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         Notting Hill Editions is an independent British publisher. The company was founded by Tom Kremer (1930–2017), champion of innovation and the man responsible for popularising the Rubik’s Cube.

         After a successful business career in toy invention Tom decided, at the age of eighty, to fulfil his passion for literature. In a fast-moving digital world Tom’s aim was to revive the art of the essay, and to create exceptionally beautiful books that would be lingered over and cherished.

         Hailed as ‘the shape of things to come’, the family-run press brings to print the most surprising thinkers of past and present. In an era of information-overload, these collectible pocket-size books distil ideas that linger in the mind.
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            Seldom ‘can’t,’

                     Seldom ‘don’t’;

            Never ‘shan’t,’

                     Never ‘won’t.’

            
                

            

            – Christina G. Rossetti,

Lullaby from Sing-Song (1893)

            
                

            

            
                

            

            A veteran in the marriage game says: ‘Before I married I had six theories about bringing up children. Now I have six children and no theories.’

            
                

            

            – The Oil Weekly (1946)
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            LAUREN CHILD

            – Introduction –

         

         Children are not uncomplicated creatures and childhood does not cocoon from the anxieties of the world. If anything, it amplifies them, for as children we have only fragments of information and little power to put things right.

         From a very tiny age, my older sister worried constantly that my parents were getting things ‘wrong’. She – rightly, in my young opinion – did not keep these concerns to herself. On one occasion my sister noticed that the tax disc had unglued itself from the windscreen of our car and she became convinced that my mother’s failure to display it would lead to our parents’ imprisonment.

         ‘Who will look after us then?’ she furiously sobbed.

         ‘That won’t happen,’ my mother tried to calm.

         ‘You will be arrested by the police,’ my sister wailed.

         I absolutely took her side. Her certainty was very convincing and I could tell she properly understood exactly how these things played out. She was so hysterical that my mother had to pull over and stick the disc to the windscreen with the only thing to hand: Green Shield Stamps. As anyone who grew up in the seventies would know, Green Shield Stamps (reward tokens for shopping) were valuable things – collect enough and you might be able to cash them in for a set of coffee glasses – nothing my family would ever find a use for but nevertheless, desirable to own. Despite my mother’s protestations that my sister was getting ‘needlessly worked up’, she sacrificed the stamps. Confronted by the inconsolable anxiety of my sister, there was no alternative. And after all, you are far more likely to be arrested for wanton and furious driving if you have a hysterical six-year-old screaming at you.

         I rarely voiced my concerns about my mother and father’s parental ineptitude – I didn’t need to, my sister had that covered – I had wider worries. There was rabies for instance, a disease which caused dogs to foam at the mouth and run around looking for people to bite and infect. The rabid people would in turn foam at the mouth and run around looking for other people to bite, until everyone was infected and then dead. I think I had pieced together this idea from snippets I had heard on the (always on) radio and mixed them in with gory facts about the bubonic plague. But it was the proposed Channel Tunnel which tipped me over the edge; as I understood it, France (and indeed everywhere else in the world) was teeming with rabid dogs – surely the reason we banned all foreign pets from our shores. But a tunnel would obviously allow them to stampede into the country, foaming at the mouths, and that would be that: all dead. It was my aunt who coaxed this worry out of me. She kindly explained that I had got this entirely wrong and the fear vanished, only to be immediately replaced by nuclear war, not so easy to explain away.

         I had watched the nuclear war survival information film at my school and none of it made any sense.

         ‘How can taking the kitchen door off its hinges and leaning it against the hall wall prevent me getting covered in nuclear fallout?’ I wondered. ‘How long do I sit there eating cold baked beans directly from the tin before it is safe to come out?’

         The information film told us to wait for the BBC radio announcements.

         ‘But won’t all the BBC people be sitting under their doors, eating baked beans from the tin?’

         A troubling thought which grew and grew. A terror which was ultimately answered with, ‘Don’t worry about it.’

         When I was older I understood this really meant, ‘We don’t know.’

         No one at all had the answer because there is (and was) no answer, and my worry became (and remains): ‘So just who is in charge?’ The exact same question my much more advanced sister had been asking since she was a tiny tot.

         Children are more aware of what’s going on than we care to believe.

         Such anxieties, big and small, from ‘how to survive nuclear war’ to ‘how to get green felt tip off a white carpet’ lurked in my childhood, but there were the other things which made up for all that. These are too many to mention and can sound a little sugary when listed, but they are there, remembered in the bones of me.

         Childhood is all in the detail, the noticing: the textures on tree bark, winter’s skeleton leaves, the smell of sun on stone, the click-clack of shoes on concrete, the ordinary experienced for the first time. It’s life lived in close up: watching dust particles in sunlight, tracing carpet patterns with your fingers, cutting the hair of a doll because you can’t resist the feeling the snipping scissors will bring. Laurie Lee expresses such things beautifully in his memoir, Cider With Rosie. The account of his childhood is personal to him but the sensibility surrounding it is common to many. Looking back at my childhood I find a series of moments, significant because of the emotion they held. The importance of them does not diminish with time, and for me they continue to resonate in a way my adult memories do not.

         Childhood is a constant state of letting go and reaching for, of growing into and growing out of. I became consciously aware of this when, aged about ten, I was sitting on the grass with my best friend when it suddenly dawned, this moment will not last. That realisation brought a certain sorrow, as I recognised that time moves us on, whether we like it or not, taking us further and further away from our sixes, sevens, eights … each advance bringing wonder, new expectations and loss. And though, like so many children, I was egging time on, desperate for the freedoms and sophistications I thought adulthood would bring, there was another me that wanted to pull it to a stop, to be able to hold on to it a while longer. Perhaps this is where the writing comes in.

         I didn’t intend to become a writer, I was a drawer really, but I have always been fascinated by listening to children, their clarity of thought and the disarming straightforwardness: ‘Sometimes I fall off my chair on purpose’. I love interestingly constructed phrases: ‘This wood looks like handsome-man-Gretel’, or ‘Did you know that I fall asleep easily and stay asleep immediately?’ The words often fused together or refashioned to create something more descriptive: Montessnorey (Montessori), schooliform (school uniform), Mr Pickle Me (Despicable Me). I write these down when I can, partly for my books, but usually just because I want to remember them – they are like tiny poems.

         I very often write from a child’s perspective not to relive childhood, but to take note. I write to understand all those thoughts that flicker in my head, by reaching back to one’s child self, the happenings that propelled me, those things that once filled me with wonder, it is possible to puzzle out how I came to be standing where I am right now.

         Before my daughter came along a question I was often asked was: ‘How can you write for children, when you don’t have any children of your own?’ Perhaps as if to say, how can you possibly tune your brain to engage with the thoughts and feelings of a child, when you don’t have one to study at home? It was a question that baffled me, for many reasons. Most obviously, that while there are many things I have to work hard to understand, how it feels to be a child is not one of these. I lived it, I felt it and I still do.

         I dreaded birthday parties as a child, because you could never quite predict how things would go; would I arrive in a party dress only to find everyone was wearing jeans? Would there be a layer of marzipan lurking in an otherwise perfectly good cake, and if so, would I still be expected to eat it? If there was a game which meant getting into pairs would anyone want to be in a pair with me? Sometimes these parties turned out to be fun, sometimes I wished my parents would hurry up and get me. In my adult life I often feel the same. Weddings are particularly likely to bring back such childhood anxiety and the same utter longing for someone to fetch me home. While there are huge advantages in being an adult – you will probably decide it unnecessary to crumble your unwanted cake into your host’s carpet, knowing you can instead slide it to the side of your plate and declare how full you are – on the downside, it is wholly unacceptable to burst into tears and sob that you want to go home.

         There is of course no stepping back into childhood, though I still wish for it sometimes. I miss the ability to giggle with ease, to look forward to things without looking beyond them. I miss my belief that I could do pretty much anything … well, except for sing – my primary school teacher told me that very firmly and I have not forgotten it – be careful what you say to a child, they might believe you.

         Memories of my childhood years have faded significantly, but there are those that will not be erased; among them, fittingly, the green felt tip on the white wall-to-wall carpet and the desperate attempt to scrub it away. I chopped it out with scissors in the end, and I still employ this method as a last resort.

         Childhood teaches you to be resourceful, and resourcefulness is vital because there is a lot of should and ought and can’t and don’t about, which I suppose is why children come equipped with the power to daydream, and their optimism can be boundless. My aspirations all seemed perfectly reasonable: I would live in New York, probably in one of those large apartments overlooking that big park; I would have five or seven children. I would have hair that always did what it was meant to do, like the people on the television, and I would smell of nothing but perfume and you’d get a waft of it even after I’d left the room. I would own underwear that wasn’t passed on from the Cushions (the Cushions were my Granny’s next-door neighbours, and for a while all our vests and pants seemed to be provided by them, slightly gone in the elastic).

         Some of these dreams remain ongoing, though the brand of perfume might have been modified, and some have been achieved (I exclusively wear my own underwear), while others have now been lost to realism, or like my desire for shiny and organised hair, remain frustratingly beyond my reach.

         My friend Sofie has been more successful than I have in bringing her most ambitious childhood dreams to life. When she was little and struggling with an older brother who was not much interested in her company, she imagined herself a nicer one, and named him Soren Lorensen. He was invisible and more compliant than the original model, and he soon became a fixture in her family. Twenty years later I heard about this and was struck by her ingenuity. Faced with something she couldn’t change she changed it in her head. I wrote him into a book and he found his way onto television. He has since appeared on mugs and T-shirts, there is even a band named after him – he regularly receives fan mail – and all this from the mind of a three-year-old.

      

   


   
      
         
            DANIEL BURGESS

            – from Advice to Parents and Children (1690) –

         

         
            The French historian Philippe Ariès (1914–1984) argued that the concept of a ‘childhood’ – a distinct period of life during which parents nurture their children’s social and psychological development – was an entirely modern invention. Ariès said that, in the past, parents primarily saw their children who survived infancy as a useful addition to the household economy. However, even in the 1600s, parents were advised to think carefully about how they treated their children, because their acts and deeds would shape them. For example, here the wildly popular Presbyterian preacher Daniel Burgess (1645–1713), known for his ‘pop-gun … delivery’, told acolytes to envelope their children in the feeling of being loved.

         

         Truly Parents, … you are your Children’s first Ministers, as well as their Guides and Rulers. And an uncatechising Parent is a non-preaching Minister; which is so bad a Creature, that one hath said, He thought Hell was pav’d with their Skuls. This forget not, I beseech you; every prayer you make for your Children, that is not followed with your pains with them, is a very mocking of God and of them …

         Be as kind as ever you can with good Conscience. Never provoke ’em, or by unnecessary hard looks, words, or acts, discourage them …

         Convince your Children, if it be possible, that you love them as the apple of your eyes. And do pray and labour to make sweet their Time and Eternity. Ruling them but as God doth, drawing them with the Cords of a Man, the Bonds of Love. Shewing them by the likeness of your Government, that ’tis in God’s stead that you do Rule over them. Even the God who is Love. And whose severity is as rare as Thunder, while his Benignity is as common as the day Light. Flints will break upon Wool, that will not upon Iron …

         Parents, as you value your Children’s Souls, be sure to abhor Tyranny on one hand, and Anarchy on the other. Be not so Cruel as to give them their wills in no thing, or to deny them their wills in any thing that is good. Nor so much more Cruel, as to give them their wills in every thing, or in any one sinful thing … Apes be not the only Bruits that hug their Whelps to death …

         Observe carefully each Child’s peculiar Temper. The difference is very great. And the need to know it is great. For how shall you else suit your dealings unto it? You must never expect to obtain your end by unsuited means. If you are very rough with some Children, you frighten them not unto their duties but out of their wits. Others, will scarcely learn any thing unless they be taught like the men of Succoth, with briars and thorns. And only a middle way, with sweetness and severity immixed, will reach others.

      

   


   
      
         
            JEAN-JACQUES ROUSSEAU

            – from Émile, or On Education (1762) –

         

         
            Widely considered to be the first treatise on pedagogy, Émile was an effort by Jean-Jacques Rousseau (1712–1778) to reform how children were raised. Rousseau espoused a ‘natural’ approach; he was a proponent of breastfeeding by the mother, rather than a wet nurse, and of letting children experiment freely in the physical world as they learned to walk, talk and look after themselves.

            When it was published, many readers – including critics – imagined that Émile was meant as a guide for parents. Rousseau himself did not see it that way: ‘It is about a new system of education, whose outline I offer up for learned scrutiny, and not a method for fathers and mothers, which I’ve never contemplated.’ The caveat was a sly confession, because Rousseau was actually the father of five children and had raised none himself. ‘Know how Jean-Jacques solved his own problems?’ wrote Marjorie Mills in 1962. ‘He sent [them] to a foundling home.’

            Regardless, Émile influenced centuries of parenting guidebooks.

         

         
from Book I – Émile’s infancy

         Under existing conditions a man left to himself from birth would be more of a monster than the rest. Prejudice, authority, necessity, example, all the social conditions into which we are plunged, would stifle nature in him and put nothing in her place. She would be like a sapling chance sown in the midst of the highway, bent hither and thither and soon crushed by the passers-by.

         Tender, anxious mother, I appeal to you. You can remove this young tree from the highway and shield it from the crushing force of social conventions. Tend and water it ere it dies. One day its fruit will reward your care. From the outset raise a wall round your child’s soul; another may sketch the plan, you alone should carry it into execution.

         Plants are fashioned by cultivation, man by education. If a man were born tall and strong, his size and strength would be of no good to him till he had learnt to use them; they would even harm him by preventing others from coming to his aid; left to himself he would die of want before he knew his needs. We lament the helplessness of infancy; we fail to perceive that the race would have perished had not man begun by being a child.

         We are born weak, we need strength; helpless, we need aid; foolish, we need reason. All that we lack at birth, all that we need when we come to man’s estate, is the gift of education.

         This education comes to us from nature, from men, or from things. The inner growth of our organs and faculties is the education of nature, the use we learn to make of this growth is the education of men, what we gain by our experience of our surroundings is the education of things …

         People think only of preserving their child’s life; this is not enough, he must be taught to preserve his own life when he is a man, to bear the buffets of fortune, to brave wealth and poverty, to live at need among the snows of Iceland or on the scorching rocks of Malta. In vain you guard against death; he must needs die; and even if you do not kill him with your precautions, they are mistaken. Teach him to live rather than to avoid death: life is not breath, but action, the use of our senses, our mind, our faculties, every part of ourselves which makes us conscious of our being …

         
             

         

         I am told that many midwives profess to improve the shape of the infant’s head by rubbing, and they are allowed to do it. Our heads are not good enough as God made them, they must be moulded outside by the nurse and inside by the philosopher …

         The child has hardly left the mother’s womb, it has hardly begun to move and stretch its limbs, when it is deprived of its freedom. It is wrapped in swaddling bands, laid down with its head fixed, its legs stretched out, and its arms by its sides; it is wound round with linen and bandages of all sorts so that it cannot move. It is fortunate if it has room to breathe, and it is laid on its side so that water which should flow from its mouth can escape, for it is not free to turn its head on one side for this purpose.

         The new-born child requires to stir and stretch his limbs to free them from the stiffness resulting from being curled up so long. His limbs are stretched indeed, but he is not allowed to move them. Even the head is confined by a cap. One would think they were afraid the child should look as if it were alive …

         It is maintained that unswaddled infants would assume faulty positions and make movements which might injure the proper development of their limbs. That is one of the empty arguments of our false wisdom which has never been confirmed by experience. Out of all the crowds of children who grow up with the full use of their limbs among nations wiser than ourselves, you never find one who hurts himself or maims himself; their movements are too feeble to be dangerous, and when they assume an injurious position, pain warns them to change it.
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