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Alastan Reid, The Transformations: Notes on Childhood, Volume 3, Number 3&4. Page 15

Alastair  Reid  Is  a  poet  and  translator  who
is  presently  on  the  staff  of  The  New
Yorker.  This  article  is  reprinted,  with  his
permission,  from  his  book  Passwords
(Boston:  Little,  Brown  and  Co.).

The Transformations:
Notes on Childhood
By Alastair  Reid

Childhood,  especially  for  a  poet,  isirresistible; his preoccupation with
it would be completely incomprehensi
ble to a child. From the vantage point of
his  aging  consciousness,  he  finds
himself, either through the eyes of his
own children or through sudden green
transformations of memory, dissolving
into these states of pure trance (states
which he can never forgive children for
being unaware of), in which a single day
is a clear, prismatic present, when a
glass of water, instead of being a com
plex  molecular  structure,  or  a  lucid
piece of punctuation in a disordered
chain of consequences, or an image in
which the whole world is somehow re
flected, stands on the table as nothing
more or less than a glass of water, won-
drously, needing no reason or excuse for
its existence. I like nothing more than to
listen to people talking about their child
hood. Bit by bit, they work their way
through a morass of judgment and so
phisticated  afterthought,  psychiatric
blah, and scholastic roughage until they
reach, if they are lucky, an unencum
bered point of pure memory—a day, an
instance, a happening, tragic perhaps,
comic more likely, but quivering with
sheer life, pure and inexplicable, like the
glass of water.

What, in fact, do we save from child
hood? On the surface, a miscellaneous

collection of odds and ends: birth certifi
cates, because they are so permanently
necessary to prove that we exist at all,
baby shoes, perhaps, because we cannot
otherwise conceive of having been no
more than eighteen inches tall; fluffy
photographs of our bald, naked begin
nings; stamps, shells, feathers, skele
tons; thumbed books about gnomes,
brownies, and heroes; tickets, scraps,
lists, dried leaves. These are the relics
and the gravestones, and are meant, in
their  tiny,  wizened way, to evoke an
aura, to suggest a state of grace; yet how
shrivelled they are, as they lie in a curi
ously smelling drawer, waiting for the
day when we are courageous enough to
cremate them.

Childhood is by definition a never-
never land, a place where we have unac
countably been without knowing it, a
nowhere which took up all our time be
fore we realized what time was. Child
ren drift  through their  sky-blue days
without any feeling of being in motion;
landmarks like birthdays loom on the
faraway, blurred horizon, and move so
slowly that it seems they will never ar
rive. When I was a child, even to wait
for the next day was agonizing to me; in
prospect, the night seemed so long and
impassable, until I grew into a faith in
the fact that I would wake up in a dif
ferent, new-made day. For children, the
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