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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 Gets Up Early


Once upon a time, one beautiful summer morning, Milly-Molly-Mandy woke up very early.


She knew it was very early, because Father and Mother were not moving (Milly-Molly-Mandy’s cot-bed was in one corner of Father’s and Mother’s room). And she knew it was a beautiful summer morning, because the cracks around the window-blinds were so bright she could hardly look at them.


Milly-Molly-Mandy (whose full name was really Millicent Margaret Amanda) knelt up on the foot of her cot-bed and softly lifted one corner of the blind, and peeped out.


And it was the most beautiful, quiet summer morning that ever was.


The doves in the dove-cote were saying “Coo-roo-o-o!” to each other, in a soft, lazy sort of way; and the hens round the hen-house in the field were saying “Ker-ruk-ruk!” to each other, in a soft, busy sort of way; and Old Marmaduke the cock was yelling “Doodle-doo!” to everybody, at the top of his voice, only it sounded soft because he was right the other side of the barn.


“Well!” said Milly-Molly-Mandy to herself. “It’s much too beautiful a morning to stay in bed till breakfast-time. I think I’ll get up very, very quietly, so’s not to wake Father and Mother.”


So Milly-Molly-Mandy slid out of bed very, very quietly, and she slid into her socks, and into her clothes as far as her petticoat.


[image: Milly-Molly-Mandy walks barefoot while holding a pair of shoes in one hand and a striped garment in the other. She wears a sleeveless dress and looks downward.]


And then she crept to the wash-stand, but she didn’t think she could manage the big water-jug without waking Father and Mother. So she took up her shoes and her pink striped cotton frock, and she creepy-crept to the door and opened it, only making just one tiny little click.


And then she creepy-crept down the stairs, without disturbing Grandpa or Grandma or Uncle or Aunty, into the kitchen.


It looked funny and dark in the kitchen, for the curtains were still drawn. Topsy the cat jumped off Grandma’s chair and came yawning and stretching to meet her, and Milly-Molly-Mandy had to stoop down and let Topsy the cat dab her little cold nose very, very lightly against her warm cheek, for “Good morning”.


And then Milly-Molly-Mandy went into the scullery to wash.


But when she turned on the tap she suddenly thought of the brook at the bottom of the meadow. So she just washed her hands and neck and saved her face to wash in the brook. And then she put on her frock and shoes and softly unlocked the back door, and slipped outside.


It really was a most beautiful fresh morning, full of little bird-voices; and Toby the dog was making little thumping noises in his kennel, because he had heard her and was excited to think somebody was up.


So Milly-Molly-Mandy ran and let him off the chain, but she held his collar and whispered, “Hush, Toby! Hush, Toby!” very sternly, until they got as far as the meadow.


Then she let him go, and Toby the dog barked and capered, and Milly-Molly-Mandy, with the breeze in her hair, ran hoppity-skip down to the brook through the long grass and dewdrops that sparkled all colours in the sun.


The water looked so lovely and clear and cold, rippling over the stones, that Milly-Molly-Mandy couldn’t decide all at once which was the nicest spot to wash her face in. So she was walking along beside it a little way, when suddenly whom should she see in the next field but little-friend-Susan, up early too.


“Su-san!” called Milly-Molly-Mandy.


“Milly-Molly-Mandy!” called little-friend-Susan. “There’re mushrooms in this field!”


So Milly-Molly-Mandy and Toby the dog ran and clambered through the railings into the next field. And there were mushrooms in that field, for Milly-Molly-Mandy nearly trod on one straight away. Only she just didn’t – she picked it and ran to show it to little-friend-Susan and say, “Fancy you being up so early, Susan!” And little-friend-Susan ran to show Milly-Molly-Mandy her three mushrooms and say, “Fancy you being up so early, Milly-Molly-Mandy!”


[image: Milly-Molly-Mandy leans over a wooden fence with one leg raised. Little-friend-Susan waves at her. Trees and flowers surround the wooden fence.]


“THERE’RE MUSHROOMS IN THIS FIELD!”


Then they searched all over the field together, but they didn’t find any more mushrooms. And then they came to another field, and suddenly whom should they see in the middle of the other field but Billy Blunt, up early too.


“Bil-ly!” called Milly-Molly-Mandy.


“Mushrooms!” called Billy Blunt.


So Milly-Molly-Mandy and little-friend-Susan and Toby the dog ran and clambered over the stile into the other field, and went to show Billy Blunt their mushrooms and say, “Fancy you being up so early, Billy!” And Billy Blunt came to show them his two mushrooms and say, “Fancy anybody stopping in bed!”


And then they found quite a lot of mushrooms growing together in one patch, and they all gave a gasp and a shout and set to work picking in great excitement.


When they had finished gathering whom should they see coming into the field with a basket over his arm but a shabby boy who had run in a race with Billy Blunt at a fête last Bank Holiday (and beaten him!).


He seemed to be looking for mushrooms too; and as he came near Milly-Molly-Mandy smiled at him a bit, and he smiled a bit back. And little-friend-Susan said, “Hullo!” and he said, “Hullo!” And Billy Blunt said, “Plenty of mushrooms here.” And the boy said, “Are there?”


Then Milly-Molly-Mandy said, “Look what we’ve got!” And the boy looked.


And then little-friend-Susan said, “How many’ve you got?” And the boy showed his basket, but there weren’t many in it.


And then Billy Blunt said, “What are you going to do with them?”


And the boy said, “Sell them to Mr Smale the Grocer, if I can get enough. If not, we eat them, my grandad and I. Only we’d rather have the money.”


Then Milly-Molly-Mandy said, “Let’s help to get the basket full!”


So they spread about over the field and looked everywhere for mushrooms, and they really got quite a lot; but the basket wasn’t full. Then Billy Blunt and Milly-Molly-Mandy and little-friend-Susan looked questioningly at each other and at their own heap of mushrooms, and then they nodded to each other and piled them all into the basket.


[image: Billy Blunt crouches to pick a mushroom from the grass while Milly-Molly-Mandy bends forward beside him. Little-friend-Susan stands nearby, bending and looking. A small basket lies open in the grass.]


“My word!” said the boy, with a beaming face. “Won’t Grandad be pleased today!” Then he thanked them all very much and said goodbye and went off home.


Milly-Molly-Mandy and little-friend-Susan and Billy Blunt felt very satisfied with their morning’s work. They had enjoyed it so much that they made plans to get up early another morning and go mushrooming together, with baskets – for themselves, this time.


And then they all said “Goodbye” till they should meet again for school, and Milly-Molly-Mandy called Toby the dog, and they went off home to their breakfast.


And it wasn’t until she got in that Milly-Molly-Mandy remembered she had never washed her face in the brook after all, and she had to go up and do it in a basin in the ordinary way!
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