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Faygie Holt’s Journey

JournalistTurned Novelist Writes Children's Novels
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‘Hashem Put Me in the Right Place’: Faygie
Holt’s Writing Journey Leads to Novel Genre

By Sivan Greenspan

Faygie Holt always
knew she'd be a writer. In-
itially drawn to television
writing, she studied it in
college, but her profession-
al journey began with a
different kind of storytell-
ing—news reporting. Her
first job in the field was as
an editorial assistant at the
Jewish Telegraphic Agen-
cy where she started writ-
ing news stories. From
there, she was recruited by the Jewish Ex-
ponent in Philadelphia, where she rose
through the ranks as a reporter and eventu-
ally served as news editor.

After getting married, Holt moved to
Los Angeles and began teaching fourth
grade at a Jewish day school. One day, a
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WHEN THE ORTHODOX RABBIS
WENT T0 WASHINGTON

lishers. Though she re-
ceived rejections at first,
one response changed
everything: Menucha
Publishers accepted her
- manuscript and agreed
to publish it. That book
became “The New Girl,”
the first in Holt’s “Ach-
dus Club” series.

“I thought I'd be pub-
lished by writing roman-
tic novels—anything but
children’s books,” Holt
said. “But Hashem put me
in the right place. If it was just left to me
Iwould have never thought to write this.”

‘What began as a classroom read-aloud
evolved into a successful five-book series,
with a sixth in the works. The “Achdus
Club” books focus on friendship and be-
longing, tackling relatable issues like bully-

ing, learning disabilities
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Inurope.
Hitler and the Nazis
had bogun ther “Final |
soluion” They wanied |~
Europe to be “Judenrein,”
leanofJows Like Hamen i the Purm sty they
waried okl very Jow, young and ol

Yet Jewish groups in America were mostly silent
about what was happening.

Peter Bergson knew there was no more time to
‘waste. He knew something big had to be done.
People had to leam what was happening. He and
his friends started a new group. They called it the
Emergency Committee to Save the Jewish People

business.

of Europe.

‘The committee wasn't like any of America's other
Jewish groups. They were loud. They made noise.
‘They didn'tcare what people thoughtof hen. They
wanted to bring attention to what was hsppening

Many Jewishleadersdidn'tlikethecommitee. They
thought the committee was t0o loud. Too noisy.
Too everything. They thought it was important
to remain quiet. Many of
those leaders were strong
supporters of US. President
Frankiin Delano Roosevelt
(FDR). They supported his
actions — nomatter what he
decided. He had decided, it
seemed, that the suffering
of Jews was not America’s

and financial insecuri-
ty. Holt finds creative
ways to address tough
topics. “I try to write
about issues that kids
are dealing with,” she
explained.

Despite the de-
mands of her journal-
ism career, Holt makes
time to write fiction as
well. Whether it's on an
airplane or in between
work assignments, she
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» finds time because, “I
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can't not write. When

Interior of “March: When the Orthodox Rabbis Went to Washington.”

student who was only allowed to read
school library books told her she had
read every book in the library. That gave
Holt an idea. She decided to write a book
for her class.

Holt had already been practicing
writing novels for years. But this was her
first attempt to write for children. She
crafted a story about a new girl joining
a fourth-grade class. Her students loved
it. Every few weeks, she'd bring in a new
chapter to read aloud. It quickly became
part of the class routine. When students
were asked to write a persuasive essay,
the prompt was: Should Mrs. Holt finish
the book?

Eventually, Holt completed the
manuscript. Figuring she had nothing
to lose, she sent it to a few Jewish pub-

you love something, you
make the time,” she said.

Her advice for aspiring writers? Be re-
alistic and persistent. “There’s a false notion

The Achdue Cub

that just because you went
to school and learned to
read and write, you can be
a writer. But writing is a
craft—you have to learn it,
practice it, and stick with
it, she said. “There’s nev-
er a perfect time to write.
Just do it—five minutes a
day, a paragraph, a page.”
Not every manu-
script she’s written has
sold. She's faced her share
of rejections—for pic-
ture books, early readers
and more. Over time, she’s
learned to handle criti-
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Faygie Holt

cism by sharing feedback with her circle of
fellow writers and friends who understand
the emotional side of rejection.

In response to requests for books for
younger readers, Holt launched a second se-
ries with three books, centered on a
new character named Layla. The idea
came unexpectedly—right after fin-
ishing an emotional “Achdus Club”
manuscript. Almost without thinking,
she wrote the opening line to what
would become “Layla’s Diaries.”

Another story idea came from a
real-life interaction: A friend’s daugh-
ter asked her to a “pink party.” That
moment inspired “Yellow Party” and
a third set of stories called “The Bail-
ee Series.”

Holt is currently the opinions
editor at the Jewish News Syndicate
(JNS) and continues to write for chil-
dren. Her upcoming nonfiction chil-
dren’s book, “March,” is set
to be published at the end
of this year. It tells the lit-
tle-known story of 400 Or-
thodox rabbis who walked
to the White House in 1943
to urge President Roosevelt
to take action to save Eu-
ropean Jewry. The rally,
led by Peter Bergson (also
known as Hillel Cook),
made a lasting impact.

Another book she
wrote is a nonfiction ti-
tle, “The Man Who Beat
General Grant,” available
on Amazon. It tells the lit-

tle-known true story of Cesar Kaskel, a Jew-
ish immigrant who stood up to Ulysses S.
Grant during the Civil War. Grant ordered
the expulsion of Jews from several areas,
including Paducah, Kentucky. Kaskel trave-
led to the White House and succeeded in
persuading President Abraham Lincoln to
overturn the order. The book is an excel-
lent choice for children who are interested
in history, Civil War buffs and a useful re-
source for educators interested in teaching
lesser-known stories in American history,

The response from young readers and
their families to Holt’s work has been heart-
warming. One grandmother was thrilled
her granddaughter finally found a book she
enjoyed. Parents of reluctant readers have
written to tell her that their daughters be-
gan reading—and loving—books, thanks
to the “Layla” series. One recent message
shared how a once-hesitant reader now
reads to her younger siblings.

As the children’s publishing world in
the secular market grows more complex,
Holt is committed to offering content that
is engaging and appropriate. “My books are

wholesome stories. Some topics are heavy,
and there’s no way to get around that. I
know and trust the publisher,” Holt said.

If she could spend a day with one of
her characters, Holt said it would be Layla.
“She seems like a lot of fun—she lives in
her grandma’s big house with secret rooms
and wants to solve mysteries!”

Growing up, Holt loved “The Bobbsey
Twins,” “Nancy Drew,” “Amelia Bedelia” and
“Little House on the Prairie.” She hopes her
stories will spark the same kind of enjoy-
ment in the next generation of readers.

Her website is faygieholt.com and her
books are available through Menucha Pub-
lishers, the Bergen County libraries and
The Judaica House in Teaneck.



