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[image: A map labels key locations in Milly-Molly-Mandy’s village including her white cottage, the forge, corn shop, school, playing field, Baker's shop and grocer’s shop. Trees, fields, paths and cottages are marked with notes and arrows throughout.]









Introduction


I fell in love with ingenious, gentle and entrepreneurial Milly-Molly-Mandy the moment I first clapped eyes on her. Joyce Lankester Brisley’s illustrations of this little girl with her flapper bob, stripy dress and ‘short but lively legs’ are totally delightful – are you a polka dots or a stripes person? I’m stripes, and I blame Milly-Molly-Mandy! 


 My father worked for an airline and I spent most of my childhood overseas. I might never have known about Milly-Molly-Mandy had we not been posted to Lebanon just as the civil war was starting. My mother, brothers and I were evacuated and moved in with my grandparents in North London while my father stayed in Beirut. ‘Tomlin’, the family home, was nothing like as grand the Professor’s mansion in The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe, but it did have forgotten corners and in one of them I discovered a pile of children’s books: Ferdinand the Bull and three Milly-Molly-Mandy hardbacks. My grandmother had read them with my aunt, my aunts had read them with their daughters and now my mother started reading them with me. 


These mini-masterpieces from the 1920s about the little girl in the nice white cottage with the thatched roof vividly conjure a bygone era in which people were called things like ‘Miss Muggins’, and alleys smelt of ‘calico and flanelette and brown paper and peppermint’ and not old beer. An era in which kids collected blackberries and made mud, and kept ducks company and found rabbits rather than collected in-game prizes on screens and drank energy drinks without doing anything energetic. This gentle world of close family and friendship, aniseed balls and cress, of foraged blackberries, homemade tea cosies, little great-aunts in big chairs and baked potatoes in front of the fire is the definition of comfort reading: proof that ‘hygge’ is not something exclusive to Denmark. 


While Milly-Molly-Mandy doesn’t have superhuman strength like Pippi Longstocking, I think it’s terribly unjust that Milly-Molly-Mandy’s name has become a by-word for twee. Look again, folks! She’s smart and capable and funny. She calls her parents ‘Muvver’ and ‘Farver’ – but that’s not twee, she’s just not as wealthy as other storybook heroines. Her life was simple by today’s standards, but so rich and abundant in activities: having picnics in hollow trees, watching the shop for Miss Muggins, having a sleepover, making jelly that doesn’t quite ‘stand up properly’ and yet is the most enjoyed jelly of all time. 


In each perfectly turned story Milly-Molly-Mandy is presented with a problem, has a plan, overcomes a difficulty and ends up better off than she started. Milly-Molly-Mandy has agency. She makes plans and carries them out. She is capable and rises to challenges – when she’s given multiple errands to run at once she remembers every single thing. She solves problems by ‘sitting down to think’. She’s a relationship builder who expresses love freely, understands and invests in her friendships and throws parties for her nearest and dearest to let off steam. She is compassionate and inclusive, even inviting the postman when she finds out he’s not been to a party in a while. She’s creative – she grows and bakes and sews, and she even starts her own business with Billy Blunt and little-friend-Susan, polishing brass to raise cash for snacks. And most importantly of all – she’s not wet and she’s got a sense of humour. When Billy Blunt buried Milly-Molly-Mandy in the corn and she got corn even in her socks, ‘she didn’t mind a bit’.


Sally Phillips









[image: Milly-Molly-Mandy stands with her hands on the sides of a long coat worn over a striped dress. She faces slightly sidewards with one foot forward.]
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Milly-Molly-Mandy Has a Tea-Party


Once upon a time Milly-Molly-Mandy had a nice little surprise.


[image: Milly-Molly-Mandy wearing a striped frock and shoes is holding a square cardboard box tied round with string.]


Uncle came back from market one Saturday with a square cardboard box under the seat of the pony-trap, and he gave it to Milly-Molly-Mandy to hold while he got his other parcels out. It was a neat little whity-brown box, tied round with string, and it wasn’t very heavy, and it didn’t rattle much, and it didn’t smell of anything except cardboard, and Milly-Molly-Mandy couldn’t guess what was in it. So she asked Uncle.


And Uncle said, “Oh, just some odd bits of things I want to get rid of. Throw them away for me, Milly-Molly-Mandy!”


Milly-Molly-Mandy looked at Uncle in surprise, for it didn’t seem the sort of box to be thrown away. She thought Uncle was looking a bit twinkly, so she said, “I’d better just peep in it first before I throw it away, hadn’t I, Uncle?”


And Uncle, gathering up his parcels, said, “Oh, yes, yes. We don’t want to make any mistake about it,” and went off with them towards the kitchen door.


So Milly-Molly-Mandy picked the knot undone, and when she got the box open what DO you think she saw inside? The sweetest little dolls’ tea-set, with cups and plates and milk-jug and all complete, fitted neatly in holes cut in the cardboard so that they shouldn’t rattle about!


[image: Milly-Molly-Mandy wearing a striped frock and shoes is hopping in excitement with her right arm raised above her head.]


Milly-Molly-Mandy gave a squeak of excitement and put the box down on the ground in a hurry, while she ran after Uncle, crying, “Oh, Uncle, thank you! Is it for me? Oh, thank you, Uncle!” And Uncle pretended to be surprised, and said, “What’s that? Wasn’t it rubbish after all? Well, well, what a good thing you looked!” and went indoors with his parcels; and Milly-Molly-Mandy ran back to her tea-set.


It was the prettiest little tea-set, with a teapot that would really pour, and a sugar-basin with a tiny lid, and two little cups and saucers and plates – “One for me, and one for Susan,” thought Milly-Molly-Mandy to herself. “I’ll ask Mother if I can ask Susan to tea today.”


So she carried the box into the kitchen (where Mother was busy taking the cakes out of the oven), and asked. And Mother admired the tea-set, and said, “Certainly, Milly-Molly-Mandy. And you may have this little cake on a saucer, and one of these little bread rolls to look like a loaf.”


So that afternoon Milly-Molly-Mandy laid a small cloth on the garden table and arranged her tea-set on it, with a little vase of flowers in the centre, and all the good things Mother had given her to eat; and when everything was ready she ran down the white road with the hedges each side to ask little-friend-Susan to come to the tea-party.


But what do you think?




Before she got as far as the Moggs’ cottage (where little-friend-Susan lived) she met little-friend-Susan herself coming up to the nice white cottage with the thatched roof (where Milly-Molly-Mandy lived).


[image: Milly-Molly-Mandy wearing a striped frock and shoes and Susan wearing a long-sleeved top, a pleated skirt and shoes are shaking hands and conversing with each other.]




And Milly-Molly-Mandy said, “Hullo, Susan! I was just coming to ask you to a dolls’ tea-party. I’ve got a new tea-set!” And little-friend-Susan said just at the same moment, “Hullo, Milly-Molly-Mandy! I’ve got a new tea-set – will you come to a dolls’ tea-party with me?”


So then they both stopped still and stared at each other.


“Mine’s a perfectly new tea-set,” said Milly-Molly-Mandy. “Uncle brought itto me from market, and it’s pink.”


“I only had mine today,” said little-friend-Susan. “Father brought it home from market, and it’s blue.”


“But I’ve got a special little cake and a proper loaf,” said Milly-Molly-Mandy. “Do come!”


“No, you come!” said little-friend-Susan. “I’ve got a tiny little tart and a weeny little pot of strawberry jam!”


“I’ve got lots of bread-and-jam on an ordinary plate for us to eat,” said Milly-Molly-Mandy, “and it is such a sweet little tea-set!”


“Oh, Milly-Molly-Mandy,” said little-friend-Susan, “mine’s all laid in the summer-house, and there’s a daisy beside each plate, and lots and lots of bread-and-dripping, and my tea-set is simply beautiful too!”


It was very difficult indeed to know what to do, for Milly-Molly-Mandy felt secretly sure that her party would be nicer, and she didn’t want it wasted; and little-friend-Susan felt secretly sure too that her party would be nicer, and she didn’t want it wasted either!


“Do come!” said Milly-Molly-Mandy.


“No, you come!” said little-friend-Susan.


Just then they saw Billy Blunt wandering down the road, scraping a bit of stick with his knife.


Milly-Molly-Mandy and little-friend-Susan were standing looking so solemn that Billy Blunt stopped and said, “What’s up?”


So Milly-Molly-Mandy told him, and little-friend-Susan told him too. And Billy Blunt scraped away for a moment, and then said, “Better take your things into the meadow or somewhere and have a double tea.” (And he had his mouth open to add “And ask me too,” but he thought he’d better not, in case they didn’t want him, so he shut it again.)


[image: Milly-Molly-Mandy and Susan are standing in front of a wooden gate with dense trees on either side. They are holding each other's hands and looking solemn. Billy Blunt wearing a collared shirt, shorts and shoes is standing opposite the girls and conversing with them.]

BILLY BLUNT STOPPED AND SAID, “WHAT’S UP?”



And directly Milly-Molly-Mandy and little-friend-Susan heard that they both wondered why they hadn’t thought of a double tea themselves! Milly-Molly-Mandy hopped on one leg, because she was so pleased. And she said, “Then we shall each have a cup over, so, Billy, you must come and have tea too!”


So Milly-Molly-Mandy carried her little pink tea-set out into the meadow; and little-friend-Susan carried her little blue tea-set out into the meadow too; and they all sat round on the grass and ate off the tiny plates and drank out of the tiny cups. And Milly-Molly-Mandy poured out for little-friend-Susan, and little-friend-Susan poured out for Milly-Molly-Mandy, and they both poured out for Billy Blunt (who had two cups all to himself, because he was a guest at two tea-parties)!


[image: Billy Blunt is sitting on a grassy field and drinking out of a tiny tea cup. There is a tiny tea cup and saucer, two tiny empty plates and a plate with cakes in front of him.]


When they had finished eating (which happened when there wasn’t anything more to eat) they took the tea-things to the brook at the bottom of the meadow and washed them, and stood them on some moss to drain.


And Milly-Molly-Mandy and little-friend-Susan both thought a double tea-party was much more fun than just an ordinary one. And Billy Blunt (as the cups and plates were very small!) thought being a double guest was ever so much better than being just an ordinary single one!


So THAT was all right!


[image: An open square cardboard box containing a miniature tea set is placed on a surface. The set includes a teapot and several cups and saucers. The lid of the box is beside the box.]
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