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Beautiful as the Day

The house was three miles from the station, but before the dusty hired fly had rattled along for five minutes the children began to put their heads out of the carriage window and to say, ‘Aren’t we nearly there?’ And every time they passed a house, which was not very often, they all said, ‘Oh, is this it?’ But it never was, till they reached the very top of the hill, just past the chalk-quarry and before you come to the gravel-pit. And then there was a white house with a green garden and an orchard beyond, and mother said, ‘Here we are!’

‘How white the house is,’ said Robert.

‘And look at the roses,’ said Anthea.

‘And the plums,’ said Jane.

‘It is rather decent,’ Cyril admitted.

The Baby said, ‘Wanty go walky’; and the fly stopped with a last rattle and jolt.

Everyone got its legs kicked or its feet trodden on in the scramble to get out of the carriage that very minute, but no one seemed to mind. Mother, curiously enough, was in no hurry to get out; and even when she had come down slowly and by the step, and with no jump at all, she seemed to wish to see the boxes carried in, and even to pay the driver, instead of joining in that first glorious rush round the garden and the orchard and the thorny, thistly, briery, brambly wilderness beyond the broken gate and the dry fountain at the side of the house. But the children were wiser, for once. It was not really a pretty house at all; it was quite ordinary, and mother thought it was rather inconvenient, and was quite annoyed at there being no shelves, to speak of, and hardly a cupboard in the place. Father used to say that the ironwork on the roof and coping was like an architect’s nightmare. But the house was deep in the country, with no other house in sight, and the children had been in London for two years, without so much as once going to the seaside even for a day by an excursion train, and so the White House seemed to them a sort of Fairy Palace set down in an Earthly Paradise. For London is like prison for children, especially if their relations are not rich.

Of course there are the shops and the theatres, and Maskelyne and Cook’s, and things, but if your people are rather poor you don’t get taken to the theatres, and you can’t buy things out of the shops; and London has none of those nice things that children may play with without hurting the things or themselves – such as trees and sand and woods and waters. And nearly everything in London is the wrong sort of shape – all straight lines and flat streets, instead of being all sorts of odd shapes, like things are in the country. Trees are all different, as you know, and I am sure some tiresome person must have told you that there are no two blades of grass exactly alike. But in streets, where the blades of grass don’t grow, everything is like everything else. This is why so many children who live in towns are so extremely naughty. They do not know what is the matter with them, and no more do their fathers and mothers, aunts, uncles, cousins, tutors, governesses, and nurses; but I know. And so do you now. Children in the country are naughty sometimes too, but that is for quite different reasons.

The children had explored the gardens and the outhouses thoroughly before they were caught and cleaned for tea, and they saw quite well that they were certain to be happy at the White House. They thought so from the first moment, but when they found the back of the house covered with jasmine, all in white flower, and smelling like a bottle of the most expensive scent that is ever given for a birthday present; and when they had seen the lawn, all green and smooth, and quite different from the brown grass in the gardens at Camden Town; and when they had found the stable with a loft over it and some old hay still left, they were almost certain; and when Robert had found the broken swing and tumbled out of it and got a lump on his head the size of an egg, and Cyril had nipped his finger in the door of a hutch that seemed made to keep rabbits in, if you ever had any, they had no longer any doubts whatever.

The best part of it all was that there were no rules about not going to places and not doing things. In London almost everything is labelled ‘You mustn’t touch,’ and though the label is invisible, it’s just as bad, because you know it’s there, or if you don’t you jolly soon get told.

The White House was on the edge of a hill, with a wood behind it – and the chalk-quarry on one side and the gravel-pit on the other. Down at the bottom of the hill was a level plain, with queer-shaped white buildings where people burnt lime, and a big red brewery and other houses; and when the big chimneys were smoking and the sun was setting, the valley looked as if it was filled with golden mist, and the limekilns and oasthouses glimmered and glittered till they were like an enchanted city out of the Arabian Nights.

Now that I have begun to tell you about the place, I feel that I could go on and make this into a most interesting story about all the ordinary things that the children did – just the kind of things you do yourself, you know – and you would believe every word of it; and when I told about the children’s being tiresome, as you are sometimes, your aunts would perhaps write in the margin of the story with a pencil, ‘How true!’ or ‘How like life!’ and you would see it and very likely be annoyed. So I will only tell you the really astonishing things that happened, and you may leave the book about quite safely, for no aunts and uncles either are likely to write ‘How true!’ on the edge of the story. Grown-up people find it very difficult to believe really wonderful things, unless they have what they call proof. But children will believe almost anything, and grown-ups know this. That is why they tell you that the earth is round like an orange, when you can see perfectly well that it is flat and lumpy; and why they say that the earth goes round the sun, when you can see for yourself any day that the sun gets up in the morning and goes to bed at night like a good sun as it is, and the earth knows its place, and lies as still as a mouse. Yet I daresay you believe all that about the earth and the sun, and if so you will find it quite easy to believe that before Anthea and Cyril and the others had been a week in the country they had found a fairy. At least they called it that, because that was what it called itself; and of course it knew best, but it was not at all like any fairy you ever saw or heard of or read about.

It was at the gravel-pits. Father had to go away suddenly on business, and mother had gone away to stay with Granny, who was not very well. They both went in a great hurry, and when they were gone the house seemed dreadfully quiet and empty, and the children wandered from one room to another and looked at the bits of paper and string on the floors left over from the packing, and not yet cleared up, and wished they had something to do. It was Cyril who said:

‘I say, let’s take our Margate spades and go and dig in the gravel-pits. We can pretend it’s seaside.’

‘Father said it was once,’ Anthea said; ‘he says there are shells there thousands of years old.’

So they went. Of course they had been to the edge of the gravel-pit and looked over, but they had not gone down into it for fear father should say they mustn’t play there, and the same with the chalk-quarry. The gravel-pit is not really dangerous if you don’t try to climb down the edges, but go the slow safe way round by the road, as if you were a cart.

Each of the children carried its own spade, and took it in turns to carry the Lamb. He was the baby, and they called him that because ‘Baa’ was the first thing he ever said. They called Anthea ‘Panther’, which seems silly when you read it, but when you say it it sounds a little like her name.

The gravel-pit is very large and wide, with grass growing round the edges at the top, and dry stringy wildflowers, purple and yellow. It is like a giant’s wash-hand basin. And there are mounds of gravel, and holes in the sides of the basin where gravel has been taken out, and high up in the steep sides there are the little holes that are the little front doors of the little sand-martins’ little houses.

The children built a castle, of course, but castle-building is rather poor fun when you have no hope of the swishing tide ever coming in to fill up the moat and wash away the drawbridge, and, at the happy last, to wet everybody up to the waist at least.

Cyril wanted to dig out a cave to play smugglers in, but the others thought it might bury them alive, so it ended in all spades going to work to dig a hole through the castle to Australia. These children, you see, believed that the world was round, and that on the other side the little Australian boys and girls were really walking wrong way up, like flies on the ceiling, with their heads hanging down into the air.

The children dug and they dug and they dug, and their hands got sandy and hot and red, and their faces got damp and shiny. The Lamb had tried to eat the sand, and had cried so hard when he found that it was not, as he had supposed, brown sugar, that he was now tired out, and was lying asleep in a warm fat bunch in the middle of the half-finished castle. This left his brothers and sisters free to work really hard, and the hole that was to come out in Australia soon grew so deep that Jane, who was called ‘Pussy’ for short, begged the others to stop.

‘Suppose the bottom of the hole gave way suddenly,’ she said, ‘and you tumbled out among the little Australians, all the sand would get in their eyes.’

‘Yes,’ said Robert; ‘and they would hate us, and throw stones at us, and not let us see the kangaroos, or opossums, or blue-gums, or Emu Brand birds, or anything.’

Cyril and Anthea knew that Australia was not quite so near as all that, but they agreed to stop using the spades and go on with their hands. This was quite easy, because the sand at the bottom of the hole was very soft and fine and dry, like sea-sand. And there were little shells in it.

‘Fancy it having been wet sea here once, all sloppy and shiny,’ said Jane, ‘with fishes and conger-eels and coral and mermaids.’

‘And masts of ships and wrecked Spanish treasure. I wish we could find a gold doubloon, or something,’ Cyril said.

‘How did the sea get carried away?’ Robert asked.

‘Not in a pail, silly,’ said his brother. ‘Father says the earth got too hot underneath, like you do in bed sometimes, so it just hunched up its shoulders, and the sea had to slip off, like the blankets do off us, and the shoulder was left sticking out, and turned into dry land. Let’s go and look for shells; I think that little cave looks likely, and I see something sticking out there like a bit of wrecked ship’s anchor, and it’s beastly hot in the Australian hole.’

The others agreed, but Anthea went on digging. She always liked to finish a thing when she had once begun it. She felt it would be a disgrace to leave that hole without getting through to Australia.

The cave was disappointing, because there were no shells, and the wrecked ship’s anchor turned out to be only the broken end of a pickaxe handle, and the cave party were just making up their minds that the sand makes you thirstier when it is not by the seaside, and someone had suggested going home for lemonade, when Anthea suddenly screamed:

‘Cyril! Come here! Oh, come quick! It’s alive! It’ll get away! Quick!’

They all hurried back.

‘It’s a rat, I shouldn’t wonder,’ said Robert. ‘Father says they infest old places – and this must be pretty old if the sea was here thousands of years ago.’

‘Perhaps it is a snake,’ said Jane, shuddering.

‘Let’s look,’ said Cyril, jumping into the hole. ‘I’m not afraid
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their creators and their worlds?
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AUTHOR FILE


NAME: Edith Nesbit, better known as E. Nesbit (as an author); Daisy (as a nickname)

BORN: 15 August 1858

DIED: 4 May 1924

NATIONALITY: British

LIVED: born in London, E. Nesbit lived all over Europe during her childhood, then as an adult lived in Kent and London

MARRIED: to Hubert Bland, 1880–1914, and to Thomas Tucker, from 1917 onwards

CHILDREN: Paul, Iris and Fabian (Bland) were her own children, but she brought up Hubert Bland’s other children – Rosamund and John – also as her own.


What was she like?

Edith Nesbit was a mischievous, tomboyish child who grew into an unconventional adult. Known as Daisy by her friends, she was constantly looking for fun and adventure with her siblings. She was unable to settle at any of the boarding schools that her mother sent her to and ran away on more than one occasion. She refused to act as society expected her to. Instead, she wore what she liked, cut her hair as she liked and didn’t hesitate to voice her opinion on a whole range of subjects. Although she was outspoken, she was always very sociable and well liked. Despite her life being dogged by financial difficulties she was very generous and gave so much away that she was almost bankrupt when she died.



Where did she grow up?

Because Edith’s sister Mary was a sickly child, the family lived in many different places in an effort to improve her health. While she was growing up, Edith lived in Brighton, Paris, Bordeaux (and a number of other French towns), Spain and Germany. They finally settled in Kent after Mary died and spent three idyllic years in a place called Halstead Hall. Edith spent some of her happiest childhood days there, playing with her brothers beside a railway, writing poetry and swinging in a hammock, and it was, without doubt, the source of inspiration for many of the books that she wrote in later life. When Edith was seventeen years old, they moved to London.


What did she do apart from writing books?

Edith and her husband were keen socialists. This meant that they believed property and wealth should be shared fairly. They were among the founding members of the Fabian Society – a forerunner of the Labour Party – and edited the society’s journal. They even named their son Fabian! Their home became a centre for socialist and literary discussion. Their friends included some of the greatest writers and thinkers of the time, including George Bernard Shaw and H. G. Wells.


Where did E. Nesbit get the idea for Five Children and It?

E. Nesbit only began to write children’s fiction after years as a successful writer for adults. Thanks to her success, she was approached by a popular children’s magazine of the time to write pieces about her childhood. But Edith turned from describing the literal facts of her childhood to capturing in fictional form the happy and relaxed atmosphere she had known as a girl. The result was a bestselling series of children’s books that have remained firm favourites for over a hundred years.


What did people think of Five Children and It when it was first published?

Five Children and It was published in 1902 – E. Nesbit’s third novel for children in just four years. The speed with which her books were released shows the demand there must have been for them. And the number of titles that are still in print shows how popular they are still. Since they were published, E. Nesbit’s books have inspired a number of fantasy authors, including C. S. Lewis, who wrote of how she influenced his Narnia series.


What other books did she write?

E. Nesbit was a prolific author, who published about forty children’s books and worked on many others. As well as novels and short stories, she wrote plays and collections of verse. Apart from Five Children and It, her most famous books include The Story of the Treasure Seekers, The Wouldbegoods and The Railway Children. Many have been adapted for film and television.





WHO’S WHO IN THE FIVE CHILDREN AND IT


Cyril – the eldest of the five children. Known as Squirrel, because that’s what his name sounds like.

Anthea – the elder sister, also known as Panther, because that sounds like her name. She means to be a good housekeeper some day and always likes to do the right thing.

Jane – the younger sister, also known as Pussy.

Robert – the middle brother. He likes being in charge and although he is not unkind he loves to play practical jokes.

The Lamb – the youngest of the five children, the baby is known as the Lamb because ‘Baa’ was the first thing he ever said. His real name is Hilary St Maur Devereux.

Mother – the children’s mother. She appears only briefly, spending most of the novel looking after Granny.

Father – the children’s father. He goes away suddenly on business and misses out on all the excitement.

Martha – the children’s nursemaid; she is responsible for them while their parents are away.

It – the Psammead or Sand-fairy that the five children meet in the gravel-pit.





SOME THINGS TO THINK ABOUT …


E. Nesbit often speaks directly to the reader, like this:

Now that I have begun to tell you about the place, I feel that I could go on and make this into a most interesting story about all the ordinary things that the children did – just the kind of things you do yourself you know …

Why do you think she writes in this style?

The author has some controversial opinions. For example: ‘You can always make girls believe things much easier than boys.’ Do you think she would have written the same if the book had been published today instead of in 1902? Can you spot any other comments like this?

E. Nesbit mentions a ‘Mr Kipling’. Can you guess his full name? (Clue: he’s another author in the Puffin Classics series.)

Edith Nesbit always wrote under the name of E. Nesbit instead of using her full name. Why do you think she did this? Are there any other authors who use their initials instead of their first name(s)?





SOME THINGS TO DO …


Here’s a description of the Psammead:


Its eyes were on long horns like a snail’s eyes, and it could move them in and out like telescopes; it had ears like a bat’s ears, and its tubby body was shaped like a spider’s and covered with thick soft fur; its legs and arms were furry too, and it had hands and feet like a monkey’s.


If you were lucky enough to find your own Sand-fairy, what do you think it would look like? Draw your own Sand-fairy!


The Psammead has an awful habit of twisting the children’s wishes, so they never get exactly what they were hoping for. Can you think of three of your own wishes and imagine how the Psammead might interpret these in an awkward way? Better still, can you think of a foolproof wish that would turn out exactly as you expected?


Five Children and It was first published over a hundred years ago. Robert, Anthea, Cyril, Jane and the Lamb are different in many ways to children today, for example, in the clothes that they wear. How many more differences can you spot? And in how many ways are these Edwardian children the same as children in the twenty-first century?





ON PAGE AND SCREEN


The five main characters from Five Children and It appear in two other books by E. Nesbit. These are The Phoenix and the Carpet and The Story of the Amulet. So if you’ve enjoyed reading about Robert, Anthea, Cyril, Jane and the Lamb, you can catch up with them again in two more magical children’s books.

The 1991 TV adaptation of Five Children and It was called The Sand-fairy when it was shown in the USA.

In 1992, Helen Cresswell wrote a sequel to E. Nesbit’s Five Children and It. Called The Return of the Psammead, it tells the story of a new family of children. They discover the Sand-fairy and ask it to grant even more wishes. Helen Cresswell later adapted this book for television.

The 2004 film version of Five Children and It starred Freddie Highmore, Kenneth Branagh, Zoë Wannamaker and Norman Wisdom. Eddie Izzard provided the voice of the Psammead. However, the film was slightly different to the book. The children’s father does not go away on business, but to war, and their mother works as a nurse, looking after wounded soldiers. The five children are sent to stay at their cousin’s house.





GLOSSARY


Assyrian – someone who lived in the ancient country of Assyria in the Middle East

asylum – an old-fashioned name for a psychiatric hospital

Bedlam – an old nickname for Bethlem Royal Hospital in London, the world’s first psychiatric hospital, and now meaning a place or state of uproar and chaos

belfry – the part of a bell tower where the bells are kept

caraway – the seed of a plant of the parsley family

coping – the top of a row of bricks or a wall, usually sloped or curved

cuirass – a piece of armour made up of a breastplate and a backplate fastened together

damask – a beautiful fabric with a pattern showing on both sides

doubloon – a Spanish gold coin

Eton collar – a broad, stiff white collar worn outside the coat collar, once worn by pupils of Eton College

farthing – an old UK coin, worth a quarter of an old penny

fender – a fireguard used to stop coals falling out of the fireplace

florin – an old UK coin, worth two shillings (10p)

fly – an old-fashioned one-horse carriage

guinea – an old UK coin, worth twenty-one shillings (£1.05)

half-crown – an old UK coin, worth two shillings and sixpence (12.5p)

heraldry – an old-fashioned system of coats of arms that are used to represent different families

hornbeam – a type of tree with oval leaves, tough nuts and pale wood

knickerbockers – short, loose trousers that are gathered at the knee

limekiln – a type of oven where quicklime is produced; quicklime is used to make building materials

megatherium – an extinct giant ground sloth

oasthouse – a building that contains a kiln (a type of oven)

ostler – someone who once looked after the horses of people staying at an inn

parley – a conversation between two opposing sides in a dispute

pax – what children used to say when they wanted to make friends after an argument

pennoned – something that has a flag attached

plaid – checked or tartan cloth

Psammead – a Sand-fairy

reconnoitre – to check out an area before doing something there

reformatory – a place where young offenders used to be sent instead of prison

sago pudding – a old-fashioned sweet dessert

sandhopper – a small shellfish found on the seashore

soda-siphon – a special bottle used to make fizzy soda water

smelting furnace – a type of oven used to take metals from ore

sovereign – an old UK coin, worth one pound

suffrage – the right to vote in political elections

varlet – a good-for-nothing rogue

varmint – a troublesome or naughty person

wagonette – a four-wheeled horse-drawn vehicle, used for pleasure trips
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J. M. Barrie

THE FLIGHT

‘Second to the right, and straight on till morning.’

That, Peter had told Wendy, was the way to the Neverland; but even birds, carrying maps and consulting them at windy corners, could not have sighted it with these instructions. Peter, you see, just said anything that came into his head.

At first his companions trusted him implicitly, and so great were the delights of flying that they wasted time circling round church spires or any other tall objects on the way that took their fancy.

John and Michael raced, Michael getting a start. They recalled with contempt that not so long ago they had thought themselves fine fellows for being able to fly round a room.

Not so long ago. But how long ago? They were flying over the sea before this thought began to disturb Wendy seriously. John thought it was their second sea and their third night.

Sometimes it was dark and sometimes light, and now they were very cold and again too warm. Did they really feel hungry at times, or were they merely pretending because Peter had such a jolly new way of feeding them? His way was to pursue birds who had food in their mouths suitable for humans and snatch it from them; then the birds would follow and snatch it back; and they would all go chasing each other gaily for miles, parting at last with mutual expressions of good-will. But Wendy noticed with gentle concern that Peter did not seem to know that this was rather an odd way of getting your bread and butter, nor even that there are other ways.

Certainly they did not pretend to be sleepy, they were sleepy; and that was a danger, for the moment they popped off, down they fell. The awful thing was that Peter thought this funny.

‘There he goes again!’ he would cry gleefully, as Michael suddenly dropped like a stone.

‘Save him, save him!’ cried Wendy, looking with horror at the cruel sea far below. Eventually Peter would dive through the air, and catch Michael just before he could strike the sea, and it was lovely the way he did it; but he always waited till the last moment, and you felt it was his cleverness that interested him and not the saving of human life. Also he was fond of variety, and the sport that engrossed him one moment would suddenly cease to engage him, so there was always the possibility that the next time you fell he would let you go.

He could sleep in the air without falling, by merely lying on his back and floating, but this was, partly at least, because he was so light that if you got behind him and blew he went faster.

‘Do be more polite to him,’ Wendy whispered to John, when they were playing ‘Follow my Leader’.

‘Then tell him to stop showing off,’ said John. When playing Follow my Leader, Peter would fly close to the water and touch each shark’s tail in passing, just as in the street you may run your finger along an iron railing. They could not follow him in this with much success, so perhaps it was rather like showing off, especially as he kept looking behind to see how many tails they missed.

‘You must be nice to him,’ Wendy impressed on her brothers. ‘What would we do if he were to leave us?’

‘We could go back,’ Michael said.

‘How could we ever find our way back without him?’

‘Well, then, we could go on,’ said John.

‘That is the awful thing, John. We should have to go on, for we don’t know how to stop.’

 

Peter Pan is available in Puffin Classics 
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