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Introduction


Becky Brown


There are few things more exhilarating, intimidating, joyful and strange than bringing a new person into the world. For first-time parents, it is an experience defined by learning, whether through the advice and guidance of those who’ve done it all before – family and friends, midwives and doctors – or by the terrifying and beautiful process of experience, of trial, error and age-old instinct. ‘Love set you going like a fat gold watch,’ says Sylvia Plath of her newly minted baby in ‘Morning Song’; crystallizing a parental love that seems part biology, part emotional inheritance, simultaneously new and yet deeply old.


While much about childbirth and parenting has changed dramatically across the centuries, this timeless love is a visible thread throughout our literature. Poems for New Parents collects together verse and prose that captures the sublime joy (and sometimes fear) that accompanies new life. From the realities of sleeplessness, anxiety and responsibility to the thrill of watching a brand-new human grow, change and explore.


The verse in these pages ranges from anonymously penned rhymes and lullabies – words so recognizable they could almost be thought to run in our blood – to lines written by our most beloved authors and poets. They might be named Samuel Taylor Coleridge, William Wordsworth or William Blake, Elizabeth Barrett Browning, Christina Rossetti or Edith Nesbit, but they are also fathers and mothers, uncles and aunts – and their love shines through. So, too, are the poems which span the globe, from the cradle songs of the First Nations people of North America, to verse from India, the Middle East and the Antipodes.


They are arranged into six sections. Firstly, ‘The Birthnight’, for the very beginning, the unforgettable moment of arrival when everything changes. Then ‘Infant Joy’, for the sensation of overwhelming parental love, whether an immediate rush or slow burn, for fascination – or even infatuation – with the sheer smallness and wholeness of this tiny person. Next, ‘A Cradle Song’, for the precious necessity of sleep, filled with lullabies and soft, soporific verse. Then ‘Mother to Son’, for wisdom and advice, meditations on parenthood and the connection between parent and child. Followed by ‘There was a Child went Forth’, for the beauty and whimsy of a baby opening their eyes to and exploring the world – of their purity of imagination and their joy in little things. And, finally, ‘Each Peach Pear Plum’, for delightful, magical nonsense and nursery rhyme, the very first poetry you’ll share with your baby.


In the rollercoaster of the early months, these poems offer windows of pause, a chance to cherish and to savour the experiences of new parenthood. Whether you read them alone or with your baby, they encapsulate those fleeting moments and feelings, so precious as time hurtles forwards. And later, they are words to return to, to help remember that special time. In the words of the poet Mary Lamb:




Thou struggler into loving arms,


Young climber up of knees!


When I forget thy thousand ways,


Then life and all shall cease.
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