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Eleanor Estes (1906–1988) was an American children’s author and former children’s librarian whose semi-autobiographical stories captured the everyday adventures of childhood in small-town New England. Her book, Ginger Pye, won the Newberry Medal in 1951.
Best known for the Moffats series and the Newbery Medal-winning Ginger Pye (1951), she drew heavily on her own experiences growing up in West Haven, Connecticut. Although she left full-time librarianship in 1941 to focus on writing, her early career as a children’s librarian profoundly shaped her understanding of young readers and storytelling.
Eleanor Ruth Rosenfeld was born on May 9, 1906, in West Haven, Connecticut.
After high school, she trained at the New Haven Free Public Library and quickly rose through the ranks, becoming head of the children’s department by 1928–1929. In 1931 she received the Caroline M. Hewins Scholarship for children’s librarians, which funded her studies at the Pratt Institute Library School in New York. There she met fellow student Rice Estes, whom she married in 1932.
Estes worked as a children’s librarian at the New Haven Free Public Library and later at multiple branches of the New York Public Library system (including Seward Park, Chatham Square, West New Brighton, and George Bruce). She remained in these roles until 1941. Her husband also pursued a career in librarianship, eventually becoming head librarian and acting dean at Pratt Institute and later serving at other institutions. Their daughter, Helena, also became a librarian.





Transition to Writing and Literary Career
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While confined to bed with tuberculosis, Estes began writing. Her first book, The Moffats (1941), introduced the four Moffat children living in the fictional town of Cranbury (closely modeled on West Haven). The series (The Middle Moffat, 1942; Rufus M., 1943; and later The Moffat Museum, 1983) became immediate classics for their warm, humorous portrayal of family life, resourcefulness, and small-town adventures. She illustrated some of her own books and went on to publish more than twenty works for children, plus one adult novel, The Echoing Green (1947).
Her books often blended realism with gentle fantasy and were praised for their sensitive characterizations and authentic child perspectives. She also taught at writers’ conferences, including the University of New Hampshire.
Following her husband’s career moves, the family lived in various locations, including New York and Washington, D.C., before returning to Connecticut. Estes received numerous honors, including the Pratt Institute Alumni Medal (1968) and recognition for her contributions to children’s literature. 
Her papers are held at the University of Southern Mississippi, the University of Minnesota, and the University of Connecticut.
Eleanor Estes died on July 15, 1988.
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