










reviews
contrives to get to England. Can she 
solve the murder at Merryweather?

This is a very well-constructed 
and well written mystery packed 
with detail including realistic police 
interview records and text messages 
between the friends. However, for this 
reviewer, the characterisation was 
quite weak and some vital parts of the 
story were only revealed in the last 
two chapters. At 445 pages, this is 
quite an investment of time and some 
readers may lose interest earlier on. 
RB
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Honey Bees Essay Collection
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Ebinehita Iyere, Knights Of, 300pp, 
978-1-9133111-7-9, £7.99 pbk
This non-fiction collection of essays 
has a very interesting concept. All the 
authors are teenagers with the oldest 
being eighteen. They are all self-titled 
black girls who are writing about their 
experiences of growing up black in 
Britain.  They might also be described 
as troubled as they have come from 
difficult circumstances including 
homelessness, disability either 
themselves or a family member and 
most of them having disengaged from 
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the traditional education system.
A particularly interesting concept 

this reviewer has not encountered 
before is that of adultification. This 
is when the education or the justice 
systems view a black child as older 
than they are and therefore expect 
adult behaviour from them. This 
concept is mentioned in many of the 
essays as being deeply harmful and 
distressingly often experienced.

If you are looking for an honest, 
raw and hard-hitting approach to 
understanding the many facets of 
black girlhood and how white people 
should respond, read this book. There 
is one criticism I have to make. One 
of the essayists describes her sister 
as ‘suffering from cerebral palsy’. 
This language is unhelpful. Only the 
disabled person should say whether 
they ‘suffer’ or not. RB

Agency for Scandal
�+�+�+�+�+

Laura Wood, Scholastic, 518pp, 
9780702303241, £8.99 pbk
Isabel Stanhope may be a member 
of the ‘ton’, that part of society that 
ruled (and still might) the lives of the 
rich and aristocratic in Great Britain, 
but she is hiding a secret that could 

get her family blacklisted by society.  
Her late father had lost all of their 
money and it is now up to Isabel to 
keep her family solvent. Thanks to 
her skill with keys and locks (gained 
from her father) she has been 
recruited into a secret investigation 
organization of women, called the 
Aviary, which aims to protect women 
from the machinations of powerful 
and unscrupulous men.  When they 
are faced with an opponent who might 
become the next Prime Minister, they 

need to try everything in their power 
in order to thwart his plans. Isabel 
has also got to deal with a Duke that 
she is in love with, but who happens 
to be working for the secret service 
and their nemesis.  The scene is set 
for lots of intrigue and romance.

This is a fabulous book and despite 
its long length it was a compelling 
read. Underlying the various 
experiences of all the women involved 
is the fact that women were seen as 
second-class citizens, despite the 
1882 Married Women’s Property Act.  
The book highlights the possibility 
of being put in an institution if the 
husband, brother or father cannot 
force them to do as they are bid. We 
also see the ‘unconscious bias’ held 
by some men, as they really believe 
that they are protecting the fragile 
females in their live.  This would 
make for a fascinating discussion 
in the classroom or book club, 
especially about whether there are 
still elements retained today. I have 
loved all of Laura Wood’s previous 
YA novels and this book shows that 
she just keeps getting better, I really 
do wish that there had been books 
like this in my youth; the nearest 
is Georgette Heyer, although most 
books are set in an earlier period.  
Long may this author continue to 
enthral us with her works and I can’t 
wait for her next gem. MP

Look out for the 
BfK March 2023 issue!
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A coughing rose, a crashed plane and 
space travel. It can only be… 
The Little Prince written and illustrated 
by Antoine de Saint-Exupéry

Who he? 
Born in Lyon, 29 June 1900, Saint-
Ex as he was known, was a hulking 
6ft tall aristocratic French comte from 
a traditionally reactionary Catholic 
background. He was also a pioneering 
aviator (he learnt to fly when he was 
twelve) and philanderer whose mistresses 
were resented by his Salvadorean wife 
Consuelo. Despite the couple’s stormy 
relationship, St-Ex promised to return to 
her after the war, saying that if he was 
killed: ‘I will have someone to wait for 
in eternity’. St-Ex had joined the air force 
and had been decorated during the fall 
of France. He took refuge in the US but 
rejoined his squadron in 1942 although 
officially too old to fly Lightnings. He died 
on a reconnaissance mission flying over 
the littoral of southern France near his 
childhood chateau on 31 July 1944.

The recent discovery of St-Ex’s identity 
bracelet, 300ft below the surface of the 
Mediterranean, engraved with Consuelo’s 
name and contact address in New York, 
implies that she was indeed still close 
to his heart, something that was refuted 
after his death by his family. They reviled 
Consuelo’s memory, trying to exclude 
her from biographies and denying that 
The Little Prince was a metaphor for his 
relationship with her. One mistress, the 
aristocratic Hélène de Vogüé, even wrote a 
biography which reduced Consuelo to one 
paragragh. St-Ex’s mythophile descendants 
are now opposing a seabed search for his 
wrecked aircraft.

First published 
Almost simultaneously in French, and in 
an English translation by Katherine Woods, 
both editions from Reynal & Hitchcock, 
New York, 1943

Dedicated to 
Léon Werth, a Jewish Trotskyist art critic 
(‘the best friend I have in the world’) but as 
the dedication statement continues it decides 
to address rather ‘the child from whom this 
grown-up grew’ and amends itself to: ‘Léon 
Werth when he was a little boy’.

What’s it About?
An airman is repairing his plane which has 
crashed in the desert. He is approached by 
‘un petit bonhomme’ who requests that he 
draw him the picture of a sheep. This little 
fellow [Woods = ‘little man’] is le petit Prince, 

sole inhabitant of Asteroid B-612, who has 
travelled to Earth (taking advantage perhaps 
‘of the migration of a flock of wild birds’) via 
several other asteroids inhabited by eccentric 
personages: a lone king, a conceited man, 
a boozer, a business-man, a lamplighter, 
and a geographer. He is fleeing from his 
association with a flower on his own planet 
whose behaviour embarrasses him, but a 
meeting with a philosophical fox persuades 
him that he must follow the dictates of his 
heart and take responsibility for his flower. 
He helps the airman to find a well in the 
desert and then, after a pre-arranged and 
fatal meeting with a yellow snake, he 
vanishes – presumably returning (with the 
drawing of the sheep) to his own asteroid.

What’s it About? (2)
St-Ex meets his child self in a fable of in-
nocence and experience. It is not hard to 
make a case for this eccentric story be-
ing rooted in his dismay over his difficult 
marriage with the asteroidal, adenoidal 
rose, being the hypochondriac spendthrift 
Consuelo. Confused adult uncertainties 
bang against the ruthless assurances of 
childhood (‘One runs the risk of weeping 
a little if one lets himself be tamed.’). The 
metaphor becomes an excuse for rumina-
tions on freedom and responsibility. Ex-
istential Angst enters children’s literature 
and you must work out the interpretation 
for yourself.

The illustrations
The book belongs among those whose 
text can only at peril be divorced from, 
or rearranged round, its illustrations. 
Exupéry’s watercolours and monochrome 
wash drawings (now, with his manuscript, 
in the Pierpont Morgan Library, New York) 

are closely integrated with the text, which 
often refers to them. Their naïveté (‘I was 
discouraged [from painting] when I was six 
years old’) chimes with, and hence lends 
conviction to, what has often been seen 
as an absurd, not to say perverse, piece 
of whimsy.

Is that so?
The recent trawling up of St-Ex’s silver 
identity bracelet from the bottom of 
the Mediterranean has encouraged 
renewed discussion about the status of 
this ‘children’s book for adults’. It could 
be classed, amongst disparate examples 
from Rabelais and Swift to Alice and The 
Water-Babies, as what the critic Northrop 
Frye calls ‘a Mennipean satire’ – which is 
to say a stylised dialogue playing with and 
making fun of human activities as distinct 
from life as it is actually lived. As with 
Kingsley though the satiric energy can be 
blunted by an intrusive sentimentality.

But sentimental for whom?
As a writer St-Ex was a master craftsman 
and his pellucid French mitigates 
the inherent soppiness of the child’s 
transactions with his flower. That seems to 
suit the francophones, who have put the 
little chap on to pre-Euro bank-notes, and it 
may well suit foreign readers coming at the 
French text and rejoicing in its accessibility 
as well as its content (Heinemann used 
to publish it as a schoolbook). But who 
knows what the readers of the hundred 
or so translations make of it? Katherine 
Woods can be ungainly – and has been 
called ‘ponderous’ – but for English 
readers any successor to her Little Prince 
has been blocked by Europe. The mad 
decision a year or two ago to ‘harmonize’ 
our copyright limitations with those of 
Germany (ie extending them to 70 years 
after the author’s death) has prevented 
Pavilion Books from reprinting their new, 
and more satisfactory, translation by Alan 
Wakeman, with its highly discussable 
pastiche illustrations by Michael Foreman. 
One is moved to reflect that there should 
be an asteroid reserved somewhere for  
les grandes personnes bruxelloises.

Brian Alderson is a long-time and much-
valued contributor to Books for Keeps, 
founder of the Children’s Books History 
Society and a former Children’s Books 
Editor for The Times. His most recent 
book, The 100 Best Children’s Books, is 
published by Galileo Publishing,  
978-1903385982, £14.99 hbk.

A Classic in Short revisited
Brian Alderson is unwell and unable to submit his article for this number. We have therefore decided 
on a retrospective article dating back to his first appearance in the Classics in Short series. The series 
began in January 1997 when Helen Levene contributed a piece on Treasure Island. She continued with 
eleven further pieces after which Rosemary Stones, as editor, asked Brian if he could write the thirteenth 
piece, which was to be on Saint-Exupéry’s Little Prince.  
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