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“[mother’s day memories]” kyle post via Flickr under Creative
Commons (CC BY 2.0) license

n the beginning, my mother is carrying me in her arms as she closes a screen door. I remember her humming as she

walks along, and then she sits down on a bench that is surrounded by greenery. That’s all that is left of my earliest

memory: screen door, humming, bench, plants. But the most vivid thing is the feeling of being carried. It’s a veryI
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comforting memory (although my mother says that I was a fretful baby).

This memory came to me in a dream when I was about 6 years old. The next morning I described the dream to my mother, who

was surprised and said, “That’s the house where we lived in Nashville.” We moved away when I was 2, so that’s how old I must

have been at the time of the memory. If my mother hadn’t told me that, I’m sure that it would have been lost for good.

Every one of us has a personal “beginning of time,” the first events we recall from our lives. I’ve read a number of these

recollections on the Internet, as I prepared to write this article. Some of them are happy, some traumatic, some associated with

specific events, others more with sensations. A lot of them come with an external fact that provides a time stamp: the birth of a

sibling, a change of address, a birthday. It’s very common for the wispy scraps of information to be supplemented by a parent.

One of my favorite examples was the story of a woman who remembered getting her legs caught in a railing when she was 2. Her

mother tried greasing her legs with butter to get them out. When that didn’t work, a neighbor brought a saw to take out one of

the rails. That scared her enough to wiggle out by herself. She thought the neighbor was going to saw her legs off! The woman

says that she only remembers being stuck, the butter, and the saw—the rest of the details were provided by many family

retellings over the years.

Why are our earliest memories so frustratingly vague, and why are there so few of them? Why is there a seemingly impenetrable

wall between each person and their infancy? For answers, I turned to an expert.

“As adults, we don’t have any memories of the first 3 or 4 years of our lives, except perhaps a stray one here or there,” says

Patricia Bauer, a psychologist at Emory University. The average age for the earliest memory in the U.S. is 3½ years, a number that

has been consistently documented for more than a century. But there are variations, Bauer says. About one in 30 adults report a

memory as young as age 1, while another one in 30 doesn’t remember anything before age 6, 7, or even 8. 

Also, Bauer says, women tend to have earlier memories than men. People who moved in childhood often have earlier memories

—as my example suggests. Qi Wang, a psychologist at Cornell University, has shown that people from Asian cultures tend to have

later first memories, perhaps because of the different role of parents. “Mothers from Asian cultures don’t talk about the past as

often as Western mothers, and when they do, they don’t emphasize the child as much,” Bauer explains. “They don’t say, ‘You had

a really good time at that party, didn’t you?’” Finally, first-born children (like me) have earlier memories, on average, than later

children.

The wholesale forgetting of our first three or four years is called “childhood amnesia,” and its cause has been debated for a

century. Sigmund Freud believed that these memories were repressed, and could be retrieved through psychotherapy. Other

psychologists favor a more physical interpretation: The circuitry in our brains just isn’t developed well enough yet to acquire

memories, so there isn’t anything there later to retrieve.

Bauer’s research points toward a third possibility: Children are actively forming memories even at a very young age, but they lose

Why are our earliest memories so frustratingly vague, and why are there so few
of them? Why is there a seemingly impenetrable wall between each person and
their infancy?
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them faster than adults do. “I compare memory to a colander,” Bauer says. “If you’re cooking fettucine, the pasta stays in. But if

you’re cooking orzo, it goes right through the holes. The immature brain is a lot like a colander with big holes, and the little

memories are like the orzo. As you get older, you’re either getting bigger pasta or a net with smaller holes.”

Bauer’s interviews with hundreds of children have shown that they actually do remember things from as young as age 2. So it

isn’t surprising that, at age 6, I still had a memory of my house in Nashville. But as time goes by, the orzo keeps slipping through

the holes, and these memories are lost. As Wang’s research and the examples I found on the Internet suggest, “rehearsing”

memories by talking with an adult who knows what happened can help the child retain them. (There are also years of research

showing that various rehearsal strategies enable adults to retain memories as well.)

In a forthcoming article in Journal of Experimental Psychology, Bauer reports on interviews with 100 children and 20 of their

parents, which showed that the forgetting patterns of children and adults are quite different. Children forget things at a steady

rate that doesn’t depend on the age of the memory. By contrast, adults tend to hang on more to their older memories. After

many years, the memories become sticky, like the fettucine that won’t slip through the holes. Adult memories also come with

more contextual information, more “who-what-when-where-why,” which may make them stickier.

There’s one question I asked Bauer that she didn’t know the answer to: Can writing make your childhood memories stickier?

My parents taught me to write at an unusually young age. Not long after my fifth birthday they gave me a diary for Christmas,

and my first memory with an actual date comes from that diary. On December 30, 1963, I wrote, “Last night [my sister] put a

penny checker in my sleev I told her to do that whan I put my hand up thay fall down out of my vegama top came two checkers

[sic].” Fifty years later, I still remember the checkers sliding down underneath my pajamas, and how unexpectedly cold they felt.

Bauer suspects that my recall of this event was assisted by the diary entry. Rereading it later in life might have helped me

rehearse and reinforce the memory, just like a parent saying, “Remember when…?” However, she doesn’t know of any scientific

studies on whether teaching your kids to write at a young age will help them remember. Unfortunately, my checker story is only

one data point—not the stuff of science. Within a month I had lost interest in keeping a diary, and the “experiment” came to an

end.

Dana Mackenzie is a freelance mathematics and science writer based in Santa Cruz, California. His most recent book is The

Universe in Zero Words: The Story of Mathematics as Told Through Equations, published in 2012 by Princeton University Press.
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Bruce Kau •  23 days ago
My first memory is, as far as I can tell, before I was born. I can also remember being born. Whenever I post this, I usually get the reaction
that I have some some sort of political agenda in saying so. Mostly, I just want to find someone else like me.

  1  

• Reply •

nilbud  •  22 days ago Bruce Kau
There are many of your type hanging around the inner city bus terminus buildings you should try there.

  1  1  

• Reply •

Brigett •  10 days ago
I remember, I must have been 3 years-old, walking outside our front yard and my dog pulling at my dress. I wonder as a former
Psychology student if memory starts at around 3 1/2 years old then what can be done to heal memories that are traumatic and that lead
or follow through adulthood.

  

• Reply •

Eric Johnston •  21 days ago
Like a typical toddler, I often played until I just fell asleep for a nap. I remember waking up one time from falling asleep, in the area
between the dining room and the living room. It was twilight out, and I was a little disoriented, and it traumatized me. When I told my
mom about it years later and described the room, my mom told me I had described the house we lived in until I was about 18 months
old, before we moved. I'd never been back to that house after that, yet I could describe the two rooms in a really detailed manner. It
actually creeped my mom out that I could remember it so well. I still remember it to this day, 45+ years later.

  

• Reply •

Lou Miller •  23 days ago
I remember the first song I could sing! I was so proud of myself... "Winston Tastes Good like a cigarette should..."

  

• Reply •

woodwork_hodges •  23 days ago
The point at which my memory becomes "solid" is watching the Times Square ball drop on tv for 1984. I remember asking my mom what
those numbers meant and she explained it to me and after that, memory becomes consistent. Before that, everything is just a fog.

  

• Reply •

Heather Marie Buechel •  23 days ago
I wonder what the effect of having so much more documentation of the early years (photos, mom's journals/blogs etc) will be on this and
future generation's early memories. There are almost no photos of my childhood, but the few that I have seem to have the same effect as
the journal entry mentioned in the story.

  

• Reply •

michaelfulton •  24 days ago
my first was frolicking in a warm summer rain in Georgetown, Washington, D.C...nude. There was a garden fountain...wet, water,
slosh...people staring @ me from the window
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Teaching Your Body to Fight
the Enemy Within

Some cancer therapies focus the
attention of the immune system like a
spotlight over Hollywood.Everett
Collection / ShutterstockIn early May,
1891, William…
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The Beetle That Eavesdrops
on an Ant’s Secret Language

Before noon in the Soconusco region of
southern Chiapas, down by the border
where Mexico meets Guatemala, the lush,
green terrain is rife with bodies…
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One Big Question Not
Answered by Today’s Nobel
Winners

Earlier today three US-based researchers
shared the Nobel Prize in Physiology or
Medicine for their research on vesicles,
special structures that ferry…
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Your Very Weird, Very
Personal Sense of Smell

We’re used to the idea that some among
us are colorblind, perceiving the world
differently because of a quirk in their
genetics. And it’s well-known…
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