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            For Rebecca and Laura Clee,

my founts of wisdom

            N.J.
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         There is so much wisdom in children’s books. Some of the quotations in this collection come from children’s books or children’s writers, though not all. They reflect what I have learned in more than a couple of decades of reviewing books for the young – that they encompass all the big themes: life, love, loss, how to find your destiny, how to treat others, how to be grown up. They tell us what the world is like before we have seen much of it, and they equip us for the good and the bad in it.

         Some of what is quoted here comes from other sources – public statements by adults, historical documents, poems, songs and fiction for any audience. But I have always felt that there is less distinction between writing for adults and writing for children than there is between good writing and bad writing. What is worth reading is worth reading at any age, and young people are often more receptive than older ones. Among these selections are words said by inspiring young people, or words about young people, or ideas that are like rich earth to grow in – they nurture us and are likely to make us blossom and flourish.

         Reading before the age of thirteen is also a superior experience. What we enjoy in childhood has a vividness that adults often yearn for when they get older. Words sing, ideas resonate, characters live and emotions dig in when we are young. If you collect fragments that matter to you and hoard them in the corners of your mind you store treasure for a lifetime. It repays with interest.

         One thing I have found, compiling these snippets, is that similar sentiments may have been expressed over the centuries by different voices, in different styles. Sometimes I have put together ideas that echo each other, reminding us that we are connected to our past, and human experience can be surprisingly consistent over long periods of time, and in very separate places.5

         Not everything in this anthology – which I think of as a kind of “commonplace book” or collection of thoughts to be dipped into – is a maxim about how to live your life. Some pieces were selected because they have a way of sticking in the memory of readers (or they stuck in mine) and are enjoyable every time they come to mind.

         These are not the only things you should read before the age of thirteen. They are not even the top things. They just say something worth saying or say something very well. And no one is marking you as you read this. Skim, savour as you please, and chase up any books or authors you’d like to hear more of. Ignore those that don’t resonate for you. This is a personal and by no means a definitive selection. You might like to find a notebook and copy out the fragments that mean most to you, and add your favourite lines and passages, poems, song lyrics, snippets of speeches, sayings, and advice from other sources. Then you will have your own soundtrack of the words you choose to live by.

         Nicolette Jones6

      

   


   
      
         
7
            CHAPTER 1

            On Childhood and Your Past
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from INTO THE WOODS
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               Careful the things you say

               Children will listen

               Careful the things you do

               Children will see

               And learn

               Children may not obey

               But children will listen

               Children will look to you

               For which way to turn

               To learn what to be

               Careful before you say

               “Listen to me”

               Children will listen

            

            Stephen Sondheim

         

         
            These lyrics are taken from a song, Children Will Listen, from the musical Into the Woods, by Stephen Sondheim. Sondheim’s musicals have a grown-up perspective, but the idea expressed in these lines is one that everyone will recognise. It is not only the words we read that matter, but the words we hear, too – particularly the words young people hear from adults. Perhaps some of the words that matter the most to you are things your nearest adults say. Meanwhile, they have a responsibility to remember that what they say will last in your memory.
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from THE LITTLE PRINCE
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               All grown-ups were once children …

               but only few of them remember it.

            

            Antoine de Saint-Exupéry

         

         
            When I was a child I read this passage, taken from French writer and aviator Antoine de Saint-Exupéry’s strange and wondrous book, The Little Prince, and resolved to remember. So I do. The Little Prince – which tells the story of a young prince who visits different planets – is one of the best-selling books of all time, and has been translated into over 300 languages. It was published in 1943, and Saint-Exupéry, a pilot at the time, disappeared the following year while on an Air Force mission during the Second World War.
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from BOY’S LIFE
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         You know, I do believe in magic. I was born and raised in a magic time, in a magic town, among magicians. Oh, most everybody else didn’t realize we lived in that web of magic, connected by silver filaments of chance and circumstance. But I knew it all along. When I was twelve years old, the world was my magic lantern, and by its green spirit glow I saw the past, the present and into the future. You probably did too; you just don’t recall it. See, this is my opinion: we all start out knowing magic. We are born with whirlwinds, forest fires, and comets inside us. We are born able to sing to birds and read the clouds and see our destiny in grains of sand. But then we get the magic educated right out of our souls. We get it churched out, spanked out, washed out, and combed out. We get put on the straight and narrow and told to be responsible. Told to act our age. Told to grow up, for God’s sake. And you know why we were told that? Because the people doing the telling were afraid of our wildness and youth, and because the magic we knew made them ashamed and sad of what they’d allowed to wither in themselves.

         After you go so far away from it, though, you can’t really get it back. You can have seconds of it. Just seconds of knowing and remembering. When people get weepy at movies, it’s because in that dark theater the golden pool of magic is touched, just briefly. Then they come out into the hard sun of logic and reason again and it dries up, and they’re left feeling a little heartsad and not knowing why. When a song stirs a memory, when motes of dust turning in a shaft of light takes your attention from the world, when you listen to a train passing on a track at night in the distance and wonder where it might be going, you step beyond who you are and where you are. For the briefest of instants, 13you have stepped into the magic realm.

         That’s what I believe.

         Robert R. McCammon

         
            This is from a novel for grown-ups, Boy’s Life, by the American writer Robert R. McCammon – but this passage, in which the narrator looks back on life as a fourteen-year-old, is for anyone.

            I’m not absolutely sure I believe in McCammon’s idea of the magic of youth, but I do believe in its intensity. That when you are young, the things that happen to you imprint themselves deeply and can last for a lifetime. What you feel and see is powerful and clear. It is why adult writers draw so much on their childhood. It is why very old people remember their early years when they have forgotten everything else.
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from JOURNEY TO THE RIVER SEA
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         “I would let her … have adventures. I would let her … choose her path. It would be hard … it was hard … but I would do it. Oh, not completely, of course. Some things have to go on. Cleaning one’s teeth, arithmetic. But Maia fell in love with the Amazon. It happens. The place was for her – and the people. Of course there was some danger, but there is danger everywhere. Two years ago, in this school, there was an outbreak of typhus, and three girls died. Children are knocked down and killed by horses every week, here in these streets.” She broke off, gathering her thoughts. “When she was traveling and exploring … and finding her songs Maia wasn’t just happy; she was … herself.

         I think something broke in Maia when her parents died, and out there it was healed. Perhaps I’m mad – and the professor too – but I think children must lead big lives … if it is in them to do so.”

         
            [image: ]

         

         She realised that adventures, once they were over, were things that had to stay inside one – that no one else could quite understand.

         Eva Ibbotson

         
            In this first passage, taken from Eva Ibbotson’s novel Journey to the River Sea, set in 1912, the character Miss Minton – the governess to Maia, the hero of the story – makes the case for Maia to live boldly in Brazil rather than being forced home to a quiet life in England. “I think children must lead big lives if it is in 15them to do so.” One of the great lines in children’s literature. This passage is also about how experience and adventure can heal, how showing courage makes us braver, and how important it is for children to find what makes them feel most themselves. That is what they should spend their lives on.

            If you have not read Journey to the River Sea, and have not been up the Amazon with Maia, you have yet to have an adventure that will stay inside you.
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from THE LION, THE WITCH AND THE WARDROBE
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         And shortly after that they looked into a room that was quite empty except for one big wardrobe; the sort that has a looking-glass in the door. There was nothing else in the room at all except a dead blue-bottle on the window-sill.

         “Nothing there!” said Peter, and they all trooped out again – all except Lucy. She stayed behind because she thought it would be worth while trying the door of the wardrobe, even though she felt almost sure that it would be locked. To her surprise it opened quite easily, and two moth balls dropped out.

         Looking into the inside, she saw several coats hanging up – mostly long fur coats. There was nothing Lucy liked so much as the smell and feel of fur. She immediately stepped into the wardrobe and got in among the coats and rubbed her face against them, leaving the door open, of course, because she knew that it is very foolish to shut oneself into any wardrobe. Soon she went further in and found that there was a second row of coats hanging up behind the first one. It was almost quite dark in there and she kept her arms stretched out in front of her so as not to bump her face into the back of the wardrobe. She took a step further in – then two or three steps – always expecting to feel woodwork against the tips of her fingers. But she could not feel it.

         “This must be a simply enormous wardrobe!” thought Lucy, going still further in and pushing the soft folds of the coats aside to make room for her. Then she noticed that there was something crunching under her feet. “I wonder is that more mothballs?” she thought, stooping down to 17feel it with her hand. But instead of feeling the hard, smooth wood of the floor of the wardrobe, she felt something soft and powdery and extremely cold. “This is very queer,” she said, and went on a step or two further.

         Next moment she found that what was rubbing against her face and hands was no longer soft fur but something hard and rough and even prickly. “Why, it is just like branches of trees!” exclaimed Lucy. And then she saw that there was a light ahead of her; not a few inches away where the back of the wardrobe ought to have been, but a long way off. Something cold and soft was falling on her. A moment later she found that she was standing in the middle of a wood at night-time with snow under her feet and snowflakes falling through the air.

         C.S. Lewis

         
            Doorways to magic worlds are a frequently-found pleasure in children’s literature: from the rabbit hole in Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland, to the ruined church in Alan Garner’s Elidor … but this passage, from C.S. Lewis’s The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe, the first-published book in The Chronicles of Narnia, has changed wardrobes forever. We all want the backs to open up into Narnia, and show us the lamppost in the snow. Sometimes images from books get into our consciousness forever, and this is a fine example.

            Growing up is like going very slowly through a wardrobe and finding yourself unexpectedly in a different world.

            You can read more from another C.S. Lewis book, The Voyage of the Dawn Treader, on page 64.
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from TOP MARKS FOR MURDER
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               It always amazes me how much grown-ups

               think they can get past us, as though they

               believe we are only given brains when we

               turn twenty.

            

            Robin Stevens

         

         
            Here, Robin Stevens, in Top Marks for Murder, the eighth book in her murder mystery series, Murder Most Unladylike, set in a girls’ boarding school in the 1930s, expresses the absolute truth that being a child does not mean that you know and understand nothing. Grown-ups should never underestimate young people’s powers of observation, memory and deduction.
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            CHAPTER 2

            On Happiness and Sadness
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         Quotation by John Finnemore

         
            
               If you’re sad, remember two things.

               1. It’s not your fault.

               2. It won’t always feel like this.

            

            John Finnemore

         

         
            John Finnemore’s two things to remember are always true. Never to be forgotten. Finnemore is a comedian, writing particularly for radio. He is proof that you can be both funny and wise.
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from MICHAEL ROSEN’S SAD BOOK
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               Sometimes I’m sad and I don’t know why.

               It’s just a cloud that comes along and covers me up.

               It’s not because Eddie’s gone.

               It’s not because my mum’s gone. It’s just because.

            

            
               I’ve been trying to figure out ways of being sad that don’t hurt so much.

               Here are some of them:

            

            
               I tell myself that everyone has sad stuff.

               I’m not the only one. Maybe you have some too.

            

            
               Every day I try to do one thing that I can be proud of.

               Then, when I go to bed, I think very, very, very hard about this

               one thing.

            

            
               I tell myself that being sad isn’t the same as being horrible.

               I’m sad, not bad.

            

            
               Every day I try to do one thing that means I have a good time.

               It can be anything, so long as it doesn’t make anyone else unhappy.
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