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For my parents –

Thanks for the memories.



La réalité ne se forme que dans la mémoire

(Reality only forms itself in memory)

MARCEL PROUST

Time present and time past

Are both perhaps present in time future

And time future contained in time past.

T. S. ELIOT
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PART ONE

MY FIRST MEMORY



Introduction

It was only once I reached the likely mid-point of my lifetime that I scrutinised first memories. Their fleeting resonance. The elusive power of innocence meeting imagination. The way a first memory is universal – we all have to start somewhere – and yet its details, however humdrum, are quintessential to the individual concerned. How it marks that first articulation of a sense of self.

I began to chase these mirages and mythologies, like an explorer prospecting for the crock-of-gold at the beginning of the rainbow. I quizzed friends and family for their earliest impressions of life; or what they imagined them to be. I scoured obsessively the lives and times of the great and the good for ghostly points of origin.

All the while, the timing of my enquiry stayed with me. Serendipity was at play, the work of Father Time and Mother Nature. I mentioned that I have reached the likely mid-point of life. While not yet over the hill, I am beginning to feel the gradient of its camber. My wife and I have watched our parents confront mortality head-on. Meanwhile, our beloved children are growing up by the second. These preoccupations prompted my wandering down Memory Lane.

The only problem is that I have forgotten my own earliest memory.



I know that I was born twenty minutes after midnight on 14 March, one hundred years to the day after Albert Einstein. Supposedly, my mum – who is not a particularly superstitious type – decided that she really didn’t want me having the 13th as a birthday. She held out until midnight, soon after which I pumpkined forth.

This incipient plot thickened the following morning. My father had a key meeting with the proprietor of the newspaper that had just hired him. Not something he could miss. He was to be the new Washington Correspondent, a dream gig. Dad is punctual to a fault (growing up, our family would arrive everywhere an hour early), so he must have felt mortified to enter that boardroom not only bleary-eyed but also, what’s worse, late. He had a good excuse, of course. He explained the excitement of the wee hours to the newspaper magnate: that his wife had given birth to a third son the night before, elaborating in his charming way as to why I had been a midnight child.

I can picture his face drop, however, at the response from his new employer. The guy snapped back at him: ‘I was born on the thirteenth and it hasn’t done me any harm.’



Pushing forward, there follows a press image of then president Jimmy Carter reaching through an adoring crowd. It is a few weeks after my birth. We have now moved stateside. Carter is on the campaign trail near the White House and pressing the flesh of a sun-drenched DC public. It was a simpler time. The security presence is minimal. Just a pair of heavies behind aviators. Carter’s daughter Amy hovers in the foreground, her back half-turned (her mother, the first lady, is curiously absent).

The president has spied a cute babe-in-arms and, sensing a photo opportunity, makes a beeline for the cherub. The Leader of the Free World beams beneficently. He lightly strokes the baby’s cheek with his right index finger. Amy coos. The baby, however, is aghast at this strange man’s advances. He scowls. It will undoubtedly be seconds before he recoils fully into his mother’s embrace and howls blue murder, leaving the president to melt back into the folds of his retinue.

Apparently, that baby in a diaper – the one with the blond ringlets – was me.



Clearly, I can’t actually remember any of these events. Yet such is our familiarity with those stories of yore told over and over and the thumbed images in family albums that we frequently feel like we do recall such happenings. Most of us cherish such nostalgia for our forgotten past lives. The truth of it all ceases to matter. We live to tell the tale again and again.

Similarly, sometimes when I can’t sleep at night, I’ll steal back inside my first childhood home. Among the moonlit shadows I’ll lie, racking the focus of my mind’s eye to eke out details. I begin to strain, as if reading in the dark. Soon enough time and space meld.

Trespassing back through that red front door, I voyage into Number 30, the home I departed aged four, having lived there for only a year or so (we had moved back to London from Washington DC by then). The whole place is insubstantial, at best. The house is without structure. Its dimensions are uneven and shifting. There are no rooms, only dilatory walls and floating floors. The colour scheme is alien. Yet distinguishing features hide tantalisingly around each invisible corner. The house has sprung to life amid the dead of night.

The adventure wakes me up, if anything. My dad – who suggested this remedy for insomnia back when I was a boy – should have told me to count sheep. Without realising it, instead he led me to construct my own private memory palace.



As with almost everything, such edifices began with the Ancient Greeks. Legend has it that in 477 BC, the poet and orator Simonides found himself the lone survivor of a banquet hall collapsing. The disaster killed all his fellow diners. Their bodies had been obliterated beyond recognition beneath the rubble. The dead needed accounting for. As the last banqueter standing, Simonides was called upon to confirm who had been present.

He ingeniously set about reconstituting the placement or loci of the feast from which he had miraculously stepped away. In his head, Simonides reconstructed the banquet hall. He walked around the table, resurrecting his fellow diners one by one. By doing so, Simonides allowed their remains to be identified via location. He also erected the first ever memory palace and, with it, the foundations for mnemonics, the art and craft of memory.

For centuries, his loci method (as it is also known) – in which familiar places are populated with distinctive imagery, by way of visual milestones – enabled orators to remember long and significant tracts. Refined by the likes of Cicero into manuals, soon memory palaces were constructed to house sermons, prayers and speeches.

In the fifteenth century, Gutenberg and the advent of books put paid to such techniques. Today, phones, computers and tablets serve as our primary memory aids, not the loci method. Cutting-edge mnemonics is the preserve of futurist tech-heads, robotic engineers and AI specialists, not orators or writers. Memory palaces are now ancient ruins, of archaeological and anthropological interest only.

Indeed, these edifices were already obsolete by the nineteenth century (unless you were Sherlock Holmes). Yet during that era, as their schools of psychoanalysis and functional psychology flourished, Sigmund Freud and William James would both in passing liken memories to objects stored inside the room of a house. Freud and James would offer ground-breaking theories of how memory operates, particularly Freud with his exhumations of childhood memories. They were each brilliantly ahead of their time – as befits mnemonists – and yet incongruously off the mark with this en passant analogy for memories. Perhaps they were simply following Augustine’s lead, who wrote in the tenth book of his Confessions: ‘When I am in this storehouse, I ask that it produce what I want to recall, and immediately certain things come out.’

Memories are not, however, pieces of furniture or ornaments within some inner depository, items to be dusted off their shelf, unwrapped or moved from A to B, never changing form (as this analogy implies). Until recently, however, this was the received wisdom. Experts really believed memories to be fixed points within us, like DVDs or MPEG files that could be pulled down and replayed on demand.

On the contrary, recollection is by nature revisionist and provisional. Memories are not suspended in time, sacred cows preserved in formaldehyde. We relive our past events in the present. How I describe a vivid early memory today will differ from how I tell it twenty-five years from now. Memory lives in the moment.

I write as the beneficiary of crucial work done by a new wave of scientists and psychologists exploring the effects of subjectivity on memory. During the 1980s, these brainboxes began to re-evaluate the norms hitherto applied to their field. Along the way, they broke memory down into three constituent systems, each with distinct functions.

Procedural memory reminds us to eat and breathe. Thanks to it, we don’t forget how to ride a bike. We recall automatic functions on a quotidian basis, without a second thought.

Semantic memory links the contiguous associations that allow us to know when and how to perform some of those everyday tasks. It enables us to acquire and deploy skills or routines. We remember when to have breakfast and the days of the week, for two examples, courtesy of it.

Finally, there is episodic memory. This allows us to recall subjectively the past events of our lives. We travel through time and relive experiences. Also known as autobiographical memory, this is the wheelhouse for recollections of times past, the animated archive of our personal history – be it yesterday or a lifetime ago.

Episodic memory provides the foundation for this book.

When this trio combine, we become three-dimensional. Life flows. To paraphrase Descartes’ clarion call to ego: I remember, therefore I am. Should any of the systems founder, however – as in, say, cases of Parkinson’s disease for procedural memory or Alzheimer’s disease for semantic memory – troubles abound. Working in concert, though, they miraculously allow us to exist as sentient human beings.

In recent decades, in addition to such new categorisations, neuroscientists have also discerned that these different functions of memory are powered by disparate parts of the brain. Put another way: remembering how to type this sentence without looking at the computer keys is coordinated by an altogether different neurological region to my misty-eyed memories of Highbury football stadium, in north London.

Moreover, that I have just written the previous sentence is currently a short-term or primary memory, as William James coined it. He wrote of the ‘specious present’, as memories are held for moments and then sifted, with only very select items being retained. I will soon forget the deed of that sentence’s construction (after about 30–60 seconds, customarily). My loving memories of Arsenal’s old home ground that the sentence conjures, however, are concocted of stronger stuff: namely, emotion. This renders them much longer-term or secondary memories. The actual recollection – the gathering back up – of these sorts of off-the-cuff remembrances James defined as: ‘the knowledge of an event, or fact, of which meantime we have not been thinking, with the additional consciousness that we have thought or experienced it before’.1



Such resurfacings require apperception. Perception with an add-on, this is the assimilation that we each make whenever we remember days gone by. It is the echo-chamber effect of how our minds not only perceive the past but also simultaneously contextualise it within the present moment. Each time we recall something, with the very act of its retrieval, we recast the memory anew. In turn, once it has boomeranged back, the memory’s own neuronal structure is itself transformed. The end result of this thought process is reassuringly called reconsolidation.

Looking at this another way: whenever we remember something, we are positively living in the moment. Tennessee Williams recognised this when he pondered:


Has it ever struck you . . . that life is all memory, except for the one present moment that goes by you so quickly you hardly catch it going?2



Just as our mind depends on these free-flowing confluences of past and present when making such associations, so the brain demands its different engines to fire together for memories to be summoned in the first place. It was French psychologist Théodule Ribot who, during the late nineteenth century, first postulated a cellular basis for memory functions. Scientists continue to augment his findings today. We now understand that the act of remembering is an electrifying process. Molecules blaze trails, into neurons. Synapses that are thousandths of millimetres in radius make connections between cortexes. The brain lights up and remembers itself.

This is the most basic joining of dots to describe the most complex of firmaments, as time and space conjoin within memory traces. The circuitry that must constellate for us to illuminate – or remember – something is highly intricate. The specific patterning that allows each memory to be recaptured – each unique neurological starburst – is called an ‘engram’.3 When we come to transcribe life stories into memoirs – or more immediately, say, with diaries – we map these hidden charts. Coleridge recognised this, marvelling at the prospect within his own notebooks:


He looked at his own Soul

with a Telescope. What seemed

all irregular, he saw and

shewed to be beautiful

Constellations: and he added

To the Consciousness hidden

Worlds within worlds.



The part of our brain that creates these engrams, the fountainhead from which reminiscence pours, is the hippocampus. It is named after the Ancient Greek word ίππόκαμπος, meaning seahorse, whose questioning body shape it resembles (the word joins ‘hippos’, meaning horse – hence hippopotamus or ‘water horse’ – with ‘kampos’, signifying sea monster).

The hippocampi (we actually have two) nestle on the right and left sides of our brains, in the medial temporal lobes. They perch roughly above the top of our ears, about two inches inside the skull. From there, they connect with a network of cortices that in turn link to those other neurological regions that enable memory to speak. These include: the amygdala (after the Ancient Greek for almond and/or tonsil, the shapes of which it resembles), which joins with the front of the hippocampus to regulate our emotions; and at the rear of the brain – the bad boy staring out from the back of the bus – the occipital cortex, the lobe which allows us to map our world.

This is ground zero for our inner cartography. Yet when does Memory itself first come into view?

On average, an adult’s first memories date from the age of three-and-a-quarter.4 The popular explanation for this is that it is only once we begin to speak that longer-term or secondary memories stick. This makes sense. As we come to articulate ourselves – even in the most basic of ways – we start to craft a narrative (or, at least, a prologue). Words and stories allow us to fashion (or ‘re-member’), when repeated, a sense of where we come from. With their acquisition, as our imaginations open and selfhood dawns, we start to make sense of the world and forge an individual path into it. Thus memory – and, with it, our life story – commences.

That is not to say that we don’t remember things before we are talking, or that this is a hard-and-fast watermark for every person. We have lots of memories as young infants. Although most of us forget them all. Some grown-ups, on the other hand, claim to remember exceedingly early events and incidents from their infancy, sometimes all the way back to the womb. Salvador Dalí, for one, called his memories of intra-uterine life – extracted here – ‘rare and liquid’, claiming to remember the period ‘as though it were yesterday’.

Steven Spielberg once remarked that he can ‘always trace a movie idea back to his childhood’. The filmmaker made his name with pictures that were embedded within the child’s point of view of the world – such as E.T. and Close Encounters of the Third Kind. His Americana, with its potent evocation of fear and wonder in equal measure, remains a wellspring for filmmakers today.5 Spielberg also claims, revealingly, to be able to visualise an earliest memory from the vantage point of his pram.

Picture the scene. We’re inside Cincinnati’s Adath Israel synagogue. Softly lit by a twinkling chandelier, the milieu is rich with chiaroscuro. Arnold and Leah Spielberg are conveying their baby boy towards a glowing red light, burning at the end of a long blue aisle. This beacon blushes beneath a colonnaded, marble arch. It is the Ark of the Torah. On either side of the gauntlet, their chants growing louder with the procession’s every step, Hasidic bearded elders sway to the rhythm of Hebrew prayer. They lean into the pram. Adult Steven would later recall how ‘the old men were handing me little crackers’.6

This specific detail is a protean achievement of memory and most unusual, considering that the subject was only six months old at the time of its occurrence (when Spielberg recounted the scene to his parents – as opposed to the other way around, vouchsafing its authenticity – they pinpointed exactly when it must have happened). No wonder that Spielberg is celebrated not only for his storytelling virtuosity, but also for making connections with inner children the world over.

In both Dalí’s and Spielberg’s defence against the naysayers, they both went on to become famed for their potent visual imaginations (albeit in very different media). Besides, babies do remember. Newborns are able to identify their mother’s voice or recognise a particular tune that was sung to them only while in the womb.

Implicit memory has been shown as fully operational prior to the age of three. Studies of such infants, for example, deploy different devices and shapes designed to intrigue their subjects. As long as the circumstances and environments of these showcases are controlled and do not change (meaning that the scientist’s hand puppet stays the same colour and the room in which it is on display never varies), the memories of the device usually stick.

It is at around the age of nine months that explicit recall – such as where a specific toy may be secreted or which adult to cling to – begins to abound. These faculties then develop rapidly, as we mature at an exponential rate, picking up new skills every day. Our brains double in size during the first year of life.

The lack of episodic memory (‘that time Mummy gave me a new teddy’), as opposed to semantic memory (‘if I cry, Mummy comes and comforts me’), again implies that the acquisition of skills such as basic language and spatial awareness are critical to memory consolidation. The parts of the brain that are key for humans in creating episodic memories have yet to form fully. The medial temporal lobes (those structures of our brains that are so crucial to memory, including the hippocampus) are simply not yet developed. Accordingly, we are unable to discern which memories are worthy of retention.

More specifically, within the hippocampus, the dentate gyrus is still germinating. This cluster of cells is one of the few places in the brain where neurogenesis – the formation of neurons – takes place. Once it begins to fire, new memories can be imbued with specific markers. We can differentiate between similar occurrences and judge circumstances better. We grow out of early infancy largely thanks to this gyrus (and, yes, now that glove puppet can change its outfit).

Until these faculties have reached maturity, though, the first landmarks of our lives are forgotten. They are washed away by childhood amnesia (a term coined in 1893 by psychologist Caroline Miles). Apparently, none of us is exempt from this. Daniel Schacter, professor and chair of psychology at Harvard University, is categorical: ‘We remember nothing prior to the ages of two and three, and little prior to the ages of five or six.’7 How, then, to account for those memories that abscond from such boundaries and overstay their welcome, like Spielberg’s and Dalí’s?

Other experts are more circumspect than Schacter. Professor Jonathan K. Foster, for one: ‘Memories of earlier experiences before the age of four may well exist, but in a neural and/or psychological form which means that the individual can no longer access them as memories of specific experiences.’8

This is tantalising, like a transformative dream that is immediately forgotten. That they are out of reach – and yet somewhere inside – renders the idea of earliest memories even sweeter. They become elemental and ethereal. Tolstoy savoured this long-lostness of childhood amnesia, delighting in its paradoxical splendour:


Oh, the happy, happy, never-to-be-recalled days of childhood! How could one fail to love and cherish memories of such a time?9



Graham Greene – whose first memory was of sitting in a pram beside a dead dog – knew this too.


Of all my first six years I have only such random memories . . . and I cannot be sure of their time-sequence. They are significant for me because they remain, the stray symbols of a dream after the story has sunk back into the unconscious, and they cry for rescue like the survivors of a shipwreck.10



There are, though, processes available to recover such lost treasures. I had planned to undergo therapies to mine my own, in the hope of excavating that elusive first memory. Yet when I sought advice on what this might entail, experts were circumspect at best about my chances of success. I realised that I had fallen into a rabbit hole of my own making. I really should have known better. I was looking for a glib gimmick: the long-lost DVD or file that I could pull down and rewatch. Memory is never so simple.



In the 1990s, a man called George Franklin was convicted of murder in California a full twenty-one years after his alleged crime took place. The sentence was handed down following the testimony of his own daughter, Eileen. Her evidence was comprised of a series of recovered memories. Eileen Franklin claimed that seeing her own daughter strike a certain pose had unearthed a burial ground of memories. The sight of her young child, George’s granddaughter, led Eileen to recall having seen another girl of the same age – a childhood friend – being raped and murdered by George. Her father denied the crime.

His conviction was overturned on appeal but so high-profile was the case that a tsunami of repressed memories flooded the USA. Some psychoanalysts and therapists encouraged exhumations via techniques such as ‘visualisation’ and ‘suggestion’, methods that supposedly dredge a patient’s memory bank. The proliferation of these ‘new’ memories of abuse ostensibly coming to light – and the painful fallouts that ensued within families – shocked the medical establishment. A sceptical backlash against the phenomenon followed. Many such ‘recovered memories’, in the absence of corroboration, came to be counter-labelled as the byproducts of ‘false memory syndrome’.



As already glimpsed, artist Salvador Dalí had an altogether purer vision of ‘false memories’. Whereas ‘false memory syndrome’ led to categorical recollections that destroyed whole lives, Dalí’s falsities twinkle more luminously. The artist, whose most recognisable work, The Persistence of Memory, depicts timepieces melting away, observed:


The difference between false memories and true ones is the same as for jewels: it is always the false ones that look the most real, the most brilliant.



Here is the sheen that adorns our most precious memories: the ones that we polish again and again, like prized gemstones, over a long passage of time. Each time we recollect those beloved memories, they become a little more corrupted by the telling. Their imperfections gleam even more pristinely.

As with so much of today’s received wisdom concerning psychology, the seeds for all these theories were sown by Sigmund Freud. His own first memories follow in this collection. Observe in them the master psychoanalyst at work, as he embellishes the happenstance of childhood with layers of significance.

As regards buried memories, Freud posited that repression was a natural psychological defence mechanism, one designed to keep at bay traumatic memories from a person’s awareness. His clinical reports of the conscious minds of patients hiding painful childhood truths – traumas that, unbeknown to his patients, were still influencing their daily behaviour – remain seminal.

Today, our love of storytellers who shade their protagonists with murky backstories – whether in Gothic ghost stories, Hitchcockian psycho-thrillers or sci-fi fables – in large part stems from these Freudian theories. Moreover, the manner in which hidden memories play out in such narratives – from the perspective of an ‘observer’ or in POV flashbacks (both of which tag us along for the ride, as reader or audience) – is also appealing for dramatists. This detached vantage point was something that Freud noted was particularly prevalent in his patients’ childhood recollections. Many of the memories in this collection are rendered in just such a fashion.



Freud’s colleague Carl Jung resisted many invitations to publish an autobiography. ‘I know too much about the impossibility of self-portrayal,’ he explained. The requests continued nevertheless and eventually, very late in life, Jung succumbed. Having devoted his life to an exploration of the unconscious mind, though, he was hardly going to take the task of memoirist lightly.


I have therefore weighted the matter and come to the conclusion that I shall fend off other obligations long enough to take up the very first beginnings of my life and consider them in an objective fashion. This task has proved so difficult and singular that in order to go ahead with it, I have had to promise myself that the results would not be published in my lifetime. Such a promise seemed essential in order to assure myself the necessary detachment and calm.



Even then, despite adopting this scrupulous methodology, Jung still declined to write the autobiography! He reasoned that the ‘outer’ manifestations that combine to form a sensible autobiography were ‘phantasms’ to be dismissed, while the ‘inner’ experiences that remain all the more ‘vivid and colourful’ to his mind defied explanation.

That is not to say that Jung’s own early experiences all lay dormant. Some memories from his childhood had already informed his ground-breaking research: for example, the secret ceremonies and linguistics that, as a child, he had created for a mannequin hidden in the attic of the family home had helped shape his landmark theories of symbols, archetypes and the collective unconscious.

Eventually, the clamour for a life story prevailed. In the spring of 1957, at the age of eighty-two, Jung finally set about work with his assistant Aniela Jaffé. By the end of that year, and after ‘long-submerged images of his childhood rose to the surface of his mind’, Jung felt ready to recall his first memories on paper. The process had unsurprisingly taken on a therapeutic tone. Especially when it came to his first memories.


This autobiography is now taking a direction quite different from that I had imagined at the beginning. It has become necessary for me to write down my early memories. If I neglect to do so for a single day, unpleasant physical symptoms immediately follow. As soon as I set to work, though, they vanish and my head feels perfectly clear.



It took Jung over a year to complete the ‘Early Events of My Life’. True to his word, it was only upon Jung’s death, three years later in 1961, that the full manuscript of Memories, Dreams, Reflections was published. The earliest memories that he managed to recover feature here. Remember, however, that they are merely his ‘outer memories’.



It is for all these reasons that our earliest memories remain fleeting. They glimmer beneath the surface, like Greene’s ‘shipwreck survivors’ or fish in a springtime lake. We might catch one from time to time, if we’re lucky. It can be startling when present thought hooks past experience. Such moments of re-collection are precious.

The most celebrated literary instance of which being, of course, Marcel Proust’s ‘madeleine moment’, when a taste of cake prompted the most in-depth and arguably vivid retrieval of times past on record. Vladimir Nabokov, whose own first memory is catalogued here, described À la recherche du temps perdu in suitably glittering terms, calling it ‘a treasure hunt where the treasure is time and the hiding place the past’.

More than anyone, in those seven volumes, Proust grafted language onto engrams. He rendered their triggers metaphysical and transposed them, his ‘réminiscences’, onto the page. The famous ‘madeleine moment’ may be rooted in his taste buds (which, by the way, themselves have a lifespan of just ten days) but its pleasure is, in his words, ‘without origin’. If anywhere, it resides in Proust’s intuition. Life becomes contingent. He forgets himself in memory.

Auditory cues, and indeed olfactory prompts, smells and tastes, are far more pervasive in children. Their memories – indeed, their worlds – are more turbidly sensual than those of us grown-ups. As we age, vision sees past its rival sensory modalities. It pervades our dreams and memories at their expense; this despite our sensory receptors dwelling near to those same neurological pockets so key to memory.

These extra cues to memory – sound, smell (as recalled herein by Jung with his very first memory of warm milk), taste (Proust’s involuntary memory, prompted by his madeleine) – remain important, sure, but vision monopolises memory.

This is borne out by the prevalence of amnesia in people who suffer damage in the occipital cortex (remember – the cartographer at the back of the bus?). The amnesiac’s inability to generate visual images can even lead to their forgetting events that took place prior to injury. Today, to remedy such conditions, various sensory devices and techniques are deployed. Other sensory prompts are stimulated – colours, tastes and such – in order to bypass visionary shortfalls and extract meanings.

The mixing of such instinctual palettes with memory is often a conduit for artists in search of their muse. After all, synaesthesia – the neurological condition that blends senses – has long been linked to creativity. Messiaen famously composed music in colours. Nabokov in his memoir Speak, Memory – which is extracted here – described his ‘coloured hearing’ and exceptional powers of recall. More recently, novelist A. S. Byatt has written that upon commencement of a book or story she regards her writing ‘as blocks of colour’.11



As well as deep-sea metaphors, psychologists will often draw upon archaeological terminology to describe the process of piecing together cogent memories. It is another good parallel: after all, cultures sculpt a sense of self from the relics and revelations of civilisations past. We create museums and monuments during our present existence – so that the future might also remember our past.

Memories should be accorded the same level of care and caution. To coarsen the archaeological metaphor: each time that we relate a reminiscence of our own, we are not only reassembling a skeleton but, in the moment of its reconstruction, adding new flesh onto those bones. As Daniel Schacter adroitly puts it: ‘Our sense of ourselves depends crucially on the subjective experience of remembering our pasts.’12

Psychotherapists and analysts will, for exactly this reason, often commence work with a new patient by enquiring about their first memory. Nothing can be more revealing, upfront and personal. It is an indispensable insight into a person’s psychic life. Even more so than their dreams.

This truth is borne out in the extracts and essays that follow. Just as the patients recounting their earliest remembrances opens up their unconscious, so many memoirists’ first memories reveal how their authors choose to be perceived. They write from the couch, as it were.

This is further complicated when the individual is a world-famous public figure. Many genuinely iconic people appear throughout this collection. Some – for instance, Winston Churchill – would even have known, while still alive, that their life stories would reverberate through history. When such colossi come to write their memoirs, they can’t help but glorify their own legend. Ronald Reagan, for example, begins My Early Life in preternaturally patriotic terms. First, he links his bare bottom being smacked as a baby to a lifelong love of ‘red, white and blue’ (these being the colours that he exhibited during the experience) before impishly declaring that ‘breast feeding was the home of the brave baby and the free bosom’.

Other accounts are included here not because of their author’s historic achievements so much as their exquisite composition. Many are down-to-earth or relate humdrum happenings. They all incant songs of innocence with the voice of experience.

Arthur Miller and Doris Lessing, to name but two, attempt infantilism: in their accounts, they think like children, talk like children, return to childish ways. Taking these points of view at face value is, of course, impossible and yet we know such perspectives are common to early memories, which often tend to be ‘field’ or ‘observer’ memories, like those that Freud observed in his patients.

Perhaps all memoirs, then, to be representations of the utmost authenticity, should be written – like, for instance, J. M. Coetzee’s – in the third person. That way, it is confronted head-on that the past is a foreign country and implied that there will be no land grab by narrative. The mindscape described is the estate of the author’s former self. Those distant fields of experience were traversed by another person altogether. Cells have been replenished wholesale during the ensuing lifetime. Skins shed.

Edith Wharton knew perfectly well how we conceive of ourselves. She wrote of ‘the little girl who eventually became me’. The pronouns in Wharton’s account of her earliest memories are ghostly: ‘The episode is literally the first thing I can remember about her, and therefore I date the birth of her identity from that day.’

Today, people toggle their ‘timelines’ to date how they became themselves. Traditionally, though, the best way of mitigating against ontological inconsistencies was the trusty journal or diary. A contemporaneous chronicle, it charted in the here and now what the hell just happened way back when. We recorded the present moment so that, in the future, we might revisit the past.

Writers have long relied on such props. Joan Didion, for one, has always kept notebooks (not diaries, notebooks). She has even published some of them. From the age of five, Didion felt compelled to write things down. Calling serial note-takers such as herself ‘children afflicted apparently at birth with some presentiment of loss’, Didion filled up those empty pages to illuminate the voids within. At the time of their composition, Didion hoped that the notebooks would prove ‘a forgotten account with accumulated interest’. More constant than memory, they would be on hand ‘some morning when the world seems drained of wonder’. However, she came to realise – in time – that her notebooks offered up something altogether more precious. Just like Wharton’s memoirs, they allowed Joan Didion – and, more’s the pleasure today, her readers – to ‘remember what it was to be me’.

Iris Murdoch also kept a journal. In it, she recorded her first memory as ‘my mother flying above me like a white bird’. Later in life, interestingly, Murdoch would come to forsake that notion and stake a claim for an alternative jumping-off point.

She recalled how, when she was three or four years old, she learnt to swim at the saltwater baths near Dún Laoghaire in Ireland. As little Iris paddled out, her father Wills Murdoch would call to her from across the water. He would skim paternal love to his daughter. Propelled by those calls, Iris would soon reach the other side, where Daddy waited to congratulate her.13

It is little surprise that swimming became one of Murdoch’s lifelong pleasures. Even in 1997, by which time Alzheimer’s disease had ravaged her majestic intellect, Murdoch and husband John Bayley would still make the pilgrimage to their special nook on the banks of the Cherwell. The rigmarole of changing into a swimming costume was by then monumental, her condition having rendered Murdoch unfamiliar and impatient with daily routines such as undressing. Bayley, though, would resolutely help her nonetheless, relenting from his task only once they had got down to her socks. Then, to the smiling astonishment of young couples abask on passing barges, the elderly swimmers would wade hand in hand through the riverbank’s wild flowers, husband gently leading beloved wife. He would ease Iris’s alabaster body off the summer shore and away she would slide.


Once in the water Iris cheers up a bit. It is almost too warm, hardly refreshing. But its old brown slow-flowing deliciousness remains, and we smile happily at each other as we paddle quietly to and fro. Water-lily leaves, with an occasional fat yellow flower, rock gently at the passage of a pleasure boat. Small bright blue dragonflies hover motionless above them. The water is deep, and cooler as we move out from the bank, but we do not go out far. Looking down I can see her muddy feet, still in their socks, moving in the brown depths. Tiny fish are inquisitively investigating her, and I can see and feel them round me too, gently palpating the bare skin.14



And so it was that, as her days neared their close, Iris Murdoch – who could no longer remember her own acclaimed life and times – still knew how to swim to the other side; in Bayley’s eyewitness words, ‘as naturally as a fish’. Iris’s hands pushed past the currents of time and her socked feet kicked age away – a little girl again, swimming towards her father’s protective embrace.



Not many first memories are so languid. Trauma will often sear a memory into being. It leaves scars.15 This led C. S. Lewis to contend that ‘happy childhoods are usually forgotten’. Trauma takes many forms. It can be as innocuous as a bee sting (as one eminent writer related privately, apropos his first memory, during the curation of this volume), the sense of a parent’s absence (over to you, Dr Freud), or as grave as a brush with death (for example, Patrick Leigh Fermor’s shocking memory of Peace Day celebrations).

John Steinbeck claimed as his earliest memory a tour of the devastation wreaked by an earthquake in Salinas, near his childhood home. It is striking that his abiding impression should be of the aftermath and not, curiously, of the tremors themselves. Steinbeck must surely have felt their thunder. No wonder that he elsewhere mourned the ‘sorrow at not being part of things in my childhood’.

I am not a psychologist, though, and would not deign to impose any such readings onto the individuals in this collection. I won’t talk over them. That is not to say that these very first memories are not revealing: not only as recollections in isolation, anecdotes by which we learn more about the circumstances from which these remarkable individuals sprang, but moreover because reminiscence is a provisional act. It is the manner of their recollection (and the stories here will have been told over and over) that beguiles. Everyone’s first memory is telling.

For this reason, the extracts and pieces gathered in the pages that now follow are ordered by date of publication. It is logical in a volume of first memories that the chronology is fashioned in line with when the recollections were made, as opposed to the era that they recount or the birthdates of their authors. As well as extracts from memoirs by titans of yesteryear, fresh recollections by some of today’s brightest and wisest abound. These are brand new, specially commissioned reminiscences. Original to this collection, they are all dated 2017 or 2018.

I hope that, cumulatively, these multitudinous earliest remembrances make up an atlas of recent times, as the past is converted by experience into the stories of our lives. Yet don’t forget, tread with care. Memory is fallacious. Although these first memories are all illuminating, with each one offering its own apricity, they are mere refractions. The present filtering the past, they are nothing more than tricks of the light.


Giacomo Casanova (1725–1798)

And now to come to the beginning of my own existence as a thinking being. In the beginning of August in the year 1733 my organ of memory developed. I was then eight years and four months old. I remember nothing of what may have happened to me before that time. This is the incident:

I was standing in the corner of a room, leaning against the wall, holding my head, and staring at the blood which was streaming to the floor from my nose. My grandmother Marzia, whose pet I was, came to me, washed my face with cold water, and, unknown to anyone in the house, boarded a gondola with me and took me to Murano. This is a densely populated island about half an hour from Venice.

Leaving the gondola, we enter a hovel, where we find an old woman sitting on a pallet, with a black cat in her arms and five or six others around her. She was a witch. The two old women had a long conversation, of which I must have been the subject. At the end of their dialogue in the Friulian language, my grandmother gave the witch a silver ducat, whereupon she opened a chest, took me up in her arms, put me into it, shut it, and locked the lid on me, telling me not to be afraid. It was just the way to make me afraid, if I had been able to think; but I was in a stupor. I kept quiet, holding my handkerchief to my nose because I was still bleeding and feeling quite unperturbed by the racket I heard being made outside. I heard alternate laughter and weeping, cries, singing, and sundry thumps on the chest. It was all one to me. Finally they took me out; my blood stops flowing. After giving me numberless caresses, this strange woman undresses me, lays me on the bed, burns simples, collects the smoke from them in a sheet, wraps me in it, recites spells over me, then unwraps me and gives me five very good-tasting sweetmeats. She next rubs my temples and the back of my neck with a sweet-smelling unguent, and dresses me again. She says that my bleeding will gradually diminish, provided I tell no one what she had done to cure me, but solemnly warns me that I will lose all my blood and die if I dare reveal her mysteries to anyone. After impressing this upon me she tells me that a charming lady will visit me the following night, and that my happiness will depend upon her, if I have the strength of mind to tell no one that I received such a visit. We left and returned home.

I had scarcely gone to bed before I fell asleep without even remembering the fine visitor I was to receive. But waking several hours later, I saw, or thought I saw, a dazzlingly beautiful woman come down by the chimney, wearing a huge pannier and a dress of magnificent material, with a crown on her head set with fire. She approached slowly, looking at once majestic and kindly, sat down on my bed. From her packet she drew several small boxes, which she emptied on my head, at the same time muttering words. After delivering a long discourse, of which I understood nothing, and kissing me, she left as she had entered, and I went back to sleep.

Coming to dress me the next morning, my grandmother was no sooner at my bedside than she commanded me to keep silence. She then impressed it on me that I would die if I dared to tell anyone what might have happened to me during the night. Those solemn adjurations from the lips of the only woman whose influence over me was absolute, and who had accustomed me to obey her every command blindly, were why I have remembered this incident; they made me seal it away in the most secret corner of my budding memory. In any case, I felt no temptation to tell the story. I did not know whether anyone would find it interesting, or to whom I might tell it. My disease had made me dull, and very poor company; people felt sorry for me and left me alone; everyone supposed that I would not live long. My father and mother never spoke to me.

After the journey to Murano and my nocturnal visit from the fairy I still bled, but less and less; my memory developed, and in less than a month I learned to read. It would be ridiculous to attribute my cure to these two absurdities, but it would be a mistake to hold that they could not contribute to it. As for the appearance of the beautiful queen, I have always believed that it was a dream, unless it was a masquerade deliberately contrived; but the remedies for the worst diseases are not always found in pharmacy. One phenomenon or another demonstrates our ignorance to us every day. I believe it is for this reason that nothing is harder to find than a learned man whose mind is entirely free from superstition. There have never been wizards on this earth, but their power has always existed for those whom they have been able to cajole into believing them such.

From History of My Life (1792; published 1822), translated by Willard R. Trask

Giacomo Girolamo Casanova (de Seingalt) was variously a cardinal, a gambler, an alchemist, a violinist, a magician, a prison escapee, a spy and a librarian. He is perhaps best known, however, as a lover, thanks to the accounts of his numerous sexual adventures in his memoir, which was first published in a complete edition in 1960.


Charles Darwin (1809–1882)

I was born at Shrewsbury on February 12th, 1809, and my earliest recollection goes back only to when I was a few months over four years old, when we went to near Abergele for sea-bathing, and I recollect some events and places there with some little distinctness.

My mother died in July 1817, when I was little over eight years old, and it is odd that I can remember hardly anything about her except her deathbed, her black velvet gown, and her curiously constructed work-table. In the spring of this same year I was sent to a day-school in Shrewsbury, where I stayed a year. I have been told that I was much slower in learning than my younger sister Catherine, and I believe that I was in many ways a naughty boy.

By the time I went to this day-school my taste for natural history, and more especially for collecting, was well developed. I tried to make out the names of plants, and collected all sorts of things, shells, seals, franks, coins, and minerals. The passion for collecting which leads a man to be a systematic naturalist, a virtuoso, or a miser, was very strong in me, and was clearly innate, as none of my sisters or brother ever had this taste.

One little event during this year has fixed itself firmly in my mind, and I hope that it has done so from my conscience having been afterwards sorely troubled by it; it is curious as showing that apparently I was interested at this early age in the variability of plants! I told another little boy (I believe it was Leighton, who afterwards became a well-known lichenologist and botanist) that I could produce variously coloured polyanthuses and primroses by watering them with certain coloured fluids, which was of course a monstrous fable, and had never been tried by me. I may here also confess that as a little boy I was much given to inventing deliberate falsehoods, and this was always done for the sake of causing much excitement. For instance, I once gathered much valuable fruit from my father’s trees and hid it in the shrubbery, and then ran in breathless haste to spread the news that I had discovered a hoard of stolen fruit.

From The Autobiography of Charles Darwin (1887)

Charles Darwin came from a long line of distinguished scientists, including the renowned botanist Dr Erasmus Darwin (his grandfather). Darwin’s theory of ‘natural selection’ and ground-breaking study On the Origin of Species (1859) led to a profound shift in society’s attitudes towards evolution, leading to its wider recognition as the basis for humankind’s development as a species. To this day, Darwin’s scientific discoveries and theories constitute the unifying principles behind life sciences.


Sigmund Freud (1856–1939)

In my forty-third year, when I became interested in the remnant of my own childhood memories, I recollected a scene which had come into my mind now and then over a long period – for ever, as it seemed to me – and there were reliable indications that it must date from before the end of my third year of life. I saw myself standing in tears in front of a wardrobe [in Austrian usage: Kasten] and demanding something, while my half-brother, twenty years older than me, was holding its door open, and then my mother suddenly came in, beautiful and slender, as if just coming home from a walk through the streets. I had used these words to describe the three-dimensional scene, but I could take it no further. I had no idea whether my brother was going to open or close the wardrobe – in the first translation of the image into words I called it a Schrank [‘wardrobe’ in standard German] – or why I was crying, or what my mother’s arrival had to do with it; I was tempted to explain it to myself as a memory of my older brother’s teasing me and being interrupted by our mother. Such misinterpretations of a remembered childhood scene are not at all unusual; we remember a situation, but it is unfocused, and we do not know exactly where the psychic emphasis lies. My analytical investigations led me to an entirely unexpected interpretation of this image. I had been missing my mother, and began to suspect that she might be shut up in the wardrobe – the Schrank or Kasten – so I asked my brother to open it. When he did and I could see that my mother was not inside, I began screaming; that was the part I remembered, along with my mother’s appearance immediately afterwards, which calmed my fears and longings. But what made me, as a child, think of looking for my absent mother in the wardrobe? Some of my dreams from the same period relate vaguely to a nursemaid of whom I had certain other memories, for instance that she consistently used to make me hand over to her the small change people gave me as presents, a detail which itself could claim to figure as a screen memory for later events. This time, I decided to facilitate the task of interpretation, and I asked my now elderly mother about the nursemaid. I learned a good deal, including the fact that this clever but dishonest character had stolen from the household on a large scale while my mother was lying in, and my half-brother had insisted on bringing legal charges against her. This information, casting a sudden bright light on my childhood memory, helped me to understand it. The nursemaid’s sudden disappearance had affected me quite deeply, and in fact I had turned to that same brother to ask where she was, probably because I had noticed that he had something to do with her removal from the household. Evasively playing on words, as he commonly did, he had told me that she was ‘in the clink’ [German: eingekastelt, a colloquial expression for ‘in jail’]. I understood this answer in a purely childish way [as meaning ‘in the wardrobe’ – Kasten] and asked no more questions, since there seemed no more to learn. When my mother went out a little later I was anxious, fearing that my bad brother had shut her up too, just like the nursemaid, and I made him open the wardrobe for me. And now I also understand why my mother’s slender figure, which seemed to have been just restored, featured so prominently in my visual version of this childhood scene; I am two and a half years older than my sister, who was born at this time, and when I was three years old my half-brother left our household.
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