbara Ball, these
messages are conveyed in the story of Mahmi and her young joey, Garbaa. When a
road is constructed through their forest of eucalyptus trees, they have to set out to
find a new home with help from other creatures in the forest. Similar is “Sloth’s
Treehouse Inn,” which marks the second time Hasler has worked with illustrator
Christina Wald. The book deals in a bit of magical realism, with Santiago the sloth
running a hotel high in the trees of the rainforest. The titular inn becomes a bit
crowded due to deforestation, and Santiago has to deal with animal tempers and
trying to find room for all the animals.
“Obviously a sloth isn’t running a hotel-style inn, but I anthropomorphize the
characters because I want the kids to be able to see themselves in the animals,”
Hasler says. “It helps them connect with the character. That is part of my stories,
and I want to make sure it has a human lesson in it, not just the conservation
aspects of it.”
Those “human” lessons are one of the books’ greatest strengths. Understated as
they might be, there are also lessons of interspecies empathy in Hasler’s tales. That
is, that the animal kingdom deals with many of the same emotions and issues that
humans deal with. Books like “Ty the Quiet Giraffe,” which won a Best New Voice
award from the Independent Book Publishers Association, might look on the
surface to simply be a book about how giraffes don’t make any particular sound.
Look closer, however, and it becomes clear that the book conveys to a child that it’s
sometimes OK to be shy. Perhaps more importantly, it might also instill in them a
sense of compassion for other species.
“I want my messaging to have something that’s relevant to kids, kind of a
secondary level of messaging,” Hasler says. “A message of being compassionate
and being kind, and in the case of Ty, that being quiet is OK and can even be a
strength.”
Hasler learned how to craft these messages earlier in her career. After moving to
San Diego with her husband 25 years ago, she worked in education, often teaching
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students with special needs. She says this work helped her find creative ways to
connect with kids.
“I’d always found there was a lot of need for different kinds of stories, books and
reading materials, especially when it came to subjects such as science or social
studies, where you have to get the content across, but it wouldn’t always be written
at that child’s reading ability,” Hasler recalls. “So I ended up writing a lot of
material myself.”
She also would write stories for her own children and found she had a knack for it.
She was later presented with an opportunity to work as an editor for a children’s
book and says her interest in the field “grew from there.” A few years ago, she
decided to devote herself full time to becoming an author.
“It was a lot of new opportunities and a lot of good luck,” says Hasler, who says she
feels fortunate to have been able to team up with the San Diego Zoo. “Even at that
point, I’m not sure I thought of it as something that I could do as a new career.”
Hasler spends a good amount of time doing research, carefully studying the subtle
nuances of the animal that is the inspiration for the main character. She’s
currently working on a new book about polar bears in addition to making
appearances to promote the new books, sometimes accompanied by an animal
ambassador from the zoo.
“I spend at least a couple months doing a deep dive on all aspects of that animal,”
Hasler says. “The fact that it’s a San Diego Zoo book, we want it to be a fictional
story, but interweave facts into it. We want it to be accurate, but always fun.”
Combs is a freelance writer.
“Koala Crossing” by Carrie Hasler
(San Diego Zoo Wildlife Alliance Press, 2022; 32 pages)
“Sloth’s Treehouse Inn” by Carrie Hasler
(San Diego Zoo Wildlife Alliance Press, 2022; 32 pages)
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