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Then Liz uncovered a puzzle. “There was no further mention 
of Alice. I just had to know more. Who was this brave girl who 
took the first derby by storm? How did she sneak in? And why 
weren’t girls allowed? I was determined to learn the story of this 
mysterious driver.”

Succumbing to her curiosity, Liz began work on her debut 
picture book, Mystery Driver: The Story of Alice Johnson and the 
First Soap Box Derby (Candlewick/MIT Kids Press). The book 
celebrates Alice’s achievement as the only girl to race in the 
very first Soap Box Derby. “There’s something for everyone in 
Mystery Driver: action and adventure, science and engineering, 
girl-power, and of course—mystery. It’s all wrapped up in a 
delightful true story about a little girl and the close bond she 
shared with her dad.”

“Alice was the only girl, among hundreds of boys, to race in 
the first Soap Box Derby. That was huge! But she didn’t set 
out to make a point or break barriers. She simply wanted to 
do something fun and exciting with her dad. I think every 
child can relate to that. It makes Alice’s story timeless and 
universal.”

“Mystery Driver stands proudly alongside other recent ‘hidden 
histories’—stories that finally acknowledge someone’s big 
discovery or accomplishment. But what sets Mystery Driver 
apart from most other hidden histories is that Alice was still a 
child when she achieved her great feat. I hope kids will find this 
inspiring. I sure did!” Liz exclaims.
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“It all started one morning while I was listening to the radio,” recalls children’s author, 
Elizabeth (Liz) Tracy. “A Soap Box Derby representative was recounting the origins of 
the race. In 1933, a group of boys coasting downhill in handcrafted cars captured the 
attention of a Dayton Daily News photographer. The newspaper decided to sponsor a 
race, and hundreds of boys signed up! One girl named Alice Johnson also enlisted, 
even though girls were not invited. Nobody knew she was there until she took off her 
helmet to receive her prize.”
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Takes the Driver’s Seat

During the research stage, Liz was astonished at how little 
information was available about Alice Johnson. “The Soap 
Box Derby website didn’t mention her at all in their history 
or Hall of Fame. Even now, they claim the first girls raced 
in 1971, despite Alice being a registered racer in 1933 and 
1934 and placing both times. Luckily, I was able to find 
accurate information in the Dayton Daily News archives 
and other historical records. My real breakthrough came 
when I reached out to Alice’s family—and they answered 
me back! Alice’s daughter generously shared material from 
family archives, including Alice’s own account of her racing 
experience. She cheered me on throughout the lengthy 
process of writing this book, and she told me Alice now has 
several young great-great-grandchildren who are all eager to 
read Mystery Driver.”

“I guess I always knew that information about the 
accomplishments of women and girls was hard to find. 
What surprised me, though, was how often it is deliberately 
obscured! This includes the Soap Box Derby website, which 
omits Alice despite the facts. And we’re seeing even more 
of it now, with government-run websites actively removing 
information about programs for women and girls, and erasing 
commemorations of the achievements of women in our 
armed forces.”

“Knowledge empowers people and gives them agency. If we 
know the stories of our past, we can participate in creating the 
stories of our future. Nonfiction respects kids’ intelligence, 
while recognizing that they want to be amused. We all do! In 
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fact, many adults enjoy reading children’s nonfiction (with or 
without kids) because it’s brief, informative, and entertaining.”

Elizabeth has published articles in Cricket Media’s award-
winning science magazines ASK and MUSE. “I write mostly 
narrative nonfiction, so just like with fiction, the story is key. 
At the same time, I have wonderful information to convey,” 
Liz explains. “For nonfiction writers, the real trick is sorting 
through the research to figure out what’s most important, 
while also deciding exactly what story you want to tell and 
why. Why is this story important or interesting? Why am 
I compelled to tell it? And why will readers read it? I love 
discovering cool facts, but I think a good story makes you 
think and feel. If my story doesn’t do that, it’s not ready for the 
world. It’s like panning for gold with one hand and chiseling 
a gemstone with the other. It’s not easy, but if you do it right, 
you’ll have a treasure in the end!”

Presently, Liz divides her time between Manhattan and the 
Hudson Valley, New York. But she was born in Wisconsin 
and subsequently moved to Arizona, and then to Connecticut 
during her childhood years. “I had a few favorite books as 
a kid: Mr. Snitzel’s Cookies by Jane Flory, The Carrot Seed by 

Ruth Krauss, and I Wish that I Had Duck Feet by Dr. Seuss,” she 
says. “They’re a bit out of date, but their messages endure: be 
kind, don’t judge people by their appearance, stand by your 
convictions regardless of what others say, and love yourself the 
way you are.”

Amusingly, she reveals that growing up, she wanted to be an 
advertising executive like Darrin Stephens on the sitcom TV 
series, Bewitched. “It looked so fun and easy! Then one day, my 
father arranged for me to meet a real-life advertising executive. 
And it didn’t seem like that much fun after all.”

Instead, Liz earned an MS from MIT and a PhD from the 
London Business School and worked in business and academia. 
When did she know she’d be a writer? “It took a minute! For me, 
writing has always been a challenge. I found math and science 
much easier when I was in school, but I loved English class and 
working on the school newspaper. So, I guess it’s no surprise 
that I became a writer in the end. It was just a winding road.”

“I’m easily distracted, so sometimes I have to ‘trick’ myself 
into working. I have a couple of work groups that keep me 
accountable, including a weekly check-in with my critique 
buddies and a bi-weekly session organized by my local SCBWI 
chapter. It’s hard to stay focused when everything seems so 
chaotic. But my husband is my rock. J.R. has been by my side 
through thick and thin; I honestly don’t know what I’d do 
without him!”

“When I started out, I took courses offered by fiction authors. 
Then I realized nonfiction was my bag, so I sought the advice 
of nonfiction authors specifically. Writing, at its best, is 
wonderfully collaborative. You may think of an author sitting 
alone at her desk, but writing usually involves a whole crew 
of people. Writers work with librarians, experts in their field, 
family members, critique partners, mentors, and editors. And 
of course, for picture books, writers work with illustrators and 
art directors. Many people helped me tell Alice’s story, and 
Mystery Driver is so much better because of it!” she concedes.

“The entire experience of finishing my book and having it 
published has been like a magic carpet ride! I’m astounded 
by how many talented and creative people have had a hand 
in creating Mystery Driver. The highlight was when I saw 
Anna Aronson’s illustrations. I love the color palette, the 
composition, and the way Anna captures both motion and 
emotion. I couldn’t stop looking at her artwork. I felt like the 
luckiest girl in the world!”
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Liz says she aims for honesty, thoughtfulness, and compassion 
in herself. “Times are hard, and it feels like we’re all being 
driven apart. But I still witness daily acts of kindness, 
generosity, and goodwill. Many people seem to appreciate the 
value of community. So maybe there’s hope for us all!”

She’s looking forward to traveling, and to visiting and enjoying 
good meals with family and friends. “I’ve missed that in recent 
years, so I’m hoping to make up for lost time. I’m working on 
another STEM-related picture book. And I’m getting back to work 
on a couple of girl-power stories (one middle grade and one YA) 
that I had to put on the back burner a couple of years ago, due to a 
breast cancer diagnosis. I’m eager to get back in the saddle again!”

“The book releases June 24, and I’m planning events in the 
city and upstate. I’ll be at Books of Wonder in New York City 
and Oblong Books in Rhinebeck, New York.” Simultaneously 
thrilled and nervous, she smiles and says, “So come on down 
and cheer me on!” 

Liz believes Alice Johnson’s message for us today would be one 
of encouragement. “Don’t let anyone tell you that you can’t do 
something when you know in your heart you can. Just do it! 

Even if you don’t take first place, you’ll have an adventure, so 
you’ll feel like a winner.”

For more information on Elizabeth Tracy and her work, visit 
drliztracy.com. •

THE BOOK BUG Elizabeth Tracy

https://drliztracy.com/

