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   Why you should read children’s books

Th e place I loved most as a child was 

the public library in Mount Pleasant, 

Harare, Zimbabwe. Th e chil dren’s section 

had seem ingly not been restocked since the 

1950s, and it smelt of the leaking roof and 

the fero cious sun which fl ooded, impeded 

only by dust, through the glass doors. Th e 

spines of the books were sun- bleached, and 

some had been taken out so rarely the fi nes 

on the returns slip were listed in shil lings. 

It was there that I read my way through 

almost every book on the two dozen 

shelves: shelves which contained profoundly 

unlikely adven tures, an enorm ous quant ity 
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of mediocre horse stories, and a book which 

had been shelved there by mistake in which 

the heroine has sex in a gondola. And, too, 

some of the greatest fi ction ever written for 

anyone of any age at all.  

 Children’s fi ction has a long and noble 

history of being dismissed. Martin Amis 

once said in an inter view: ‘People ask me if 

I ever thought of writing a chil dren’s book. 

I say, “If I had a serious brain injury I 

might well write a chil dren’s book.” ’ Th ere 

is a partic u lar smile that some people give 

when I tell them what I do – roughly the 

same smile I’d expect had I told them I 

make mini ature bath room furniture out of 

match boxes, for the elves. Particularly in 
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the UK, even when we praise, we praise 

with faint damns: a quota tion from the 

 Guardian  on the back of Alan Garner’s 

memoir  Where Shall We Run To?  read: ‘He 

has never been just a chil dren’s writer: he’s 

far richer, odder and deeper than that.’ So 

that’s what chil dren’s fi ction is not: not rich 

or odd or deep.  

 I’ve been writing chil dren’s fi ction for 

more than ten years now, and still I would 

hesit ate to defi ne it. But I do know, with 

more certainty than I usually feel about 

anything, what it is not: it’s not exclus ively 

for chil dren. When I write, I write for two 

people: myself, age twelve, and myself, 

now, and the book has to satisfy two 
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distinct but connec ted appet ites. My 

twelve- year-old self wanted autonomy, 

peril, justice, food, and above all a kind of 

density of atmo sphere into which I could 

step and be engulfed. My adult self wants 

all those things, and also: acknow ledge-

ments of fear, love, failure; of the rat that 

lives within the human heart. So what I 

try for when I write – failing often, but 

trying – is to put down in as few words as 

I can the things that I most urgently and 

desper ately want chil dren to know and 

adults to remem ber. Th ose who write for 

chil dren are trying to arm them for the life 

ahead with everything we can fi nd that is 

true. And perhaps, also, secretly, to arm 
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adults against those neces sary compro m-

ises and neces sary heart breaks that life 

involves: to remind them that there are 

and always will be great, sustain ing truths 

to which we can return. 

 Th ere is, of course, 1 Corinthians 13: 

‘Now that I have become a man, I have 

put away child ish things.’ But the writing 

we call chil dren’s fi ction is not a child ish 

thing: child ish things include picking 

your nose and eating the contents, and 

tantrum ing at the failure to get your 

own way. Th e 45th President of America 

is child ish. Children’s fi ction has child-

hood at its heart, which is not the same 

thing. Children’s fi ction is not written  by  
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chil dren; it stands along side chil dren but is 

not of them.  

 (Th at chil dren’s fi ction isn’t written 

by chil dren is prob ably for the best. I 

completed my fi rst novel when I was 

about eight years old, as a birth day present 

for my father. I sewed a cover for it in blue 

silk and embroidered it with stars. It was 

called  Sally’s Surprise . Th e titular surprise, 

I fi nd on reread ing it, is presum ably that 

there was no plot. Nothing happens. It 

was, in this sense, avant- garde and  Waiting 

for Godot -esque. It had, though, a  lot  of 

descrip tions of horses, which is less so.)  

 Th ere is, though, a sense among most 

adults that we should only read in one 
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direc tion, because to do other wise would 

be to regress or retreat: to de- mature. 

You pass Spot the Dog, battle past that 

biceph alic monster PeterandJane; through 

Narnia, on to  Th e Catcher in the Rye  or 

Patrick Ness, and from there to adult 

fi ction, where you remain, triumphant, 

never glan cing back, because to glance 

back would be to lose ground. 

 But the human heart is not a linear train 

ride. Th at isn’t how people actu ally read; at 

least, it’s not how I’ve ever read. I learned 

to read fairly late, with much strain and 

agon ising until, at last and quite suddenly, 

the hiero glyphs took shape and meaning: 

and then I read with the same omni vor ous 
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un- scru pu los ity I showed at meal times. I 

read  Matilda  along side Jane Austen, Narnia 

and Agatha Christie; I took Diana Wynne 

Jones’s  Howl’s Moving Castle  with me to 

univer sity, clutched tight to my chest like 

a life raft. I still read Paddington when I 

need to believe, as Michael Bond does, 

that the world’s miracles are more power ful 

than its chaos. For reading not to become 

some thing that we do for anxious self- 

optim isa tion – for it not to be akin to 

buying high- spec train ers and a gym 

member ship each January –  all  texts must 

be open, to all people. 

 Th e diffi   culties with the rule of read erly 

progres sion are many: one is that, if one 
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followed the same pattern into adult hood, 

turning always to books of obvious increas-

ing complex ity, you’d be left ulti mately 

with nothing but  Finnegans Wake  and the 

complete works of the French decon struc-

tion ist theor ist Jacques Derrida to cheer 

your deathbed.  

 Th e other diffi   culty with the rule is that 

it supposes that chil dren’s fi ction can safely 

be discarded. I would say we do so at our 

peril, for we discard in adult hood a casket 

of wonders which, read with an adult eye, 

have a diff er ent kind of alchemy in them.  

 * 
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 W.H. Auden wrote: ‘Th ere are good books 

which are only for adults, because their 

compre hen sion presup poses adult exper i-

ences, but there are no good books which 

are only for chil dren.’ 

 I am abso lutely not suggest ing adults 

read  only , or even primar ily, chil dren’s 

fi ction. Just that there are some times in 

life when it might be the only thing that 

will do.  
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