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Foreword

I first discovered Mary Poppins as a child when I was taken to see the 1964 Disney film. It was the first time I had ever watched a film in a cinema. It was quite an occasion, and one of those outings so beloved that it has become part of my family history. The experience of watching Mary Poppins on the large screen: sliding up the banisters, pouring three differently coloured medicines from one single bottle and tidying a room with a snap of the fingers left me wondering . . . How was it done?

But did I even want to know? Was it more exciting to simply believe in the magic appearing before me? That indeed it might be possible to laugh so much that one would actually float up to the ceiling?

For me, this is the art of good storytelling, whatever the medium. To create a fictional world so compelling that one wants to believe in it and almost does. The Walt Disney film with its then state-of-the-art special effects perfectly captured the magic of the story. It was a beautifully composed adaptation of P. L. Travers’s extraordinary book. A book that I sought out as soon as it dawned on me that Mary Poppins had a life beyond the screen.

It has been such a pleasure to reread the original book I so loved as a child and have the chance to illustrate my favourite stories from it. Published in 1934, Mary Poppins features twelve charming and peculiar episodes that tell the story of a remarkable nanny who alights at the Banks family’s front door, blown in on the east wind. In fact, she is hurled at the front door by the east wind—there is nothing delicate about Mary Poppins. The seven chapters I chose to illustrate and include in this collection were the ones I found particularly thought-provoking and joyful—although all of them are extraordinarily imaginative simply because Travers had the most incredible mind. 

 I was particularly struck by the chapter titled “John and Barbara’s Story.” It does not appear in the film adaptation, but in many ways to me is the most poignant of all. Central to the story is the notion that children can communicate with animals until they reach their first birthday. As soon as the child turns one, they forget absolutely everything, becoming the gurgling infant we always considered them to be. I was fascinated by this idea when I first read Mary Poppins as a child. It was such a wonderful yet melancholy thought—and I can’t help wondering if Travers was reflecting upon how quickly the innocence and imagination of childhood is lost.

I chose to set my illustrated edition in the 1930s, echoing the period in which it was first published. Many of the characters’ costumes are based on clothing from that time, although—because we’re never really sure where Mary comes from, or if she’s even of this world—I dressed her in a more Edwardian style but with a contemporary twist.

Perhaps because she is someone known by so many, for so many years, it felt right to draw Mary in a traditional style. However, I have combined this with collage, using vivid patterns and colours throughout to lend a vibrancy to the artwork by including fabrics as wallpapers, floors, clothing and decoration. These help to bring a modernity perfectly suited to the story. I have created a tweed coat for Mary as it seemed fitting she would wear a traditional good quality, workaday fabric, but I also wanted it to have an elegant eccentricity. I happened to have a few fabric swatches from the outfitters Dashing Tweeds, which I thought would be perfect for her. The one I chose is a beautiful vivid yellow-and-black weave. If you saw it in real life, you would notice a reflective thread running through it so it appears to illuminate if a light is shone at it. It seemed to me to be exactly what Mary Poppins might wear as the perfect marriage of practicality and magic.

The real joy of Mary Poppins is that she is a timeless and enduring character—and one who has beguiled me since I first encountered her. It has been an honour to bring her to life in this way and to introduce her to new readers who I hope will stay equally as enchanted with her as I am. 
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One East Wind
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If you want to find Cherry Tree Lane all you have to do is ask the Policeman at the crossroads. He will push his helmet slightly to one side, scratch his head thoughtfully, and then he will point his huge finger and say: 




“First to your right,

second to your left,

sharp right again,

and you’re there.

Good morning.”



And sure enough, if you follow his directions exactly, you will be there—right in the middle of Cherry Tree Lane, where the houses run down one side and the Park runs down the other and the cherry trees go dancing right down the middle.

If you are looking for Number Seventeen—and it is more than likely that you will be, for this book is all about that particular house—you will very soon find it. To begin with, it is the smallest house in the Lane. And besides that, it is the only one that is rather dilapidated and needs a coat of paint. But Mr. Banks, who owns it, said to Mrs. Banks that she could have either a nice, clean, comfortable house or four children. But not both, for he couldn’t afford it.
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And after Mrs. Banks had given the mattersome consideration she came to the conclusion that she would rather have Jane, who was the eldest, and Michael, who came next, and John and Barbara, who were Twins and came last of all. So it was settled, and that was how the Banks family came to live at Number Seventeen, with Mrs. Brill to cook for them, and Ellen to lay the tables, and Robertson Ay to cut the lawn and clean the knives and polish the shoes and, as Mr. Banks always said, “to waste his time and my money.”

And, of course, besides these there was Katie Nanna, who doesn’t really deserve to come into the book at all because, at the time I am speaking of, she had just left Number Seventeen.

[image: ]
“Without a by your leave or a word of warning. And what am I to do?” said Mrs. Banks.

“Advertise, my dear,” said Mr. Banks, putting on his shoes. “And I wish Robertson Ay would go without a word of warning, for he has again polished one boot and left the other untouched. I shall look very lopsided.”

“That,” said Mrs. Banks, “is not of the least importance. You haven’t told me what I’m to do about Katie Nanna.”

“I don’t see how you can do anything about her since she has disappeared,” replied Mr. Banks. “But if it were me—I mean I—well, I should get somebody to put in the Morning Paper the news that Jane and Michael and John and Barbara Banks (to say nothing of their mother) require the best possible Nannie at the lowest possible wage and at once. Then I should wait and watch for the Nannies to queue up outside the front gate, and I should get very cross with them for holding up the traffic and making it necessary for me to give the Policeman a shilling for putting him to so much trouble. Now I must be off. Whew, it’s as cold as the North Pole. Which way is the wind blowing?”

And as he said that, Mr. Banks popped his head out of the window and looked down the Lane to Admiral Boom’s house at the corner. This was the grandest house in the Lane, and the Lane was very proud of it because it was built exactly like a ship. There was a flagstaff in the garden, and on the roof was a gilt weathercock shaped like a telescope.

“Ha!” said Mr. Banks, drawing in his head very quickly. “Admiral’s telescope says East Wind. I thought as much. There is frost in my bones. I shall wear two overcoats.” And he kissed his wife absentmindedly on one side of her nose and waved to the children and went away to the City.

Now, the City was a place where Mr. Banks went every day—except Sundays, of course, and Bank Holidays—and while he was there he sat on a large chair in front of a large desk and made money. All day long he worked, cutting out pennies and shillings and half-crowns and threepenny-bits. And he brought them home with him in his little black bag. Sometimes he would give some to Jane and Michael for their money-boxes, and when he couldn’t spare any he would say, “The Bank is broken,” and they would know he hadn’t made much money that day.

Well, Mr. Banks went off with his black bag, and Mrs. Banks went into the drawing room and sat there all day long writing letters to the papers and begging them to send some Nannies to her at once as she was waiting; and upstairs in the Nursery, Jane and Michael watched at the window and wondered who would come. They were glad Katie Nanna had gone, for they had never liked her. She was old and fat and smelt of barley-water. Anything, they thought, would be better than Katie Nanna—if not much better.

When the afternoon began to die away behind the Park, Mrs. Brill and Ellen came to give them their supper and to bath the Twins. And after supper Jane and Michael sat at the window watching for Mr. Banks to come home, and listening to the sound of the East Wind blowing through the naked branches of the cherry trees in the Lane.
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The trees themselves, turning and bending in the half light, looked as though they had gone mad and were dancing their roots out of the ground.

“There he is!” said Michael, pointing suddenly to a shape that banged heavily against the gate. Jane peered through the gathering darkness.

“That’s not Daddy,” she said. “It’s somebody else.”

Then the shape, tossed and bent under the wind, lifted the latch of the gate, and they could see that it belonged to a woman, who was holding her hat on with one hand and carrying a bag in the other. As they watched, Jane and Michael saw a curious thing happen. As soon as the shape was inside the gate the wind seemed to catch her up into the air and fling her at the house. It was as though it had flung her first at the gate, waited for her to open it, and then lifted and thrown her, bag and all, at the front door.
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The watching children heard a terrific bang, and as she landed the whole house shook.

“How funny! I’ve never seen that happen before,” said Michael.

“Let’s go and see who it is!” said Jane, and taking Michael’s arm she drew him away from the window, through the Nursery and out on to the landing. From there they always had a good view of anything that happened in the front hall.

Presently they saw their Mother coming out of the drawing room with a visitor following her. Jane and Michael could see that the newcomer had shiny black hair—“Rather like a wooden Dutch doll,” whispered Jane. And that she was thin, with large feet and hands, and small, rather peering blue eyes.

“You’ll find that they are very nice children,” Mrs. Banks was saying.

Michael’s elbow gave a sharp dig at Jane’s ribs.

“And that
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