Impossible,
Intolerable,
and Insufferable!
Big Words for Little Kids
At the International Reading Association Conference in Chicago, author Bonny Becker
discussed the magic of words — big and small — in her award-winning books about
curmudgeonly Bear and his irrepressible friend, Mouse. This is an excerpt from that speech.
Since the release of my first Mouse and Bear book,
A Visitor for Bear, I’ve heard from countless parents
that their toddlers are going around declaiming
things like: Impossible! Intolerable! Insufferable!
What could be more satisfying and delightful as
a writer than seeing your words become part of
someone’s childhood?
When I wrote A Visitor for Bear, I certainly hoped
and expected that kids would pick up on the
repeating phrase “There was the mouse!” After all,
it was built into the very structure of the book, with
clear clues as to when Mouse would show up again
and a page turn so that kids could anticipate the
soon-familiar phrase “There was the mouse!”
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I loved it, but wasn’t totally startled, when I heard
about three-year-olds ordering their siblings to
“Begone!” Who could resist that!
But what I really didn’t expect was the boy who
declared that he was going “back to the business”
of reading his book, just as Bear consistently went
“back to the business of making his breakfast.”
Another mother told me about her daughter who
loved to randomly add “for good measure” to her
conversation.
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My wonderful editor, Sarah Ketchersid, has never
raised the issue. In fact, no one ever mentioned the
“too big” words as a problem — with one exception.
To my surprise it was my beloved Brits who raised
the issue. Well, at least one editor did — I don’t
know who this was, and she may have been a new
editor or felt the book needed to be more of a true
early reader — but oddly she targeted every word
with flavor in the book!
“I am undone” became “I can’t take it anymore.”
“This is impossible! Intolerable! Insufferable!” was
reduced to “You’re impossible!”

As a lot of adult readers have noted, there’s a
definite British quality to both the narrative voice
and the characters’ voices, especially Mouse’s voice.
Mary Poppins, Narnia, Winnie- the-Pooh, Alice
in Wonderland, The Wind in the Willows, Peter Pan,
The Secret Garden — the list goes on and on — were
books I read or had read to me as a child.
Not only were these great stories, but the British
authors had such a clever way with words and a
lovely, matter-of-fact voice for telling about even
the most fantastic things.
I wasn’t thinking about all of this, of course, as I
laid down the first words and ideas for A Visitor
for Bear. But looking back, I can see how various
threads of experience came together.

“For good measure” became “to be on the safe
side.”
Even Bear’s wonderful “Begone!” was turned into
“Go away!”
Fortunately, everything was quickly changed back
once Sarah and I responded with a polite version
of “Are you kidding!”
With all the Mouse and Bear books, I have the great
fun and pleasure of discovering more exacting,
pompous, overblown, exceptional words to put into
Bear’s mouth . . . and, with luck, into the mouths
of my readers.

The other comment I get a lot is how much people
like the big words in the books. I loved the “big”
words, too, but rather expected that someone
along the way would ask that inevitable question:
were these words too hard for kids?
Unfortunately, I don’t get to tell you about some
clueless agent or editor or reviewer who didn’t see
my artistic genius.
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