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Introduction

This book, which is the lat­est work of Swe­den’s great­est fic­tion writer, was pub­lished in Stock­holm, De­cem­ber, 1906. It be­came im­me­di­ately the most pop­u­lar book of the year in Scan­di­navia.

Four years ago the au­thor re­ceived a com­mis­sion from the Na­tional Teach­ers’ As­so­ci­a­tion to write a reader for the pub­lic schools.

She de­voted three years to Na­ture study and to fa­mil­iaris­ing her­self with an­i­mal and bird life. She sought out hith­erto un­pub­lished folk­lore and leg­ends of the dif­fer­ent prov­inces. Th­ese she has in­ge­niously wo­ven into her story.

The book has been trans­lated into Ger­man and Dan­ish, and the book re­view­ers of Ger­many and Den­mark, as well as those of Swe­den, are unan­i­mous in pro­claim­ing this Selma Lager­löf’s best work.

One re­viewer has said: “Since the days of Hans Chris­tian An­der­sen, we have had noth­ing in Scan­di­na­vian ju­ve­nile lit­er­a­ture to com­pare with this re­mark­able book.” Another re­viewer wrote: “Miss Lager­löf has the keen in­sight into an­i­mal psy­chol­ogy of a Rud­yard Ki­pling.”

Stock­holm’s Dag­blad said among other things: “The great au­thor stands as it were in the back­ground. The prophet­ess is for­got­ten for the voices that speak through her. It is as though the book had sprung di­rect from the soul of the Swedish na­tion.”

Sydsven­ska Dag­bladet writes: “The sig­nif­i­cant thing about this book is: while one fol­lows with breath­less in­ter­est the shift­ing scenes and ad­ven­tures, one learns many things with­out be­ing con­scious of it. … The au­thor’s imag­i­na­tion un­folds an al­most in­ex­haustible wealth in in­ven­tion of new, and ever-chang­ing ad­ven­tures, told in such a con­vinc­ing way that we al­most be­lieve them. As amuse­ment read­ing for the young, this book is a de­cided ac­qui­si­tion. The in­ti­mate blend­ing of fic­tion and fact is so sub­tle that one finds it hard to dis­tin­guish where one ends, and the other be­gins. It is a clas­sic … A mas­ter­work.”

From Ge­fle Posten: “The au­thor is here—as al­ways, the great sto­ry­teller, the great­est, per­haps, in Scan­di­na­vian lit­er­a­ture since the days of Hans Chris­tian An­der­sen. To chil­dren whose imag­i­na­tions have been fos­tered by Ash­b­jørnsen, An­der­sen, and Thou­sand-and-One Nights, Nils Hol­gers­son will al­ways be pre­cious, as well as to those of us who are older.”

From Göte­borg Posten: “Selma Lager­löf has given us a good lift on­ward. She is the one whom we, in these days, place first and fore­most … Among the other work which she has done for us, and for our chil­dren, she has recre­ated our ge­og­ra­phy for us … Upon imag­i­na­tion’s road she has sought to open the child-heart to an un­der­stand­ing of an­i­mals, while she tact­fully and play­fully drops into lit­tle knowl­edge-thirsty minds a com­pre­hen­sive un­der­stand­ing of the habits and char­ac­ter­is­tics of dif­fer­ent an­i­mals. She car­ries us with her … and shapes for us—old and young—a new child­hood in tune with the thought of our time. What does she not touch upon in this won­der­ful book? … As Mowgli, who had the key to all the lan­guages of the Jun­gle, once found his way to all his lit­tle brother and sis­ter-hearts in the great civilised world, so shall the Thumbi­etot of Swedish fairy­land lead many lit­tle thirst­ing child-souls, not only on the high­ways of ad­ven­ture, but also upon the road of se­ri­ous­ness and learn­ing.”

Another critic says: “Beyond all doubt, Nils Hol­gers­son’s Jour­ney is one of the most note­wor­thy books ever pub­lished in our lan­guage. I take it, that no other na­tion has a book of this sort. One can make this or that com­ment on one and an­other phase of it, but the whole im­presses one as so mas­ter­ful, so great, and so Swedish, that one lays the book down with a sense of grat­i­tude for the priv­i­lege of read­ing such a thing. There is a deep un­der­cur­rent of Swedish earnest­ness all through this tale of Nils Hol­gers­son. It be­longs to us. It is a part of us.”

Ny Tid writes: “Selma Lager­löf’s book con­tains just as much in­for­ma­tion—no, twice as much—as the old read­ers. It ac­quaints the chil­dren with Swe­den’s na­ture; it in­ter­ests them in its bird world—both tame and wild; in its do­mes­tic and for­est an­i­mals, even in its rats. It ex­plains its veg­e­ta­tion, its soil, its moun­tain-for­ma­tions, its cli­matic con­di­tions. It gives you cus­toms, su­per­sti­tions and the folk­lore in dif­fer­ent sec­tions of the coun­try. It takes in farm­ing in­dus­try, manors and fac­to­ries; cities and peas­ant-cab­ins, and even dog-ken­nels. It has a word for ev­ery­thing; an in­ter­est in, and for, ev­ery­thing. For, mark you, this book has not been patched to­gether by the dilet­tante, by com­mit­tees … It was writ­ten by a highly gifted, warm­hearted seer, to whom the child-na­ture has not been a murky pool to fish in, but a clear, im­pres­sion­able mir­ror. The au­thor has ful­filled her mis­sion in a wholly con­vinc­ing man­ner. She has had enough imag­i­na­tion and skill to blend all the dry travel and na­ture ma­te­rial into the har­mo­nious beauty of fa­ble. She knew how to com­bine the use­ful with the beau­ti­ful, as no pedant of the prac­ti­cal, or the aes­thetic, has ever dreamed it. She has con­verted the ab­sorp­tion of knowl­edge into a child’s game—a plea­sure. Her style through­out is the sim­plest, the most facile for chil­dren to grasp. … Her ut­ter­ances are hearty with­out be­ing bois­ter­ous; most play­ful and hu­mor­ous with­out be­ing lo­qua­cious. Her work is a model text­book; and just there­fore, a fin­ished work of art.”

From Göte­borg Mor­gon Posten: “The fame of her lit­er­ary great­ness goes for­ward with­out a dis­sent­ing voice; fills her own land, and trav­els far and wide out­side its bor­ders … Just as mod­estly as she points a moral, just so del­i­cately and un­ob­tru­sively does she give in­for­ma­tion. Every­thing comes to you through the ad­ven­tures, or through the con­crete im­ages of imag­i­na­tion’s all-com­pelling form. … No one who has re­tained a par­ti­cle of his child mind can es­cape the gen­uine witch­ery of the poesy in Nils Hol­gers­son.”

A new his­tory of lit­er­a­ture, en­ti­tled Frauen der Ge­gen­wart, by Dr. Theodore Klaiber, men­tions Miss Lager­löf as the fore­most woman writer of our time, and says that she is re­ceiv­ing the same af­fec­tion­ate homage for her art in other lands, that has been ac­corded to her in Swe­den. Dr. Klaiber does not see in her merely “a dream­ing po­et­ess far re­moved from the world.” He finds her too force­ful and coura­geous for this.

“But she sees life with other eyes than do our up-to-date peo­ple. All her world be­comes saga and leg­end. … More than all other mo­dem au­thors, she has that all-em­brac­ing love for ev­ery­thing which never wanes and never wea­ries.” says Dr. Klaiber.

Torsten Fågelqvist, a well-known Swedish writer, ends his re­view of the book with these re­marks: “Our guide is clear-vi­sioned, many-sided and ma­ter­nal. She can speak all lan­guages: the lan­guage of an­i­mals, and the lan­guage of flow­ers; but first and last, child­hood’s lan­guage. And the best of all is, that un­der her spell all are com­pelled to be­come chil­dren.”

Some of the purely ge­o­graph­i­cal mat­ter in the Swedish orig­i­nal of the “The Story of Karr and Grayskin” and sub­se­quent sto­ries has been elim­i­nated from the English ver­sion. The au­thor has ren­dered valu­able as­sis­tance in cut­ting cer­tain chap­ters and abridg­ing oth­ers. Also, with the au­thor’s ap­proval, cuts have been made where the de­scrip­tive mat­ter was merely of lo­cal in­ter­est. But the story it­self is in­tact.


Velma Swanston Howard
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The Boy


The Elf

Sun­day, March twen­ti­eth.

Once there was a boy. He was—let us say—some­thing like four­teen years old; long and loose-jointed and tow­headed. He wasn’t good for much, that boy. His chief de­light was to eat and sleep; and af­ter that—he liked best to make mis­chief.

It was a Sun­day morn­ing and the boy’s par­ents were get­ting ready to go to church. The boy sat on the edge of the ta­ble, in his shirt sleeves, and thought how lucky it was that both fa­ther and mother were go­ing away, and the coast would be clear for a cou­ple of hours. “Good! Now I can take down pop’s gun and fire off a shot, with­out any­body’s med­dling in­ter­fer­ence,” he said to him­self.

But it was al­most as if fa­ther should have guessed the boy’s thoughts, for just as he was on the thresh­old—ready to start—he stopped short, and turned to­ward the boy. “Since you won’t come to church with mother and me,” he said, “the least you can do, is to read the ser­vice at home. Will you prom­ise to do so?”

“Yes,” said the boy, “that I can do easy enough.” And he thought, of course, that he wouldn’t read any more than he felt like read­ing.

The boy thought that never had he seen his mother so per­sis­tent. In a sec­ond she was over by the shelf near the fire­place, and took down Luther’s Com­men­tary and laid it on the ta­ble, in front of the win­dow—opened at the ser­vice for the day. She also opened the New Tes­ta­ment, and placed it be­side the Com­men­tary. Fi­nally, she drew up the big arm­chair, which was bought at the parish auc­tion the year be­fore, and which, as a rule, no one but fa­ther was per­mit­ted to oc­cupy.

The boy sat think­ing that his mother was giv­ing her­self al­to­gether too much trou­ble with this spread; for he had no in­ten­tion of read­ing more than a page or so. But now, for the sec­ond time, it was al­most as if his fa­ther were able to see right through him. He walked up to the boy, and said in a se­vere tone: “Now, re­mem­ber, that you are to read care­fully! For when we come back, I shall ques­tion you thor­oughly; and if you have skipped a sin­gle page, it will not go well with you.”

“The ser­vice is four­teen and a half pages long,” said his mother, just as if she wanted to heap up the mea­sure of his mis­for­tune. “You’ll have to sit down and be­gin the read­ing at once, if you ex­pect to get through with it.”

With that they de­parted. And as the boy stood in the door­way watch­ing them, he thought that he had been caught in a trap. “There they go con­grat­u­lat­ing them­selves, I sup­pose, in the be­lief that they’ve hit upon some­thing so good that I’ll be forced to sit and hang over the ser­mon the whole time that they are away,” thought he.

But his fa­ther and mother were cer­tainly not con­grat­u­lat­ing them­selves upon any­thing of the sort; but, on the con­trary, they were very much dis­tressed. They were poor farm­ers, and their place was not much big­ger than a gar­den-plot. When they first moved there, the place couldn’t feed more than one pig and a pair of chick­ens; but they were un­com­monly in­dus­tri­ous and ca­pa­ble folk—and now they had both cows and geese. Things had turned out very well for them; and they would have gone to church that beau­ti­ful morn­ing—sat­is­fied and happy—if they hadn’t had their son to think of. Father com­plained that he was dull and lazy; he had not cared to learn any­thing at school, and he was such an all-round good-for-noth­ing, that he could barely be made to tend geese. Mother did not deny that this was true; but she was most dis­tressed be­cause he was wild and bad; cruel to an­i­mals, and ill-willed to­ward hu­man be­ings. “May God soften his hard heart, and give him a bet­ter dis­po­si­tion!” said the mother, “or else he will be a mis­for­tune, both to him­self and to us.”

The boy stood for a long time and pon­dered whether he should read the ser­vice or not. Fi­nally, he came to the con­clu­sion that, this time, it was best to be obe­di­ent. He seated him­self in the easy chair, and be­gan to read. But when he had been rat­tling away in an un­der­tone for a lit­tle while, this mum­bling seemed to have a sooth­ing ef­fect upon him—and he be­gan to nod.

It was the most beau­ti­ful weather out­side! It was only the twen­ti­eth of March; but the boy lived in West Vem­minghög Town­ship, down in South­ern Skåne, where the spring was al­ready in full swing. It was not as yet green, but it was fresh and bud­ding. There was wa­ter in all the trenches, and the colt’s-foot on the edge of the ditch was in bloom. All the weeds that grew in among the stones were brown and shiny. The beech-woods in the dis­tance seemed to swell and grow thicker with ev­ery sec­ond. The skies were high—and a clear blue. The cot­tage door stood ajar, and the lark’s trill could be heard in the room. The hens and geese pat­tered about in the yard, and the cows, who felt the spring air away in their stalls, lowed their ap­proval ev­ery now and then.

The boy read and nod­ded and fought against drowsi­ness. “No! I don’t want to fall asleep,” thought he, “for then I’ll not get through with this thing the whole forenoon.”

But—some­how—he fell asleep.

He did not know whether he had slept a short while, or a long while; but he was awak­ened by hear­ing a slight noise back of him.

On the win­dowsill, fac­ing the boy, stood a small look­ing-glass; and al­most the en­tire cot­tage could be seen in this. As the boy raised his head, he hap­pened to look in the glass; and then he saw that the cover to his mother’s chest had been opened.

His mother owned a great, heavy, iron-bound oak chest, which she per­mit­ted no one but her­self to open. Here she trea­sured all the things she had in­her­ited from her mother, and of these she was es­pe­cially care­ful. Here lay a cou­ple of old-time peas­ant dresses, of red home­spun cloth, with short bodice and plaited shirt, and a pearl-be­decked breast pin. There were starched white-linen head­dresses, and heavy sil­ver or­na­ments and chains. Folks don’t care to go about dressed like that in these days, and sev­eral times his mother had thought of get­ting rid of the old things; but some­how, she hadn’t had the heart to do it.

Now the boy saw dis­tinctly—in the glass—that the chest-lid was open. He could not un­der­stand how this had hap­pened, for his mother had closed the chest be­fore she went away. She never would have left that pre­cious chest open when he was at home, alone.

He be­came low-spir­ited and ap­pre­hen­sive. He was afraid that a thief had sneaked his way into the cot­tage. He didn’t dare to move; but sat still and stared into the look­ing-glass.

While he sat there and waited for the thief to make his ap­pear­ance, he be­gan to won­der what that dark shadow was which fell across the edge of the chest. He looked and looked—and did not want to be­lieve his eyes. But the thing, which at first seemed shad­owy, be­came more and more clear to him; and soon he saw that it was some­thing real. It was no less a thing than an elf who sat there—astride the edge of the chest!

To be sure, the boy had heard sto­ries about elves, but he had never dreamed that they were such tiny crea­tures. He was no taller than a hand’s breadth—this one, who sat on the edge of the chest. He had an old, wrin­kled and beard­less face, and was dressed in a black frock coat, knee-breeches and a broad-brimmed black hat. He was very trim and smart, with his white laces about the throat and wrist­bands, his buck­led shoes, and the bows on his garters. He had taken from the chest an em­broi­dered piece, and sat and looked at the old-fash­ioned hand­i­work with such an air of ven­er­a­tion, that he did not ob­serve the boy had awak­ened.

The boy was some­what sur­prised to see the elf, but, on the other hand, he was not par­tic­u­larly fright­ened. It was im­pos­si­ble to be afraid of one who was so lit­tle. And since the elf was so ab­sorbed in his own thoughts that he nei­ther saw nor heard, the boy thought that it would be great fun to play a trick on him; to push him over into the chest and shut the lid on him, or some­thing of that kind.

But the boy was not so coura­geous that he dared to touch the elf with his hands, in­stead he looked around the room for some­thing to poke him with. He let his gaze wan­der from the sofa to the leaf-ta­ble; from the leaf-ta­ble to the fire­place. He looked at the ket­tles, then at the cof­fee-urn, which stood on a shelf, near the fire­place; on the wa­ter bucket near the door; and on the spoons and knives and forks and saucers and plates, which could be seen through the half-open cup­board door. He looked at his fa­ther’s gun, which hung on the wall, be­side the por­trait of the Dan­ish royal fam­ily, and on the gera­ni­ums and fuch­sias, which blos­somed in the win­dow. And last, he caught sight of an old but­ter­fly-snare that hung on the win­dow frame. He had hardly set eyes on that but­ter­fly-snare, be­fore he reached over and snatched it and jumped up and swung it along­side the edge of the chest. He was him­self as­ton­ished at the luck he had. He hardly knew how he had man­aged it—but he had ac­tu­ally snared the elf. The poor lit­tle chap lay, head down­ward, in the bot­tom of the long snare, and could not free him­self.

The first mo­ment the boy hadn’t the least idea what he should do with his prize. He was only par­tic­u­lar to swing the snare back­ward and for­ward, to pre­vent the elf from get­ting a foothold and clam­ber­ing up.

The elf be­gan to speak, and begged, oh! so piti­fully, for his free­dom. He had brought them good luck—these many years—he said, and de­served bet­ter treat­ment. Now, if the boy would set him free, he would give him an old coin, a sil­ver spoon, and a gold penny, as big as the case on his fa­ther’s sil­ver watch.

The boy didn’t think that this was much of an of­fer; but it so hap­pened—that af­ter he had got­ten the elf in his power, he was afraid of him. He felt that he had en­tered into an agree­ment with some­thing weird and un­canny; some­thing which did not be­long to his world, and he was only too glad to get rid of the hor­rid thing.

For this rea­son he agreed at once to the bar­gain, and held the snare still, so the elf could crawl out of it. But when the elf was al­most out of the snare, the boy hap­pened to think that he ought to have bar­gained for large es­tates, and all sorts of good things. He should at least have made this stip­u­la­tion: that the elf must con­jure the ser­mon into his head. “What a fool I was to let him go!” thought he, and be­gan to shake the snare vi­o­lently, so the elf would tum­ble down again.

But the in­stant the boy did this, he re­ceived such a sting­ing box on the ear, that he thought his head would fly in pieces. He was dashed—first against one wall, then against the other; he sank to the floor, and lay there—sense­less.

When he awoke, he was alone in the cot­tage. The chest-lid was down, and the but­ter­fly-snare hung in its usual place by the win­dow. If he had not felt how the right cheek burned, from that box on the ear, he would have been tempted to be­lieve the whole thing had been a dream. “At any rate, fa­ther and mother will be sure to in­sist that it was noth­ing else,” thought he. “They are not likely to make any al­lowances for that old ser­mon, on ac­count of the elf. It’s best for me to get at that read­ing again,” thought he.

But as he walked to­ward the ta­ble, he no­ticed some­thing re­mark­able. It couldn’t be pos­si­ble that the cot­tage had grown. But why was he obliged to take so many more steps than usual to get to the ta­ble? And what was the mat­ter with the chair? It looked no big­ger than it did a while ago; but now he had to step on the rung first, and then clam­ber up in or­der to reach the seat. It was the same thing with the ta­ble. He could not look over the top with­out climb­ing to the arm of the chair.

“What in all the world is this?” said the boy. “I be­lieve the elf has be­witched both the arm­chair and the ta­ble—and the whole cot­tage.”

The Com­men­tary lay on the ta­ble and, to all ap­pear­ances, it was not changed; but there must have been some­thing queer about that too, for he could not man­age to read a sin­gle word of it, with­out ac­tu­ally stand­ing right in the book it­self.

He read a cou­ple of lines, and then he chanced to look up. With that, his glance fell on the look­ing-glass; and then he cried aloud: “Look! There’s an­other one!”

For in the glass he saw plainly a lit­tle, lit­tle crea­ture who was dressed in a hood and leather breeches.

“Why, that one is dressed ex­actly like me!” said the boy, and clasped his hands in as­ton­ish­ment. But then he saw that the thing in the mir­ror did the same thing. Then he be­gan to pull his hair and pinch his arms and swing round; and in­stantly he did the same thing af­ter him; he, who was seen in the mir­ror.

The boy ran around the glass sev­eral times, to see if there wasn’t a lit­tle man hid­den be­hind it, but he found no one there; and then he be­gan to shake with ter­ror. For now he un­der­stood that the elf had be­witched him, and that the crea­ture whose im­age he saw in the glass—was he, him­self.



The Wild Geese

The boy sim­ply could not make him­self be­lieve that he had been trans­formed into an elf. “It can’t be any­thing but a dream—a queer fancy,” thought he. “If I wait a few mo­ments, I’ll surely be turned back into a hu­man be­ing again.”

He placed him­self be­fore the glass and closed his eyes. He opened them again af­ter a cou­ple of min­utes, and then ex­pected to find that it had all passed over—but it hadn’t. He was—and re­mained—just as lit­tle. In other re­spects, he was the same as be­fore. The thin, straw-coloured hair; the freck­les across his nose; the patches on his leather breeches and the darns on his stock­ings, were all like them­selves, with this ex­cep­tion—that they had be­come di­min­ished.

No, it would do no good for him to stand still and wait, of this he was cer­tain. He must try some­thing else. And he thought the wis­est thing that he could do was to try and find the elf, and make his peace with him.

And while he sought, he cried and prayed and promised ev­ery­thing he could think of. Nev­er­more would he break his word to any­one; never again would he be naughty; and never, never would he fall asleep again over the ser­mon. If he might only be a hu­man be­ing once more, he would be such a good and help­ful and obe­di­ent boy. But no mat­ter how much he promised—it did not help him the least lit­tle bit.

Sud­denly he re­mem­bered that he had heard his mother say, all the tiny folk made their home in the cow­sheds; and, at once, he con­cluded to go there, and see if he couldn’t find the elf. It was a lucky thing that the cot­tage-door stood partly open, for he never could have reached the bolt and opened it; but now he slipped through with­out any dif­fi­culty.

When he came out in the hall­way, he looked around for his wooden shoes; for in the house, to be sure, he had gone about in his stock­ing-feet. He won­dered how he should man­age with these big, clumsy wooden shoes; but just then, he saw a pair of tiny shoes on the doorstep. When he ob­served that the elf had been so thought­ful that he had also be­witched the wooden shoes, he was even more trou­bled. It was ev­i­dently his in­ten­tion that this af­flic­tion should last a long time.

On the wooden board­walk in front of the cot­tage, hopped a gray spar­row. He had hardly set eyes on the boy be­fore he called out: “Tee­tee! Tee­tee! Look at Nils goosey-boy! Look at Thumbi­etot! Look at Nils Hol­gers­son Thumbi­etot!”

In­stantly, both the geese and the chick­ens turned and stared at the boy; and then they set up a fear­ful cack­ling. “Cock-el-i-coo,” crowed the rooster, “good enough for him! Cock-el-i-coo, he has pulled my comb.”

“Ka, ka, kada, serves him right!” cried the hens; and with that they kept up a con­tin­u­ous cackle. The geese got to­gether in a tight group, stuck their heads to­gether and asked: “Who can have done this? Who can have done this?”

But the strangest thing of all was, that the boy un­der­stood what they said. He was so as­ton­ished, that he stood there as if rooted to the doorstep, and lis­tened. “It must be be­cause I am changed into an elf,” said he. “This is prob­a­bly why I un­der­stand bird-talk.”

He thought it was un­bear­able that the hens would not stop say­ing that it served him right. He threw a stone at them and shouted:

“Shut up, you pack!”

But it hadn’t oc­curred to him be­fore, that he was no longer the sort of boy the hens need fear. The whole hen­yard made a rush for him, and formed a ring around him; then they all cried at once: “Ka, ka, kada, served you right! Ka, ka, kada, served you right!”

The boy tried to get away, but the chick­ens ran af­ter him and screamed, un­til he thought he’d lose his hear­ing. It is more than likely that he never could have got­ten away from them, if the house cat hadn’t come along just then. As soon as the chick­ens saw the cat, they qui­eted down and pre­tended to be think­ing of noth­ing else than just to scratch in the earth for worms.

Im­me­di­ately the boy ran up to the cat. “You dear pussy!” said he, “you must know all the cor­ners and hid­ing places about here? You’ll be a good lit­tle kitty and tell me where I can find the elf.”

The cat did not re­ply at once. He seated him­self, curled his tail into a grace­ful ring around his paws—and stared at the boy. It was a large black cat with one white spot on his chest. His fur lay sleek and soft, and shone in the sun­light. The claws were drawn in, and the eyes were a dull gray, with just a lit­tle nar­row dark streak down the cen­tre. The cat looked thor­oughly good-na­tured and in­of­fen­sive.

“I know well enough where the elf lives,” he said in a soft voice, “but that doesn’t say that I’m go­ing to tell you about it.”

“Dear pussy, you must tell me where the elf lives!” said the boy. “Can’t you see how he has be­witched me?”

The cat opened his eyes a lit­tle, so that the green wicked­ness be­gan to shine forth. He spun round and purred with sat­is­fac­tion be­fore he replied. “Shall I per­haps help you be­cause you have so of­ten grabbed me by the tail?” he said at last.

Then the boy was fu­ri­ous and for­got en­tirely how lit­tle and help­less he was now. “Oh! I can pull your tail again, I can,” said he, and ran to­ward the cat.

The next in­stant the cat was so changed that the boy could scarcely be­lieve it was the same an­i­mal. Every sep­a­rate hair on his body stood on end. The back was bent; the legs had be­come elon­gated; the claws scraped the ground; the tail had grown thick and short; the ears were laid back; the mouth was frothy; and the eyes were wide open and glis­tened like sparks of red fire.

The boy didn’t want to let him­self be scared by a cat, and he took a step for­ward. Then the cat made one spring and landed right on the boy; knocked him down and stood over him—his forepaws on his chest, and his jaws wide apart—over his throat.

The boy felt how the sharp claws sank through his vest and shirt and into his skin; and how the sharp eye­teeth tick­led his throat. He shrieked for help, as loudly as he could, but no one came. He thought surely that his last hour had come. Then he felt that the cat drew in his claws and let go the hold on his throat.

“There!” he said, “that will do now. I’ll let you go this time, for my mis­tress’s sake. I only wanted you to know which one of us two has the power now.”

With that the cat walked away—look­ing as smooth and pi­ous as he did when he first ap­peared on the scene. The boy was so crest­fallen that he didn’t say a word, but only hur­ried to the cow­house to look for the elf.

There were not more than three cows, all told. But when the boy came in, there was such a bel­low­ing and such a kick-up, that one might eas­ily have be­lieved that there were at least thirty.

“Moo, moo, moo,” bel­lowed May­rose. “It is well there is such a thing as jus­tice in this world.”

“Moo, moo, moo,” sang the three of them in uni­son. He couldn’t hear what they said, for each one tried to out-bel­low the oth­ers.

The boy wanted to ask af­ter the elf, but he couldn’t make him­self heard be­cause the cows were in full up­roar. They car­ried on as they used to do when he let a strange dog in on them. They kicked with their hind legs, shook their necks, stretched their heads, and mea­sured the dis­tance with their horns.

“Come here, you!” said May­rose, “and you’ll get a kick that you won’t for­get in a hurry!”

“Come here,” said Gold Lily, “and you shall dance on my horns!”

“Come here, and you shall taste how it felt when you threw your wooden shoes at me, as you did last sum­mer!” bawled Star.

“Come here, and you shall be re­paid for that wasp you let loose in my ear!” growled Gold Lily.

May­rose was the old­est and the wis­est of them, and she was the very mad­dest. “Come here!” said she, “that I may pay you back for the many times that you have jerked the milk pail away from your mother; and for all the snares you laid for her, when she came car­ry­ing the milk pails; and for all the tears when she has stood here and wept over you!”

The boy wanted to tell them how he re­gret­ted that he had been un­kind to them; and that never, never—from now on—should he be any­thing but good, if they would only tell him where the elf was. But the cows didn’t lis­ten to him. They made such a racket that he be­gan to fear one of them would suc­ceed in break­ing loose; and he thought that the best thing for him to do was to go qui­etly away from the cow­house.

When he came out, he was thor­oughly dis­heart­ened. He could un­der­stand that no one on the place wanted to help him find the elf. And lit­tle good would it do him, prob­a­bly, if the elf were found.

He crawled up on the broad hedge which fenced in the farm, and which was over­grown with briers and lichen. There he sat down to think about how it would go with him, if he never be­came a hu­man be­ing again. When fa­ther and mother came home from church, there would be a sur­prise for them. Yes, a sur­prise—it would be all over the land; and peo­ple would come flock­ing from East Vem­minghög, and from Torp, and from Skerup. The whole Vem­minghög town­ship would come to stare at him. Per­haps fa­ther and mother would take him with them, and show him at the mar­ket place in Kivik.

No, that was too hor­ri­ble to think about. He would rather that no hu­man be­ing should ever see him again.

His un­hap­pi­ness was sim­ply fright­ful! No one in all the world was so un­happy as he. He was no longer a hu­man be­ing—but a freak.

Lit­tle by lit­tle he be­gan to com­pre­hend what it meant—to be no longer hu­man. He was sep­a­rated from ev­ery­thing now; he could no longer play with other boys, he could not take charge of the farm af­ter his par­ents were gone; and cer­tainly no girl would think of mar­ry­ing him.

He sat and looked at his home. It was a lit­tle log house, which lay as if it had been crushed down to earth, un­der the high, slop­ing roof. The out­houses were also small; and the patches of ground were so nar­row that a horse could barely turn around on them. But lit­tle and poor though the place was, it was much too good for him now. He couldn’t ask for any bet­ter place than a hole un­der the sta­ble floor.

It was won­drously beau­ti­ful weather! It bud­ded, and it rip­pled, and it mur­mured, and it twit­tered—all around him. But he sat there with such a heavy sor­row. He should never be happy any more about any­thing.

Never had he seen the skies as blue as they were to­day. Birds of pas­sage came on their trav­els. They came from for­eign lands, and had trav­elled over the East sea, by way of Smy­gahuk, and were now on their way North. They were of many dif­fer­ent kinds; but he was only fa­mil­iar with the wild geese, who came fly­ing in two long rows, which met at an an­gle.

Sev­eral flocks of wild geese had al­ready flown by. They flew very high, still he could hear how they shrieked: “To the hills! Now we’re off to the hills!”

When the wild geese saw the tame geese, who walked about the farm, they sank nearer the earth, and called: “Come along! Come along! We’re off to the hills!”

The tame geese could not re­sist the temp­ta­tion to raise their heads and lis­ten, but they an­swered very sen­si­bly: “We’re pretty well off where we are. We’re pretty well off where we are.”

It was, as we have said, an un­com­monly fine day, with an at­mos­phere that it must have been a real de­light to fly in, so light and brac­ing. And with each new wild geese-flock that flew by, the tame geese be­came more and more un­ruly. A cou­ple of times they flapped their wings, as if they had half a mind to fly along. But then an old mother-goose would al­ways say to them: “Now don’t be silly. Those crea­tures will have to suf­fer both hunger and cold.”

There was a young gan­der whom the wild geese had fired with a pas­sion for ad­ven­ture. “If an­other flock comes this way, I’ll fol­low them,” said he.

Then there came a new flock, who shrieked like the oth­ers, and the young gan­der an­swered: “Wait a minute! Wait a minute! I’m com­ing.”

He spread his wings and raised him­self into the air; but he was so un­ac­cus­tomed to fly­ing, that he fell to the ground again.

At any rate, the wild geese must have heard his call, for they turned and flew back slowly to see if he was com­ing.

“Wait, wait!” he cried, and made an­other at­tempt to fly.

All this the boy heard, where he lay on the hedge. “It would be a great pity,” thought he, “if the big goosey-gan­der should go away. It would be a big loss to fa­ther and mother if he was gone when they came home from church.”

When he thought of this, once again he en­tirely for­got that he was lit­tle and help­less. He took one leap right down into the goose-flock, and threw his arms around the neck of the goosey-gan­der. “Oh, no! You don’t fly away this time, sir!” cried he.

But just about then, the gan­der was con­sid­er­ing how he should go to work to raise him­self from the ground. He couldn’t stop to shake the boy off, hence he had to go along with him—up in the air.

They bore on to­ward the heights so rapidly, that the boy fairly gasped. Be­fore he had time to think that he ought to let go his hold around the gan­der’s neck, he was so high up that he would have been killed in­stantly, if he had fallen to the ground.

The only thing that he could do to make him­self a lit­tle more com­fort­able, was to try and get upon the gan­der’s back. And there he wrig­gled him­self forth­with; but not with­out con­sid­er­able trou­ble. And it was not an easy mat­ter, ei­ther, to hold him­self se­cure on the slip­pery back, be­tween two sway­ing wings. He had to dig deep into feath­ers and down with both hands, to keep from tum­bling to the ground.



The Big Checked Cloth

The boy had grown so giddy that it was a long while be­fore he came to him­self. The winds howled and beat against him, and the rus­tle of feath­ers and sway­ing of wings sounded like a whole storm. Thir­teen geese flew around him, flap­ping their wings and honk­ing. They danced be­fore his eyes and they buzzed in his ears. He didn’t know whether they flew high or low, or in what di­rec­tion they were trav­el­ling.

After a bit, he re­gained just enough sense to un­der­stand that he ought to find out where the geese were tak­ing him. But this was not so easy, for he didn’t know how he should ever muster up courage enough to look down. He was sure he’d faint if he at­tempted it.

The wild geese were not fly­ing very high be­cause the new trav­el­ling com­pan­ion could not breathe in the very thinnest air. For his sake they also flew a lit­tle slower than usual.

At last the boy just made him­self cast one glance down to earth. Then he thought that a great big rug lay spread be­neath him, which was made up of an in­cred­i­ble num­ber of large and small checks.

“Where in all the world am I now?” he won­dered.

He saw noth­ing but check upon check. Some were broad and ran cross­wise, and some were long and nar­row—all over, there were an­gles and cor­ners. Noth­ing was round, and noth­ing was crooked.

“What kind of a big, checked cloth is this that I’m look­ing down on?” said the boy to him­self with­out ex­pect­ing any­one to an­swer him.

But in­stantly the wild geese who flew about him called out: “Fields and mead­ows. Fields and mead­ows.”

Then he un­der­stood that the big, checked cloth he was trav­el­ling over was the flat land of south­ern Swe­den; and he be­gan to com­pre­hend why it looked so checked and mul­ti­coloured. The bright green checks he recog­nised first; they were rye fields that had been sown in the fall, and had kept them­selves green un­der the win­ter snows. The yel­low­ish-gray checks were stub­ble-fields—the re­mains of the oat-crop which had grown there the sum­mer be­fore. The brown­ish ones were old clover mead­ows: and the black ones, de­serted graz­ing lands or ploughed-up fal­low pas­tures. The brown checks with the yel­low edges were, un­doubt­edly, beech-tree forests; for in these you’ll find the big trees which grow in the heart of the for­est—naked in win­ter; while the lit­tle beech-trees, which grow along the bor­ders, keep their dry, yel­lowed leaves way into the spring. There were also dark checks with gray cen­tres: these were the large, built-up es­tates en­cir­cled by the small cot­tages with their black­en­ing straw roofs, and their stone-di­vided land-plots. And then there were checks green in the mid­dle with brown bor­ders: these were the or­chards, where the grass-car­pets were al­ready turn­ing green, al­though the trees and bushes around them were still in their nude, brown bark.

The boy could not keep from laugh­ing when he saw how checked ev­ery­thing looked.

But when the wild geese heard him laugh, they called out—kind o’ re­prov­ingly: “Fer­tile and good land. Fer­tile and good land.”

The boy had al­ready be­come se­ri­ous. “To think that you can laugh; you, who have met with the most ter­ri­ble mis­for­tune that can pos­si­bly hap­pen to a hu­man be­ing!” thought he. And for a mo­ment he was pretty se­ri­ous; but it wasn’t long be­fore he was laugh­ing again.

Now that he had grown some­what ac­cus­tomed to the ride and the speed, so that he could think of some­thing be­sides hold­ing him­self on the gan­der’s back, he be­gan to no­tice how full the air was of birds fly­ing north­ward. And there was a shout­ing and a call­ing from flock to flock. “So you came over to­day?” shrieked some. “Yes,” an­swered the geese. “How do you think the spring’s get­ting on?”

“Not a leaf on the trees and ice-cold wa­ter in the lakes,” came back the an­swer.

When the geese flew over a place where they saw any tame, half-naked fowl, they shouted: “What’s the name of this place? What’s the name of this place?” Then the roost­ers cocked their heads and an­swered: “Its name’s Lill­garde this year—the same as last year.”

Most of the cot­tages were prob­a­bly named af­ter their own­ers—which is the cus­tom in Skåne. But in­stead of say­ing this is “Per Mats­son’s,” or “Ola Bos­son’s,” the roost­ers hit upon the kind of names which, to their way of think­ing, were more ap­pro­pri­ate. Those who lived on small farms, and be­longed to poor cot­tagers, cried: “This place is called Grain­scarce.” And those who be­longed to the poor­est hut-dwellers screamed: “The name of this place is Lit­tle-to-eat, Lit­tle-to-eat, Lit­tle-to-eat.”

The big, well-cared-for farms got high-sound­ing names from the roost­ers—such as Luck­ymead­ows, Eg­g­berga and Moneyville.

But the roost­ers on the great landed es­tates were too high and mighty to con­de­scend to any­thing like jest­ing. One of them crowed and called out with such gusto that it sounded as if he wanted to be heard clear up to the sun: “This is Herr Dy­beck’s es­tate; the same this year as last year; this year as last year.”

A lit­tle fur­ther on strut­ted one rooster who crowed: “This is Swan­holm, surely all the world knows that!”

The boy ob­served that the geese did not fly straight for­ward; but zigzagged hither and thither over the whole South coun­try, just as though they were glad to be in Skåne again and wanted to pay their re­spects to ev­ery sep­a­rate place.

They came to one place where there were a num­ber of big, clumsy-look­ing build­ings with great, tall chim­neys, and all around these were a lot of smaller houses. “This is Jord­berga Su­gar Re­fin­ery,” cried the roost­ers. The boy shud­dered as he sat there on the goose’s back. He ought to have recog­nised this place, for it was not very far from his home.

Here he had worked the year be­fore as a watch boy; but, to be sure, noth­ing was ex­actly like it­self when one saw it like that—from up above.

And think! Just think! Osa the goose girl and lit­tle Mats, who were his com­rades last year! In­deed the boy would have been glad to know if they still were any­where about here. Fancy what they would have said, had they sus­pected that he was fly­ing over their heads!

Soon Jord­berga was lost to sight, and they trav­elled to­wards Svedala and Sk­aber Lake and back again over Gör­ringe Clois­ter and Häcke­berga. The boy saw more of Skåne in this one day than he had ever seen be­fore—in all the years that he had lived.

When­ever the wild geese hap­pened across any tame geese, they had the best fun! They flew for­ward very slowly and called down: “We’re off to the hills. Are you com­ing along? Are you com­ing along?”

But the tame geese an­swered: “It’s still win­ter in this coun­try. You’re out too soon. Fly back! Fly back!”

The wild geese low­ered them­selves that they might be heard a lit­tle bet­ter, and called: “Come along! We’ll teach you how to fly and swim.”

Then the tame geese got mad and wouldn’t an­swer them with a sin­gle honk.

The wild geese sank them­selves still lower—un­til they al­most touched the ground—then, quick as light­ning, they raised them­selves, just as if they’d been ter­ri­bly fright­ened. “Oh, oh, oh!” they ex­claimed. “Those things were not geese. They were only sheep, they were only sheep.”

The ones on the ground were be­side them­selves with rage and shrieked: “May you be shot, the whole lot o’ you! The whole lot o’ you!”

When the boy heard all this teas­ing he laughed. Then he re­mem­bered how badly things had gone with him, and he cried. But the next sec­ond, he was laugh­ing again.

Never be­fore had he rid­den so fast; and to ride fast and reck­lessly—that he had al­ways liked. And, of course, he had never dreamed that it could be as fresh and brac­ing as it was, up in the air; or that there rose from the earth such a fine scent of resin and soil. Nor had he ever dreamed what it could be like—to ride so high above the earth. It was just like fly­ing away from sor­row and trou­ble and an­noy­ances of ev­ery kind that could be thought of.





Akka from Kebnekaise


Evening

The big tame goosey-gan­der that had fol­lowed them up in the air, felt very proud of be­ing per­mit­ted to travel back and forth over the South coun­try with the wild geese, and crack jokes with the tame birds. But in spite of his keen de­light, he be­gan to tire as the af­ter­noon wore on. He tried to take deeper breaths and quicker wing-strokes, but even so he re­mained sev­eral goose-lengths be­hind the oth­ers.

When the wild geese who flew last, no­ticed that the tame one couldn’t keep up with them, they be­gan to call to the goose who rode in the cen­tre of the an­gle and led the pro­ces­sion: “Akka from Keb­nekaise! Akka from Keb­nekaise!”

“What do you want of me?” asked the leader.

“The white one will be left be­hind; the white one will be left be­hind.”

“Tell him it’s eas­ier to fly fast than slow!” called the leader, and raced on as be­fore.

The goosey-gan­der cer­tainly tried to fol­low the ad­vice, and in­crease his speed; but then he be­came so ex­hausted that he sank away down to the droop­ing wil­lows that bor­dered the fields and mead­ows.

“Akka, Akka, Akka from Keb­nekaise!” cried those who flew last and saw what a hard time he was hav­ing.

“What do you want now?” asked the leader—and she sounded aw­fully an­gry.

“The white one sinks to the earth; the white one sinks to the earth.”

“Tell him it’s eas­ier to fly high than low!” shouted the leader, and she didn’t slow up the least lit­tle bit, but raced on as be­fore.

The goosey-gan­der tried also to fol­low this ad­vice; but when he wanted to raise him­self, he be­came so winded that he al­most burst his breast.

“Akka, Akka!” again cried those who flew last.

“Can’t you let me fly in peace?” asked the leader, and she sounded even mad­der than be­fore.

“The white one is ready to col­lapse.”

“Tell him that he who has not the strength to fly with the flock, can go back home!” cried the leader. She cer­tainly had no idea of de­creas­ing her speed—but raced on as be­fore.

“Oh! is that the way the wind blows,” thought the goosey-gan­der. He un­der­stood at once that the wild geese had never in­tended to take him along up to La­p­land. They had only lured him away from home in sport.

He felt thor­oughly ex­as­per­ated. To think that his strength should fail him now, so he wouldn’t be able to show these tramps that even a tame goose was good for some­thing! But the most pro­vok­ing thing of all was that he had fallen in with Akka from Keb­nekaise. Tame goose that he was, he had heard about a leader goose, named Akka, who was more than a hun­dred years old. She had such a big name that the best wild geese in the world fol­lowed her. But no one had such a con­tempt for tame geese as Akka and her flock, and gladly would he have shown them that he was their equal.

He flew slowly be­hind the rest, while he de­lib­er­ated whether he should turn back or con­tinue. Fi­nally, the lit­tle crea­ture that he car­ried on his back said: “Dear Morten Goosey-gan­der,1 you know well enough that it is sim­ply im­pos­si­ble for you, who have never flown, to go with the wild geese all the way up to La­p­land. Won’t you turn back be­fore you kill your­self?”

But the farmer’s lad was about the worst thing the goosey-gan­der knew any­thing about, and as soon as it dawned on him that this puny crea­ture ac­tu­ally be­lieved that he couldn’t make the trip, he de­cided to stick it out. “If you say an­other word about this, I’ll drop you into the first ditch we ride over!” said he, and at the same time his fury gave him so much strength that he be­gan to fly al­most as well as any of the oth­ers.

It isn’t likely that he could have kept this pace up very long, nei­ther was it nec­es­sary; for, just then, the sun sank quickly; and at sun­set the geese flew down, and be­fore the boy and the goosey-gan­der knew what had hap­pened, they stood on the shores of Vomb Lake.

“They prob­a­bly in­tend that we shall spend the night here,” thought the boy, and jumped down from the goose’s back.

He stood on a nar­row beach by a fair-sized lake. It was ugly to look upon, be­cause it was al­most en­tirely cov­ered with an ice-crust that was black­ened and un­even and full of cracks and holes—as spring ice gen­er­ally is.

The ice was al­ready break­ing up. It was loose and float­ing and had a broad belt of dark, shiny wa­ter all around it; but there was still enough of it left to spread chill and win­ter ter­ror over the place.

On the other side of the lake there ap­peared to be an open and light coun­try, but where the geese had lighted there was a thick pine-growth. It looked as if the for­est of firs and pines had the power to bind the win­ter to it­self. Every­where else the ground was bare; but be­neath the sharp pine-branches lay snow that had been melt­ing and freez­ing, melt­ing and freez­ing, un­til it was hard as ice.

The boy thought he had struck an arc­tic wilder­ness, and he was so mis­er­able that he wanted to scream. He was hun­gry too. He hadn’t eaten a bite the whole day. But where should he find any food? Noth­ing eat­able grew on ei­ther ground or tree in the month of March.

Yes, where was he to find food, and who would give him shel­ter, and who would fix his bed, and who would pro­tect him from the wild beasts?

For now the sun was away and frost came from the lake, and dark­ness sank down from heaven, and ter­ror stole for­ward on the twi­light’s trail, and in the for­est it be­gan to pat­ter and rus­tle.

Now the good hu­mour which the boy had felt when he was up in the air, was gone, and in his mis­ery he looked around for his trav­el­ling com­pan­ions. He had no one but them to cling to now.

Then he saw that the goosey-gan­der was hav­ing even a worse time of it than he. He was ly­ing pros­trate on the spot where he had alighted; and it looked as if he were ready to die. His neck lay flat against the ground, his eyes were closed, and his breath­ing sounded like a fee­ble hiss­ing.

“Dear Morten Goosey-Gan­der,” said the boy, “try to get a swal­low of wa­ter! It isn’t two steps to the lake.”

But the goosey-gan­der didn’t stir.

The boy had cer­tainly been cruel to all an­i­mals, and to the goosey-gan­der in times gone by; but now he felt that the goosey-gan­der was the only com­fort he had left, and he was dread­fully afraid of los­ing him.

At once the boy be­gan to push and drag him, to get him into the wa­ter, but the goosey-gan­der was big and heavy, and it was mighty hard work for the boy; but at last he suc­ceeded.

The goosey-gan­der got in head first. For an in­stant he lay mo­tion­less in the slime, but soon he poked up his head, shook the wa­ter from his eyes and sniffed. Then he swam, proudly, be­tween reeds and sea­weed.

The wild geese were in the lake be­fore him. They had not looked around for ei­ther the goosey-gan­der or for his rider, but had made straight for the wa­ter. They had bathed and primped, and now they lay and gulped half-rot­ten pondweed and wa­ter-clover.

The white goosey-gan­der had the good for­tune to spy a perch. He grabbed it quickly, swam ashore with it, and laid it down in front of the boy. “Here’s a thank you for help­ing me into the wa­ter,” said he.

It was the first time the boy had heard a friendly word that day. He was so happy that he wanted to throw his arms around the goosey-gan­der’s neck, but he re­frained; and he was also thank­ful for the gift. At first he must have thought that it would be im­pos­si­ble to eat raw fish, and then he had a no­tion to try it.

He felt to see if he still had his sheath-knife with him; and, sure enough, there it hung—on the back but­ton of his trousers, al­though it was so di­min­ished that it was hardly as long as a match. Well, at any rate, it served to scale and cleanse fish with; and it wasn’t long be­fore the perch was eaten.

When the boy had sat­is­fied his hunger, he felt a lit­tle ashamed be­cause he had been able to eat a raw thing. “It’s ev­i­dent that I’m not a hu­man be­ing any longer, but a real elf,” thought he.

While the boy ate, the goosey-gan­der stood silently be­side him. But when he had swal­lowed the last bite, he said in a low voice: “It’s a fact that we have run across a stuck-up goose folk who de­spise all tame birds.”

“Yes, I’ve ob­served that,” said the boy.

“What a tri­umph it would be for me if I could fol­low them clear up to La­p­land, and show them that even a tame goose can do things!”

“Y-e-e-s,” said the boy, and drawled it out be­cause he didn’t be­lieve the goosey-gan­der could ever do it; yet he didn’t wish to con­tra­dict him. “But I don’t think I can get along all alone on such a jour­ney,” said the goosey-gan­der. “I’d like to ask if you couldn’t come along and help me?” The boy, of course, hadn’t ex­pected any­thing but to re­turn to his home as soon as pos­si­ble, and he was so sur­prised that he hardly knew what he should re­ply. “I thought that we were en­e­mies, you and I,” said he. But this the goosey-gan­der seemed to have for­got­ten en­tirely. He only re­mem­bered that the boy had but just saved his life.

“I sup­pose I re­ally ought to go home to fa­ther and mother,” said the boy. “Oh! I’ll get you back to them some time in the fall,” said the goosey-gan­der. “I shall not leave you un­til I put you down on your own doorstep.”

The boy thought it might be just as well for him if he es­caped show­ing him­self be­fore his par­ents for a while. He was not dis­in­clined to favour the scheme, and was just on the point of say­ing that he agreed to it—when they heard a loud rum­bling be­hind them. It was the wild geese who had come up from the lake—all at one time—and stood shak­ing the wa­ter from their backs. After that they ar­ranged them­selves in a long row—with the leader-goose in the cen­tre—and came to­ward them.

As the white goosey-gan­der sized up the wild geese, he felt ill at ease. He had ex­pected that they should be more like tame geese, and that he should feel a closer kin­ship with them. They were much smaller than he, and none of them were white. They were all gray with a sprin­kling of brown. He was al­most afraid of their eyes. They were yel­low, and shone as if a fire had been kin­dled back of them. The goosey-gan­der had al­ways been taught that it was most fit­ting to move slowly and with a rolling mo­tion, but these crea­tures did not walk—they half ran. He grew most alarmed, how­ever, when he looked at their feet. Th­ese were large, and the soles were torn and ragged-look­ing. It was ev­i­dent that the wild geese never ques­tioned what they tramped upon. They took no by­paths. They were very neat and well cared for in other re­spects, but one could see by their feet that they were poor wilder­ness-folk.

The goosey-gan­der only had time to whis­per to the boy: “Speak up quickly for your­self, but don’t tell them who you are!”—be­fore the geese were upon them.

When the wild geese had stopped in front of them, they curt­sied with their necks many times, and the goosey-gan­der did like­wise many more times. As soon as the cer­e­monies were over, the leader-goose said: “Now I pre­sume we shall hear what kind of crea­tures you are.”

“There isn’t much to tell about me,” said the goosey-gan­der. “I was born in Skanor last spring. In the fall I was sold to Hol­ger Nils­son of West Vem­minghög, and there I have lived ever since.”

“You don’t seem to have any pedi­gree to boast of,” said the leader-goose. “What is it, then, that makes you so high-minded that you wish to as­so­ciate with wild geese?”

“It may be be­cause I want to show you wild geese that we tame ones may also be good for some­thing,” said the goosey-gan­der.

“Yes, it would be well if you could show us that,” said the leader-goose. “We have al­ready ob­served how much you know about fly­ing; but you are more skilled, per­haps, in other sports. Pos­si­bly you are strong in a swim­ming match?”

“No, I can’t boast that I am,” said the goosey-gan­der. It seemed to him that the leader-goose had al­ready made up her mind to send him home, so he didn’t much care how he an­swered. “I never swam any far­ther than across a marl-ditch,” he con­tin­ued.

“Then I pre­sume you’re a crack sprinter,” said the goose.

“I have never seen a tame goose run, nor have I ever done it my­self,” said the goosey-gan­der; and he made things ap­pear much worse than they re­ally were.

The big white one was sure now that the leader-goose would say that un­der no cir­cum­stances could they take him along. He was very much as­ton­ished when she said: “You an­swer ques­tions coura­geously; and he who has courage can be­come a good trav­el­ling com­pan­ion, even if he is ig­no­rant in the be­gin­ning. What do you say to stop­ping with us for a cou­ple of days, un­til we can see what you are good for?”

“That suits me!” said the goosey-gan­der—and he was thor­oughly happy.

There­upon the leader-goose pointed with her bill and said: “But who is that you have with you? I’ve never seen any­thing like him be­fore.”

“That’s my com­rade,” said the goosey-gan­der. “He’s been a goose-ten­der all his life. He’ll be use­ful all right to take with us on the trip.”

“Yes, he may be all right for a tame goose,” an­swered the wild one. “What do you call him?”

“He has sev­eral names,” said the goosey-gan­der—hes­i­tantly, not know­ing what he should hit upon in a hurry, for he didn’t want to re­veal the fact that the boy had a hu­man name. “Oh! his name is Thumbi­etot,” he said at last.

“Does he be­long to the elf fam­ily?” asked the leader-goose.

“At what time do you wild geese usu­ally re­tire?” said the goosey-gan­der quickly—try­ing to evade that last ques­tion. “My eyes close of their own ac­cord about this time.”

One could eas­ily see that the goose who talked with the gan­der was very old. Her en­tire feather out­fit was ice-gray, with­out any dark streaks. The head was larger, the legs coarser, and the feet were more worn than any of the oth­ers. The feath­ers were stiff; the shoul­ders knotty; the neck thin. All this was due to age. It was only upon the eyes that time had had no ef­fect. They shone brighter—as if they were younger—than any of the oth­ers!

She turned, very haugh­tily, to­ward the goosey-gan­der. “Un­der­stand, Mr. Tame-goose, that I am Akka from Keb­nekaise! And that the goose who flies near­est me—to the right—is Iksi from Vas­si­jaure, and the one to the left, is Kaksi from Nuolja! Un­der­stand, also, that the sec­ond right-hand goose is Kolmi from Sar­jek­t­jakko, and the sec­ond, left, is Neljä from Svap­pavaara; and be­hind them fly Vi­isi from Oviks­fjällen and Ku­usi from Sjan­geli! And know that these, as well as the six goslings who fly last—three to the right, and three to the left—are all high moun­tain geese of the finest breed! You must not take us for land­lub­bers who strike up a chance ac­quain­tance with any and ev­ery­one! And you must not think that we per­mit any­one to share our quar­ters, that will not tell us who his an­ces­tors were.”

When Akka, the leader-goose, talked in this way, the boy stepped briskly for­ward. It had dis­tressed him that the goosey-gan­der, who had spo­ken up so glibly for him­self, should give such eva­sive an­swers when it con­cerned him. “I don’t care to make a se­cret of who I am,” said he. “My name is Nils Hol­gers­son. I’m a farmer’s son, and, un­til to­day, I have been a hu­man be­ing; but this morn­ing—” He got no fur­ther. As soon as he had said that he was hu­man the leader-goose stag­gered three steps back­ward, and the rest of them even far­ther back. They all ex­tended their necks and hissed an­grily at him.

“I have sus­pected this ever since I first saw you here on these shores,” said Akka; “and now you can clear out of here at once. We tol­er­ate no hu­man be­ings among us.”

“It isn’t pos­si­ble,” said the goosey-gan­der, med­i­ta­tively, “that you wild geese can be afraid of any­one who is so tiny! By to­mor­row, of course, he’ll turn back home. You can surely let him stay with us overnight. None of us can af­ford to let such a poor lit­tle crea­ture wan­der off by him­self in the night—among weasels and foxes!”

The wild goose came nearer. But it was ev­i­dent that it was hard for her to mas­ter her fear. “I have been taught to fear ev­ery­thing in hu­man shape—be it big or lit­tle,” said she. “But if you will an­swer for this one, and swear that he will not harm us, he can stay with us tonight. But I don’t be­lieve our night quar­ters are suit­able ei­ther for him or you, for we in­tend to roost on the bro­ken ice out here.”

She thought, of course, that the goosey-gan­der would be doubt­ful when he heard this, but he never let on. “She is pretty wise who knows how to choose such a safe bed,” said he.

“You will be an­swer­able for his re­turn to his own to­mor­row.”

“Then I, too, will have to leave you,” said the goosey-gan­der. “I have sworn that I would not for­sake him.”

“You are free to fly whither you will,” said the leader-goose.

With this, she raised her wings and flew out over the ice and one af­ter an­other the wild geese fol­lowed her.

The boy was very sad to think that his trip to La­p­land would not come off, and, in the bar­gain, he was afraid of the chilly night quar­ters. “It will be worse and worse,” said he. “In the first place, we’ll freeze to death on the ice.”

But the gan­der was in a good hu­mour. “There’s no dan­ger,” said he. “Only make haste, I beg of you, and gather to­gether as much grass and lit­ter as you can well carry.”

When the boy had his arms full of dried grass, the goosey-gan­der grabbed him by the shirt-band, lifted him, and flew out on the ice, where the wild geese were al­ready fast asleep, with their bills tucked un­der their wings.

“Now spread out the grass on the ice, so there’ll be some­thing to stand on, to keep me from freez­ing fast. You help me and I’ll help you,” said the goosey-gan­der.

This the boy did. And when he had fin­ished, the goosey-gan­der picked him up, once again, by the shirt-band, and tucked him un­der his wing. “I think you’ll lie snug and warm there,” said the goosey-gan­der as he cov­ered him with his wing.

The boy was so imbed­ded in down that he couldn’t an­swer, and he was nice and comfy. Oh, but he was tired!—And in less than two winks he was fast asleep.



Night

It is a fact that ice is al­ways treach­er­ous and not to be trusted. In the mid­dle of the night the loos­ened ice-cake on Vomb Lake moved about, un­til one cor­ner of it touched the shore. Now it hap­pened that Mr. Smirre Fox,2 who lived at this time in Övid Clois­ter Park—on the east side of the lake—caught a glimpse of that one cor­ner, while he was out on his night chase. Smirre had seen the wild geese early in the evening, and hadn’t dared to hope that he might get at one of them, but now he walked right out on the ice.

When Smirre was very near to the geese, his claws scraped the ice, and the geese awoke, flapped their wings, and pre­pared for flight. But Smirre was too quick for them. He darted for­ward as though he’d been shot; grabbed a goose by the wing, and ran to­ward land again.

But this night the wild geese were not alone on the ice, for they had a hu­man be­ing among them—lit­tle as he was. The boy had awak­ened when the goosey-gan­der spread his wings. He had tum­bled down on the ice and was sit­ting there, dazed. He hadn’t grasped the whys and where­fores of all this con­fu­sion, un­til he caught sight of a lit­tle long-legged dog who ran over the ice with a goose in his mouth.

In a minute the boy was af­ter that dog, to try and take the goose away from him. He must have heard the goosey-gan­der call to him: “Have a care, Thumbi­etot! Have a care!” But the boy thought that such a lit­tle runt of a dog was noth­ing to be afraid of and he rushed ahead.

The wild goose that Smirre Fox tugged af­ter him, heard the clat­ter as the boy’s wooden shoes beat against the ice, and she could hardly be­lieve her ears. “Does that in­fant think he can take me away from the fox?” she won­dered. And in spite of her mis­ery, she be­gan to cackle right mer­rily, deep down in her wind­pipe. It was al­most as if she had laughed.

“The first thing he knows, he’ll fall through a crack in the ice,” thought she.

But dark as the night was, the boy saw dis­tinctly all the cracks and holes there were, and took dar­ing leaps over them. This was be­cause he had the elf’s good eye­sight now, and could see in the dark. He saw both lake and shore just as clearly as if it had been day­light.

Smirre Fox left the ice where it touched the shore. And just as he was work­ing his way up to the land-edge, the boy shouted: “Drop that goose, you sneak!”

Smirre didn’t know who was call­ing to him, and wasted no time in look­ing around, but in­creased his pace. The fox made straight for the for­est and the boy fol­lowed him, with never a thought of the dan­ger he was run­ning. All he thought about was the con­temp­tu­ous way in which he had been re­ceived by the wild geese; and he made up his mind to let them see that a hu­man be­ing was some­thing higher than all else cre­ated.

He shouted, again and again, to that dog, to make him drop his game. “What kind of a dog are you, who can steal a whole goose and not feel ashamed of your­self? Drop her at once! or you’ll see what a beat­ing you’ll get. Drop her, I say, or I’ll tell your mas­ter how you be­have!”

When Smirre Fox saw that he had been mis­taken for a scary dog, he was so amused that he came near drop­ping the goose. Smirre was a great plun­derer who wasn’t sat­is­fied with only hunt­ing rats and pi­geons in the fields, but he also ven­tured into the farm­yards to steal chick­ens and geese. He knew that he was feared through­out the dis­trict; and any­thing as id­i­otic as this he had not heard since he was a baby.

The boy ran so fast that the thick beech-trees ap­peared to be run­ning past him—back­ward, but he caught up with Smirre. Fi­nally, he was so close to him that he got a hold on his tail. “Now I’ll take the goose from you any­way,” cried he, and held on as hard as ever he could, but he hadn’t strength enough to stop Smirre. The fox dragged him along un­til the dry fo­liage whirled around him.

But now it be­gan to dawn on Smirre how harm­less the thing was that pur­sued him. He stopped short, put the goose on the ground, and stood on her with his forepaws, so she couldn’t fly away. He was just about to bite off her neck—but then he couldn’t re­sist the de­sire to tease the boy a lit­tle. “Hurry off and com­plain to the mas­ter, for now I’m go­ing to bite the goose to death!” said he.

Cer­tainly the one who was sur­prised when he saw what a pointed nose, and heard what a hoarse and an­gry voice that dog which he was pur­su­ing had—was the boy! But now he was so en­raged be­cause the fox had made fun of him, that he never thought of be­ing fright­ened. He took a firmer hold on the tail, braced him­self against a beech trunk; and just as the fox opened his jaws over the goose’s throat, he pulled as hard as he could. Smirre was so as­ton­ished that he let him­self be pulled back­ward a cou­ple of steps—and the wild goose got away. She flut­tered up­ward fee­bly and heav­ily. One wing was so badly wounded that she could barely use it. In ad­di­tion to this, she could not see in the night dark­ness of the for­est but was as help­less as the blind. There­fore she could in no way help the boy; so she groped her way through the branches and flew down to the lake again.

Then Smirre made a dash for the boy. “If I don’t get the one, I shall cer­tainly have the other,” said he; and you could tell by his voice how mad he was. “Oh, don’t you be­lieve it!” said the boy, who was in the best of spir­its be­cause he had saved the goose. He held fast by the fox­tail, and swung with it—to one side—when the fox tried to catch him.

There was such a dance in that for­est that the dry beech-leaves fairly flew! Smirre swung round and round, but the tail swung too; while the boy kept a tight grip on it, so the fox could not grab him.

The boy was so gay af­ter his suc­cess that in the be­gin­ning, he laughed and made fun of the fox. But Smirre was per­se­ver­ing—as old hunters gen­er­ally are—and the boy be­gan to fear that he should be cap­tured in the end. Then he caught sight of a lit­tle, young beech-tree that had shot up as slen­der as a rod, that it might soon reach the free air above the canopy of branches which the old beeches spread above it.

Quick as a flash, he let go of the fox­tail and climbed the beech tree. Smirre Fox was so ex­cited that he con­tin­ued to dance around af­ter his tail.

“Don’t bother with the dance any longer!” said the boy.

But Smirre couldn’t en­dure the hu­mil­i­a­tion of his fail­ure to get the bet­ter of such a lit­tle tot, so he lay down un­der the tree, that he might keep a close watch on him.

The boy didn’t have any too good a time of it where he sat, astride a frail branch. The young beech did not, as yet, reach the high branch-canopy, so the boy couldn’t get over to an­other tree, and he didn’t dare to come down again. He was so cold and numb that he al­most lost his hold around the branch; and he was dread­fully sleepy; but he didn’t dare fall asleep for fear of tum­bling down.

My! but it was dis­mal to sit in that way the whole night through, out in the for­est! He never be­fore un­der­stood the real mean­ing of “night.” It was just as if the whole world had be­come pet­ri­fied, and never could come to life again.

Then it com­menced to dawn. The boy was glad that ev­ery­thing be­gan to look like it­self once more; al­though the chill was even sharper than it had been dur­ing the night.

Fi­nally, when the sun got up, it wasn’t yel­low but red. The boy thought it looked as though it were an­gry and he won­dered what it was an­gry about. Per­haps it was be­cause the night had made it so cold and gloomy on Earth, while the sun was away.

The sun­beams came down in great clus­ters, to see what the night had been up to. It could be seen how ev­ery­thing blushed—as if they all had guilty con­sciences. The clouds in the skies; the satiny beech-limbs; the lit­tle in­ter­twined branches of the for­est-canopy; the hoar­frost that cov­ered the fo­liage on the ground—ev­ery­thing grew flushed and red. More and more sun­beams came burst­ing through space, and soon the night’s ter­rors were driven away, and such a mar­vel­lous lot of liv­ing things came for­ward. The black wood­pecker, with the red neck, be­gan to ham­mer with its bill on the branch. The squir­rel glided from his nest with a nut, and sat down on a branch and be­gan to shell it. The star­ling came fly­ing with a worm, and the bullfinch sang in the tree­top.

Then the boy un­der­stood that the sun had said to all these tiny crea­tures: “Wake up now, and come out of your nests! I’m here! Now you need be afraid of noth­ing.”

The wild-goose call was heard from the lake, as they were pre­par­ing for flight; and soon all four­teen geese came fly­ing through the for­est. The boy tried to call to them, but they flew so high that his voice couldn’t reach them. They prob­a­bly be­lieved the fox had eaten him up; and they didn’t trou­ble them­selves to look for him.

The boy came near cry­ing with re­gret; but the sun stood up there—or­ange-coloured and happy—and put courage into the whole world. “It isn’t worth while, Nils Hol­gers­son, for you to be trou­bled about any­thing, as long as I’m here,” said the sun.



Goose-Play

Mon­day, March twenty-first.

Every­thing re­mained un­changed in the for­est—about as long as it takes a goose to eat her break­fast. But just as the morn­ing was verg­ing on forenoon, a goose came fly­ing, all by her­self, un­der the thick tree-canopy. She groped her way hes­i­tat­ingly, be­tween the stems and branches, and flew very slowly. As soon as Smirre Fox saw her, he left his place un­der the beech tree, and sneaked up to­ward her. The wild goose didn’t avoid the fox, but flew very close to him. Smirre made a high jump for her but he missed her; and the goose went on her way down to the lake.

It was not long be­fore an­other goose came fly­ing. She took the same route as the first one; and flew still lower and slower. She, too, flew close to Smirre Fox, and he made such a high spring for her, that his ears brushed her feet. But she, too, got away from him un­hurt, and went her way to­ward the lake, silent as a shadow.

A lit­tle while passed and then there came an­other wild goose. She flew still slower and lower; and it seemed even more dif­fi­cult for her to find her way be­tween the beech-branches. Smirre made a pow­er­ful spring! He was within a hair’s breadth of catch­ing her; but that goose also man­aged to save her­self.

Just af­ter she had dis­ap­peared, came a fourth. She flew so slowly, and so badly, that Smirre Fox thought he could catch her with­out much ef­fort, but he was afraid of fail­ure now, and con­cluded to let her fly past—un­mo­lested. She took the same di­rec­tion the oth­ers had taken; and just as she was come right above Smirre, she sank down so far that he was tempted to jump for her. He jumped so high that he touched her with his tail. But she flung her­self quickly to one side and saved her life.

Be­fore Smirre got through pant­ing, three more geese came fly­ing in a row. They flew just like the rest, and Smirre made high springs for them all, but he did not suc­ceed in catch­ing any­one of them.

After that came five geese; but these flew bet­ter than the oth­ers. And al­though it seemed as if they wanted to lure Smirre to jump, he with­stood the temp­ta­tion. After quite a long time came one sin­gle goose. It was the thir­teenth. This one was so old that she was gray all over, with­out a dark speck any­where on her body. She didn’t ap­pear to use one wing very well, but flew so wretch­edly and crookedly, that she al­most touched the ground. Smirre not only made a high leap for her, but he pur­sued her, run­ning and jump­ing all the way down to the lake. But not even this time did he get any­thing for his trou­ble.

When the four­teenth goose came along, it looked very pretty be­cause it was white. And as its great wings swayed, it glis­tened like a light, in the dark for­est. When Smirre Fox saw this one, he mus­tered all his re­sources and jumped half­way up to the tree-canopy. But the white one flew by un­hurt like the rest.

Now it was quiet for a mo­ment un­der the beeches. It looked as if the whole wild-goose-flock had trav­elled past.

Sud­denly Smirre re­mem­bered his pris­oner and raised his eyes to­ward the young beech-tree. And just as he might have ex­pected—the boy had dis­ap­peared.

But Smirre didn’t have much time to think about him; for now the first goose came back again from the lake and flew slowly un­der the canopy. In spite of all his ill luck, Smirre was glad that she came back, and darted af­ter her with a high leap. But he had been in too much of a hurry, and hadn’t taken the time to cal­cu­late the dis­tance, and he landed at one side of the goose. Then there came still an­other goose; then a third; a fourth; a fifth; and so on, un­til the an­gle closed in with the old ice-gray one, and the big white one. They all flew low and slow. Just as they swayed in the vicin­ity of Smirre Fox, they sank down—kind of invit­ing-like—for him to take them. Smirre ran af­ter them and made leaps a cou­ple of fath­oms high—but he couldn’t man­age to get hold of a sin­gle one of them.

It was the most aw­ful day that Smirre Fox had ever ex­pe­ri­enced. The wild geese kept on trav­el­ling over his head. They came and went—came and went. Great splen­did geese who had eaten them­selves fat on the Ger­man heaths and grain fields, swayed all day through the woods, and so close to him that he touched them many times; yet he was not per­mit­ted to ap­pease his hunger with a sin­gle one of them.

The win­ter was hardly gone yet, and Smirre re­called nights and days when he had been forced to tramp around in idle­ness, with not so much as a hare to hunt, when the rats hid them­selves un­der the frozen earth; and when the chick­ens were all shut up. But all the win­ter’s hunger had not been as hard to en­dure as this day’s mis­cal­cu­la­tions.

Smirre was no young fox. He had had the dogs af­ter him many a time, and had heard the bul­lets whizz around his ears. He had lain in hid­ing, down in the lair, while the dachshunds crept into the crevices and all but found him. But all the an­guish that Smirre Fox had been forced to suf­fer un­der this hot chase, was not to be com­pared with what he suf­fered ev­ery time that he missed one of the wild geese.

In the morn­ing, when the play be­gan, Smirre Fox had looked so stun­ning that the geese were amazed when they saw him. Smirre loved dis­play. His coat was a bril­liant red; his breast white; his nose black; and his tail was as bushy as a plume. But when the evening of this day was come, Smirre’s coat hung in loose folds. He was bathed in sweat; his eyes were with­out lus­tre; his tongue hung far out from his gap­ing jaws; and froth oozed from his mouth.

In the af­ter­noon Smirre was so ex­hausted that he grew deliri­ous. He saw noth­ing be­fore his eyes but fly­ing geese. He made leaps for sunspots which he saw on the ground; and for a poor lit­tle but­ter­fly that had come out of his chrysalis too soon.

The wild geese flew and flew, un­ceas­ingly. All day long they con­tin­ued to tor­ment Smirre. They were not moved to pity be­cause Smirre was done up, fevered, and out of his head. They con­tin­ued with­out a letup, al­though they un­der­stood that he hardly saw them, and that he jumped af­ter their shad­ows.

When Smirre Fox sank down on a pile of dry leaves, weak and pow­er­less and al­most ready to give up the ghost, they stopped teas­ing him.

“Now you know, Mr. Fox, what hap­pens to the one who dares to come near Akka of Keb­nekaise!” they shouted in his ear; and with that they left him in peace.





The Wonderful Journey of Nils


On the Farm

Thurs­day, March twenty-fourth.

Just at that time a thing hap­pened in Skåne which cre­ated a good deal of dis­cus­sion and even got into the news­pa­pers but which many be­lieved to be a fa­ble, be­cause they had not been able to ex­plain it.

It was about like this: A lady squir­rel had been cap­tured in the hazel­brush that grew on the shores of Vomb Lake, and was car­ried to a farm­house close by. All the folks on the farm—both young and old—were de­lighted with the pretty crea­ture with the bushy tail, the wise, in­quis­i­tive eyes, and the natty lit­tle feet. They in­tended to amuse them­selves all sum­mer by watch­ing its nim­ble move­ments; its in­ge­nious way of shelling nuts; and its droll play. They im­me­di­ately put in or­der an old squir­rel cage with a lit­tle green house and a wire-cylin­der wheel. The lit­tle house, which had both doors and win­dows, the lady squir­rel was to use as a din­ing room and bed­room. For this rea­son they placed therein a bed of leaves, a bowl of milk and some nuts. The cylin­der wheel, on the other hand, she was to use as a play­house, where she could run and climb and swing round.

The peo­ple be­lieved that they had ar­ranged things very com­fort­ably for the lady squir­rel, and they were as­ton­ished be­cause she didn’t seem to be con­tented; but, in­stead, she sat there, down­cast and moody, in a cor­ner of her room. Every now and again, she would let out a shrill, ag­o­nised cry. She did not touch the food; and not once did she swing round on the wheel. “It’s prob­a­bly be­cause she’s fright­ened,” said the farmer folk. “To­mor­row, when she feels more at home, she will both eat and play.”

Mean­while, the women folk on the farm were mak­ing prepa­ra­tions for a feast; and just on that day when the lady squir­rel had been cap­tured, they were busy with an elab­o­rate bake. They had had bad luck with some­thing: ei­ther the dough wouldn’t rise, or else they had been dila­tory, for they were obliged to work long af­ter dark.

Nat­u­rally there was a great deal of ex­cite­ment and bus­tle in the kitchen, and prob­a­bly no one there took time to think about the squir­rel, or to won­der how she was get­ting on. But there was an old grandma in the house who was too aged to take a hand in the bak­ing; this she her­self un­der­stood, but just the same she did not rel­ish the idea of be­ing left out of the game. She felt rather down­hearted; and for this rea­son she did not go to bed but seated her­self by the sit­ting-room win­dow and looked out.

They had opened the kitchen door on ac­count of the heat; and through it a clear ray of light streamed out on the yard; and it be­came so well lighted out there that the old woman could see all the cracks and holes in the plas­ter­ing on the wall op­po­site. She also saw the squir­rel cage which hung just where the light fell clear­est. And she no­ticed how the squir­rel ran from her room to the wheel, and from the wheel to her room, all night long, with­out stop­ping an in­stant. She thought it was a strange sort of un­rest that had come over the an­i­mal; but she be­lieved, of course, that the strong light kept her awake.

Between the cow-house and the sta­ble there was a broad, hand­some car­riage-gate; this too came within the light-ra­dius. As the night wore on, the old grandma saw a tiny crea­ture, no big­ger than a hand’s breadth, cau­tiously steal his way through the gate. He was dressed in leather breeches and wooden shoes like any other work­ing man. The old grandma knew at once that it was the elf, and she was not the least bit fright­ened. She had al­ways heard that the elf kept him­self some­where about the place, al­though she had never seen him be­fore; and an elf, to be sure, brought good luck wher­ever he ap­peared.

As soon as the elf came into the stone-paved yard, he ran right up to the squir­rel cage. And since it hung so high that he could not reach it, he went over to the store­house af­ter a rod; placed it against the cage, and swung him­self up—in the same way that a sailor climbs a rope. When he had reached the cage, he shook the door of the lit­tle green house as if he wanted to open it; but the old grandma didn’t move; for she knew that the chil­dren had put a pad­lock on the door, as they feared that the boys on the neigh­bour­ing farms would try to steal the squir­rel. The old woman saw that when the boy could not get the door open, the lady squir­rel came out to the wire wheel. There they held a long con­fer­ence to­gether. And when the boy had lis­tened to all that the im­pris­oned an­i­mal had to say to him, he slid down the rod to the ground, and ran out through the car­riage-gate.

The old woman didn’t ex­pect to see any­thing more of the elf that night, nev­er­the­less, she re­mained at the win­dow. After a few mo­ments had gone by, he re­turned. He was in such a hurry that it seemed to her as though his feet hardly touched the ground; and he rushed right up to the squir­rel cage. The old woman, with her far­sighted eyes, saw him dis­tinctly; and she also saw that he car­ried some­thing in his hands; but what it was she couldn’t imag­ine. The thing he car­ried in his left hand he laid down on the pave­ment; but that which he held in his right hand he took with him to the cage. He kicked so hard with his wooden shoes on the lit­tle win­dow that the glass was bro­ken. He poked in the thing which he held in his hand to the lady squir­rel. Then he slid down again, and took up that which he had laid upon the ground, and climbed up to the cage with that also. The next in­stant he ran off again with such haste that the old woman could hardly fol­low him with her eyes.

But now it was the old grandma who could no longer sit still in the cot­tage; but who, very slowly, went out to the back yard and sta­tioned her­self in the shadow of the pump to await the elf’s re­turn. And there was one other who had also seen him and had be­come cu­ri­ous. This was the house cat. He crept along slyly and stopped close to the wall, just two steps away from the stream of light. They both stood and waited, long and pa­tiently, on that chilly March night, and the old woman was just be­gin­ning to think about go­ing in again, when she heard a clat­ter on the pave­ment, and saw that the lit­tle mite of an elf came trot­ting along once more, car­ry­ing a bur­den in each hand, as he had done be­fore. That which he bore squealed and squirmed. And now a light dawned on the old grandma. She un­der­stood that the elf had hur­ried down to the hazel-grove and brought back the lady squir­rel’s ba­bies; and that he was car­ry­ing them to her so they shouldn’t starve to death.

The old grandma stood very still, so as not to dis­turb them; and it did not look as if the elf had no­ticed her. He was just go­ing to lay one of the ba­bies on the ground so that he could swing him­self up to the cage with the other one—when he saw the house cat’s green eyes glis­ten close be­side him. He stood there, be­wil­dered, with a young one in each hand.

He turned around and looked in all di­rec­tions; then he be­came aware of the old grandma’s pres­ence. Then he did not hes­i­tate long; but walked for­ward, stretched his arms as high as he could reach, for her to take one of the baby squir­rels.

The old grandma did not wish to prove her­self un­wor­thy of the con­fi­dence, so she bent down and took the baby squir­rel, and stood there and held it un­til the boy had swung him­self up to the cage with the other one. Then he came back for the one he had en­trusted to her care.

The next morn­ing, when the farm folk had gath­ered to­gether for break­fast, it was im­pos­si­ble for the old woman to re­frain from telling them of what she had seen the night be­fore. They all laughed at her, of course, and said that she had been only dream­ing. There were no baby squir­rels this early in the year.

But she was sure of her ground, and begged them to take a look into the squir­rel cage and this they did. And there lay on the bed of leaves, four tiny half-naked, half blind baby squir­rels, who were at least a cou­ple of days old.

When the farmer him­self saw the young ones, he said: “Be it as it may with this; but one thing is cer­tain, we, on this farm, have be­haved in such a man­ner that we are shamed be­fore both an­i­mals and hu­man be­ings.” And, there­upon, he took the mother squir­rel and all her young ones from the cage, and laid them in the old grandma’s lap. “Go thou out to the hazel-grove with them,” said he, “and let them have their free­dom back again!”

It was this event that was so much talked about, and which even got into the news­pa­pers, but which the ma­jor­ity would not credit be­cause they were not able to ex­plain how any­thing like that could have hap­pened.



Vittskövle

Satur­day, March twenty-sixth.

Two days later, an­other strange thing hap­pened. A flock of wild geese came fly­ing one morn­ing, and lit on a meadow down in Eastern Skåne not very far from Vittskövle manor. In the flock were thir­teen wild geese, of the usual gray va­ri­ety, and one white goosey-gan­der, who car­ried on his back a tiny lad dressed in yel­low leather breeches, green vest, and a white woollen to­bog­gan hood.

They were now very near the Eastern sea; and on the meadow where the geese had alighted the soil was sandy, as it usu­ally is on the sea­coast. It looked as if, for­merly, there had been fly­ing sand in this vicin­ity which had to be held down; for in sev­eral di­rec­tions large, planted pine-woods could be seen.

When the wild geese had been feed­ing a while, sev­eral chil­dren came along, and walked on the edge of the meadow. The goose who was on guard at once raised her­self into the air with noisy wing-strokes, so the whole flock should hear that there was dan­ger on foot. All the wild geese flew up­ward; but the white one trot­ted along on the ground un­con­cerned. When he saw the oth­ers fly he raised his head and called af­ter them: “You needn’t fly away from these! They are only a cou­ple of chil­dren!”

The lit­tle crea­ture, who had been rid­ing on his back, sat down upon a knoll on the out­skirts of the wood and picked a pine-cone in pieces, that he might get at the seeds. The chil­dren were so close to him that he did not dare to run across the meadow to the white one. He con­cealed him­self un­der a big, dry this­tle-leaf, and at the same time gave a warn­ing-cry. But the white one had ev­i­dently made up his mind not to let him­self be scared. He walked along on the ground all the while; and not once did he look to see in what di­rec­tion they were go­ing.

Mean­while, they turned from the path, walked across the field, get­ting nearer and nearer to the goosey-gan­der. When he fi­nally did look up, they were right upon him. He was so dum­founded, and be­came so con­fused, he for­got that he could fly, and tried to get out of their reach by run­ning. But the chil­dren fol­lowed, chas­ing him into a ditch, and there they caught him. The larger of the two stuck him un­der his arm and car­ried him off.

When the boy, who lay un­der the this­tle-leaf, saw this, he sprang up as if he wanted to take the goosey-gan­der away from them; then he must have re­mem­bered how lit­tle and pow­er­less he was, for he threw him­self on the knoll and beat upon the ground with his clenched fists.

The goosey-gan­der cried with all his might for help: “Thumbi­etot, come and help me! Oh, Thumbi­etot, come and help me!”

The boy be­gan to laugh in the midst of his dis­tress. “Oh, yes! I’m just the right one to help any­body, I am!” said he.

Any­way he got up and fol­lowed the goosey-gan­der. “I can’t help him,” said he, “but I shall at least find out where they are tak­ing him.”

The chil­dren had a good start; but the boy had no dif­fi­culty in keep­ing them within sight un­til they came to a hol­low where a brook gushed forth. But here he was obliged to run along­side of it for some lit­tle time, be­fore he could find a place nar­row enough for him to jump over.

When he came up from the hol­low the chil­dren had dis­ap­peared. He could see their foot­prints on a nar­row path which led to the woods, and these he con­tin­ued to fol­low.

Soon he came to a cross­road. Here the chil­dren must have sep­a­rated, for there were foot­prints in two di­rec­tions. The boy looked now as if all hope had fled. Then he saw a lit­tle white down on a heather-knoll, and he un­der­stood that the goosey-gan­der had dropped this by the way­side to let him know in which di­rec­tion he had been car­ried; and there­fore he con­tin­ued his search. He fol­lowed the chil­dren through the en­tire wood. The goosey-gan­der he did not see; but wher­ever he was likely to miss his way, lay a lit­tle white down to put him right.

The boy con­tin­ued faith­fully to fol­low the bits of down. They led him out of the wood, across a cou­ple of mead­ows, up on a road, and fi­nally through the en­trance of a broad al­lée. At the end of the al­lée there were gables and tow­ers of red tiling, dec­o­rated with bright bor­ders and other or­na­men­ta­tions that glit­tered and shone. When the boy saw that this was some great manor, he thought he knew what had be­come of the goosey-gan­der. “No doubt the chil­dren have car­ried the goosey-gan­der to the manor and sold him there. By this time he’s prob­a­bly butchered,” he said to him­self. But he did not seem to be sat­is­fied with any­thing less than proof pos­i­tive, and with re­newed courage he ran for­ward. He met no one in the al­lée—and that was well, for such as he are gen­er­ally afraid of be­ing seen by hu­man be­ings.

The man­sion which he came to was a splen­did, old-time struc­ture with four great wings which in­closed a court­yard. On the east wing, there was a high arch lead­ing into the court­yard. This far the boy ran with­out hes­i­ta­tion, but when he got there he stopped. He dared not ven­ture far­ther, but stood still and pon­dered what he should do now.

There he stood, with his fin­ger on his nose, think­ing, when he heard foot­steps be­hind him; and as he turned around he saw a whole com­pany march up the al­lée. In haste he stole be­hind a wa­ter-bar­rel which stood near the arch, and hid him­self.

Those who came up were some twenty young men from a folk-high-school, out on a walk­ing tour. They were ac­com­pa­nied by one of the in­struc­tors. When they were come as far as the arch, the teacher re­quested them to wait there a mo­ment, while he went in and asked if they might see the old cas­tle of Vittskövle.

The new­com­ers were warm and tired; as if they had been on a long tramp. One of them was so thirsty that he went over to the wa­ter-bar­rel and stooped down to drink. He had a tin box such as botanists use hang­ing about his neck. He ev­i­dently thought that this was in his way, for he threw it down on the ground. With this, the lid flew open, and one could see that there were a few spring flow­ers in it.

The botanist’s box dropped just in front of the boy; and he must have thought that here was his op­por­tu­nity to get into the cas­tle and find out what had be­come of the goosey-gan­der. He smug­gled him­self quickly into the box and con­cealed him­self as well as he could un­der the anemones and colt’s-foot.

He was hardly hid­den be­fore the young man picked the box up, hung it around his neck, and slammed down the cover.

Then the teacher came back, and said that they had been given per­mis­sion to en­ter the cas­tle. At first he con­ducted them no far­ther than the court­yard. There he stopped and be­gan to talk to them about this an­cient struc­ture.

He called their at­ten­tion to the first hu­man be­ings who had in­hab­ited this coun­try, and who had been obliged to live in moun­tain-grot­toes and earth-caves; in the dens of wild beasts, and in the brush­wood; and that a very long pe­riod had elapsed be­fore they learned to build them­selves huts from the trunks of trees. And af­ter­ward how long had they not been forced to labour and strug­gle, be­fore they had ad­vanced from the log cabin, with its sin­gle room, to the build­ing of a cas­tle with a hun­dred rooms—like Vittskövle!

It was about three hun­dred and fifty years ago that the rich and pow­er­ful built such cas­tles for them­selves, he said. It was very ev­i­dent that Vittskövle had been erected at a time when wars and rob­bers made it un­safe in Skåne. All around the cas­tle was a deep trench filled with wa­ter; and across this there had been a bridge in by­gone days that could be hoisted up. Over the gate-arch there is, even to this day, a watch­tower; and all along the sides of the cas­tle ran sen­try-gal­leries, and in the cor­ners stood tow­ers with walls a me­tre thick. Yet the cas­tle had not been erected in the most sav­age war time; for Jens Brahe, who built it, had also stud­ied to make of it a beau­ti­ful and dec­o­ra­tive or­na­ment. If they could see the big, solid stone struc­ture at Glim­minge, which had been built only a gen­er­a­tion ear­lier, they would read­ily see that Jans Hol­gersen Ulf­s­tand, the builder, hadn’t fig­ured upon any­thing else—only to build big and strong and se­cure, with­out be­stow­ing a thought upon mak­ing it beau­ti­ful and com­fort­able. If they vis­ited such cas­tles as Marsvin­sholm, Sno­geholm and Övid’s Clois­ter—which were erected a hun­dred years or so later—they would find that the times had be­come less war­like. The gen­tle­men who built these places, had not fur­nished them with for­ti­fi­ca­tions; but had only taken pains to pro­vide them­selves with great, splen­did dwelling houses.

The teacher talked at length—and in de­tail; and the boy who lay shut up in the box was pretty im­pa­tient; but he must have lain very still, for the owner of the box hadn’t the least sus­pi­cion that he was car­ry­ing him along.

Fi­nally the com­pany went into the cas­tle. But if the boy had hoped for a chance to crawl out of that box, he was de­ceived; for the stu­dent car­ried it upon him all the while, and the boy was obliged to ac­com­pany him through all the rooms. It was a te­dious tramp. The teacher stopped ev­ery other minute to ex­plain and in­struct.

In one room he found an old fire­place, and be­fore this he stopped to talk about the dif­fer­ent kinds of fire­places that had been used in the course of time. The first in­doors fire­place had been a big, flat stone on the floor of the hut, with an open­ing in the roof which let in both wind and rain. The next had been a big stone hearth with no open­ing in the roof. This must have made the hut very warm, but it also filled it with soot and smoke. When Vittskövle was built, the peo­ple had ad­vanced far enough to open the fire­place, which, at that time, had a wide chim­ney for the smoke; but it also took most of the warmth up in the air with it.

If that boy had ever in his life been cross and im­pa­tient, he was given a good les­son in pa­tience that day. It must have been a whole hour now that he had lain per­fectly still.

In the next room they came to, the teacher stopped be­fore an old-time bed with its high canopy and rich cur­tains. Im­me­di­ately he be­gan to talk about the beds and bed places of olden days.

The teacher didn’t hurry him­self; but then he did not know, of course, that a poor lit­tle crea­ture lay shut up in a botanist’s box, and only waited for him to get through. When they came to a room with gilded leather hang­ings, he talked to them about how the peo­ple had dressed their walls and ceil­ings ever since the be­gin­ning of time. And when he came to an old fam­ily por­trait, he told them all about the dif­fer­ent changes in dress. And in the ban­quet halls he de­scribed an­cient cus­toms of cel­e­brat­ing wed­dings and fu­ner­als.

There­upon, the teacher talked a lit­tle about the ex­cel­lent men and women who had lived in the cas­tle; about the old Bra­hes, and the old Barnekows; of Chris­tian Barnekow, who had given his horse to the king to help him es­cape; of Mar­gareta Ascheberg who had been mar­ried to Kjell Barnekow and who, when a widow, had man­aged the es­tates and the whole dis­trict for fifty-three years; of banker Hage­man, a farmer’s son from Vittskövle, who had grown so rich that he had bought the en­tire es­tate; about the St­jernsvärds, who had given the peo­ple of Skåne bet­ter ploughs, which en­abled them to dis­card the ridicu­lous old wooden ploughs that three oxen were hardly able to drag. Dur­ing all this, the boy lay still. If he had ever been mis­chievous and shut the cel­lar door on his fa­ther or mother, he un­der­stood now how they had felt; for it was hours and hours be­fore that teacher got through.

At last the teacher went out into the court­yard again. And there he dis­coursed upon the tire­less labour of mankind to pro­cure for them­selves tools and weapons, clothes and houses and or­na­ments. He said that such an old cas­tle as Vittskövle was a mile­post on time’s high­way. Here one could see how far the peo­ple had ad­vanced three hun­dred and fifty years ago; and one could judge for one­self whether things had gone for­ward or back­ward since their time.

But this dis­ser­ta­tion the boy es­caped hear­ing; for the stu­dent who car­ried him was thirsty again, and stole into the kitchen to ask for a drink of wa­ter. When the boy was car­ried into the kitchen, he should have tried to look around for the goosey-gan­der. He had be­gun to move; and as he did this, he hap­pened to press too hard against the lid—and it flew open. As botanists’ box-lids are al­ways fly­ing open, the stu­dent thought no more about the mat­ter but pressed it down again. Then the cook asked him if he had a snake in the box.

“No, I have only a few plants,” the stu­dent replied. “It was cer­tainly some­thing that moved there,” in­sisted the cook. The stu­dent threw back the lid to show her that she was mis­taken. “See for your­self—if—”

But he got no fur­ther, for now the boy dared not stay in the box any longer, but with one bound he stood on the floor, and out he rushed. The maids hardly had time to see what it was that ran, but they hur­ried af­ter it, nev­er­the­less.

The teacher still stood and talked when he was in­ter­rupted by shrill cries. “Catch him, catch him!” shrieked those who had come from the kitchen; and all the young men raced af­ter the boy, who glided away faster than a rat. They tried to in­ter­cept him at the gate, but it was not so easy to get a hold on such a lit­tle crea­ture, so, luck­ily, he got out in the open.

The boy did not dare to run down to­ward the open al­lée, but turned in an­other di­rec­tion. He rushed through the gar­den into the back yard. All the while the peo­ple raced af­ter him, shriek­ing and laugh­ing. The poor lit­tle thing ran as hard as ever he could to get out of their way; but still it looked as though the peo­ple would catch up with him.

As he rushed past a labourer’s cot­tage, he heard a goose cackle, and saw a white down ly­ing on the doorstep. There, at last, was the goosey-gan­der! He had been on the wrong track be­fore. He thought no more of house­maids and men, who were hound­ing him, but climbed up the steps—and into the hall­way. Farther he couldn’t come, for the door was locked. He heard how the goosey-gan­der cried and moaned in­side, but he couldn’t get the door open. The hunters that were pur­su­ing him came nearer and nearer, and, in the room, the goosey-gan­der cried more and more piti­fully. In this direst of needs the boy fi­nally plucked up courage and pounded on the door with all his might.

A child opened it, and the boy looked into the room. In the mid­dle of the floor sat a woman who held the goosey-gan­der tight to clip his quill-feath­ers. It was her chil­dren who had found him, and she didn’t want to do him any harm. It was her in­ten­tion to let him in among her own geese, had she only suc­ceeded in clip­ping his wings so he couldn’t fly away. But a worse fate could hardly have hap­pened to the goosey-gan­der, and he shrieked and moaned with all his might.

And a lucky thing it was that the woman hadn’t started the clip­ping sooner. Now only two quills had fallen un­der the shears’ when the door was opened—and the boy stood on the door­sill. But a crea­ture like that the woman had never seen be­fore. She couldn’t be­lieve any­thing else but that it was Goa-Nisse him­self;3 and in her ter­ror she dropped the shears, clasped her hands—and for­got to hold on to the goosey-gan­der.

As soon as he felt him­self freed, he ran to­ward the door. He didn’t give him­self time to stop; but, as he ran past him, he grabbed the boy by the neck­band and car­ried him along with him. On the stoop he spread his wings and flew up in the air; at the same time he made a grace­ful sweep with his neck and seated the boy on his smooth, downy back.

And off they flew—while all Vittskövle stood and stared af­ter them.



In Övid Cloister Park

All that day, when the wild geese played with the fox, the boy lay and slept in a de­serted squir­rel nest. When he awoke, along to­ward evening, he felt very un­easy. “Well, now I shall soon be sent home again! Then I’ll have to ex­hibit my­self be­fore fa­ther and mother,” thought he. But when he looked up and saw the wild geese, who lay and bathed in Vomb Lake—not one of them said a word about his go­ing. “They prob­a­bly think the white one is too tired to travel home with me tonight,” thought the boy.

The next morn­ing the geese were awake at day­break, long be­fore sun­rise. Now the boy felt sure that he’d have to go home; but, cu­ri­ously enough, both he and the white goosey-gan­der were per­mit­ted to fol­low the wild ones on their morn­ing tour. The boy couldn’t com­pre­hend the rea­son for the de­lay, but he fig­ured it out in this way, that the wild geese did not care to send the goosey-gan­der on such a long jour­ney un­til they had both eaten their fill. Come what might, he was only glad for ev­ery mo­ment that should pass be­fore he must face his par­ents.

The wild geese trav­elled over Övid’s Clois­ter es­tate which was sit­u­ated in a beau­ti­ful park east of the lake, and looked very im­pos­ing with its great cas­tle; its well planned court sur­rounded by low walls and pavil­ions; its fine old-time gar­den with cov­ered ar­bours, streams and foun­tains; its won­der­ful trees, trimmed bushes, and its evenly mown lawns with their beds of beau­ti­ful spring flow­ers.

When the wild geese rode over the es­tate in the early morn­ing hour there was no hu­man be­ing about. When they had care­fully as­sured them­selves of this, they low­ered them­selves to­ward the dog ken­nel, and shouted: “What kind of a lit­tle hut is this? What kind of a lit­tle hut is this?”

In­stantly the dog came out of his ken­nel—fu­ri­ously an­gry—and barked at the air.

“Do you call this a hut, you tramps! Can’t you see that this is a great stone cas­tle? Can’t you see what fine ter­races, and what a lot of pretty walls and win­dows and great doors it has, bow, wow, wow, wow? Don’t you see the grounds, can’t you see the gar­den, can’t you see the con­ser­va­to­ries, can’t you see the mar­ble stat­ues? You call this a hut, do you? Do huts have parks with beech-groves and hazel-bushes and trail­ing vines and oak trees and firs and hunt­ing-grounds filled with game, wow, wow, wow? Do you call this a hut? Have you seen huts with so many out­houses around them that they look like a whole vil­lage? You must know of a lot of huts that have their own church and their own par­son­age; and that rule over the dis­trict and the peas­ant homes and the neigh­bour­ing farms and bar­racks, wow, wow, wow? Do you call this a hut? To this hut be­long the rich­est pos­ses­sions in Skåne, you beg­gars! You can’t see a bit of land, from where you hang in the clouds, that does not obey com­mands from this hut, wow, wow, wow!”

All this the dog man­aged to cry out in one breath; and the wild geese flew back and forth over the es­tate, and lis­tened to him un­til he was winded. But then they cried: “What are you so mad about? We didn’t ask about the cas­tle; we only wanted to know about your ken­nel, stupid!”

When the boy heard this joke, he laughed; then a thought stole in on him which at once made him se­ri­ous. “Think how many of these amus­ing things you would hear, if you could go with the wild geese through the whole coun­try, all the way up to La­p­land!” said he to him­self. “And just now, when you are in such a bad fix, a trip like that would be the best thing you could hit upon.”

The wild geese trav­elled to one of the wide fields, east of the es­tate, to eat grass­roots, and they kept this up for hours. In the mean­time, the boy wan­dered in the great park which bor­dered the field. He hunted up a beech­nut grove and be­gan to look up at the bushes, to see if a nut from last fall still hung there. But again and again the thought of the trip came over him, as he walked in the park. He pic­tured to him­self what a fine time he would have if he went with the wild geese. To freeze and starve: that he be­lieved he should have to do of­ten enough; but as a rec­om­pense, he would es­cape both work and study.

As he walked there, the old gray leader-goose came up to him, and asked if he had found any­thing eat­able. No, that he hadn’t, he replied, and then she tried to help him. She couldn’t find any nuts ei­ther, but she dis­cov­ered a cou­ple of dried blos­soms that hung on a brier-bush. Th­ese the boy ate with a good rel­ish. But he won­dered what mother would say, if she knew that he had lived on raw fish and old win­ter-dried blos­soms.

When the wild geese had fi­nally eaten them­selves full, they bore off to­ward the lake again, where they amused them­selves with games un­til al­most din­ner time.

The wild geese chal­lenged the white goosey-gan­der to take part in all kinds of sports. They had swim­ming races, run­ning races, and fly­ing races with him. The big tame one did his level best to hold his own, but the clever wild geese beat him ev­ery time. All the while, the boy sat on the goosey-gan­der’s back and en­cour­aged him, and had as much fun as the rest. They laughed and screamed and cack­led, and it was re­mark­able that the peo­ple on the es­tate didn’t hear them.

When the wild geese were tired of play, they flew out on the ice and rested for a cou­ple of hours. The af­ter­noon they spent in pretty much the same way as the forenoon. First, a cou­ple of hours feed­ing, then bathing and play in the wa­ter near the ice-edge un­til sun­set, when they im­me­di­ately ar­ranged them­selves for sleep.

“This is just the life that suits me,” thought the boy when he crept in un­der the gan­der’s wing. “But to­mor­row, I sup­pose I’ll be sent home.”

Be­fore he fell asleep, he lay and thought that if he might go along with the wild geese, he would es­cape all scold­ings be­cause he was lazy. Then he could cut loose ev­ery day, and his only worry would be to get some­thing to eat. But he needed so lit­tle nowa­days; and there would al­ways be a way to get that.

So he pic­tured the whole scene to him­self; what he should see, and all the ad­ven­tures that he would be in on. Yes, it would be some­thing dif­fer­ent from the wear and tear at home. “If I could only go with the wild geese on their trav­els, I shouldn’t grieve be­cause I’d been trans­formed,” thought the boy.

He wasn’t afraid of any­thing—ex­cept be­ing sent home; but not even on Wed­nes­day did the geese say any­thing to him about go­ing. That day passed in the same way as Tues­day; and the boy grew more and more con­tented with the out­door life. He thought that he had the lovely Övid Clois­ter park—which was as large as a for­est—all to him­self; and he wasn’t anx­ious to go back to the stuffy cabin and the lit­tle patch of ground there at home.

On Wed­nes­day he be­lieved that the wild geese thought of keep­ing him with them; but on Thurs­day he lost hope again.

Thurs­day be­gan just like the other days; the geese fed on the broad mead­ows, and the boy hunted for food in the park. After a while Akka came to him, and asked if he had found any­thing to eat. No, he had not; and then she looked up a dry car­away herb, that had kept all its tiny seeds in­tact.

When the boy had eaten, Akka said that she thought he ran around in the park al­to­gether too reck­lessly. She won­dered if he knew how many en­e­mies he had to guard against—he, who was so lit­tle. No, he didn’t know any­thing at all about that. Then Akka be­gan to enu­mer­ate them for him.

When­ever he walked in the park, she said, that he must look out for the fox and the marten; when he came to the shores of the lake, he must think of the ot­ters; as he sat on the stone wall, he must not for­get the weasels, who could creep through the small­est holes; and if he wished to lie down and sleep on a pile of leaves, he must first find out if the adders were not sleep­ing their win­ter sleep in the same pile. As soon as he came out in the open fields, he should keep an eye out for hawks and buz­zards; for ea­gles and fal­cons that soared in the air. In the bram­ble-bush he could be cap­tured by the spar­row-hawks; mag­pies and crows were found ev­ery­where and in these he mustn’t place any too much con­fi­dence. As soon as it was dusk, he must keep his ears open and lis­ten for the big owls, who flew along with such sound­less wing-strokes that they could come right up to him be­fore he was aware of their pres­ence.

When the boy heard that there were so many who were af­ter his life, he thought that it would be sim­ply im­pos­si­ble for him to es­cape. He was not par­tic­u­larly afraid to die, but he didn’t like the idea of be­ing eaten up, so he asked Akka what he should do to pro­tect him­self from the car­niv­o­rous an­i­mals.

Akka an­swered at once that the boy should try to get on good terms with all the small an­i­mals in the woods and fields: with the squir­rel-folk, and the hare-fam­ily; with bullfinches and the tit­mice and wood­peck­ers and larks. If he made friends with them, they could warn him against dan­gers, find hid­ing places for him, and pro­tect him.

But later in the day, when the boy tried to profit by this coun­sel, and turned to Sirle Squir­rel4 to ask for his pro­tec­tion, it was ev­i­dent that he did not care to help him. “You surely can’t ex­pect any­thing from me, or the rest of the small an­i­mals!” said Sirle. “Don’t you think we know that you are Nils the goose boy, who tore down the swal­low’s nest last year, crushed the star­ling’s eggs, threw baby crows in the marl-ditch, caught thrushes in snares, and put squir­rels in cages? You just help your­self as well as you can; and you may be thank­ful that we do not form a league against you, and drive you back to your own kind!”

This was just the sort of an­swer the boy would not have let go un­pun­ished, in the days when he was Nils the goose boy. But now he was only fear­ful lest the wild geese, too, had found out how wicked he could be. He had been so anx­ious for fear he wouldn’t be per­mit­ted to stay with the wild geese, that he hadn’t dared to get into the least lit­tle mis­chief since he joined their com­pany. It was true that he didn’t have the power to do much harm now, but, lit­tle as he was, he could have de­stroyed many birds’ nests, and crushed many eggs, if he’d been in a mind to. Now he had been good. He hadn’t pulled a feather from a goose-wing, or given any­one a rude an­swer; and ev­ery morn­ing when he called upon Akka he had al­ways re­moved his cap and bowed.

All day Thurs­day he thought it was surely on ac­count of his wicked­ness that the wild geese did not care to take him along up to La­p­land. And in the evening, when he heard that Sirle Squir­rel’s wife had been stolen, and her chil­dren were starv­ing to death, he made up his mind to help them. And we have al­ready been told how well he suc­ceeded.

When the boy came into the park on Fri­day, he heard the bullfinches sing in ev­ery bush, of how Sirle Squir­rel’s wife had been car­ried away from her chil­dren by cruel rob­bers, and how Nils, the goose boy, had risked his life among hu­man be­ings, and taken the lit­tle squir­rel chil­dren to her.

“And who is so hon­oured in Övid Clois­ter park now, as Thumbi­etot!” sang the bullfinch; “he, whom all feared when he was Nils the goose boy? Sirle Squir­rel will give him nuts; the poor hares are go­ing to play with him; the small wild an­i­mals will carry him on their backs, and fly away with him when Smirre Fox ap­proaches. The tit­mice are go­ing to warn him against the hawk, and the finches and larks will sing of his val­our.”

The boy was ab­so­lutely cer­tain that both Akka and the wild geese had heard all this. But still Fri­day passed and not one word did they say about his re­main­ing with them.

Un­til Satur­day the wild geese fed in the fields around Övid, undis­turbed by Smirre Fox.

But on Satur­day morn­ing, when they came out in the mead­ows, he lay in wait for them, and chased them from one field to an­other, and they were not al­lowed to eat in peace. When Akka un­der­stood that he didn’t in­tend to leave them in peace, she came to a de­ci­sion quickly, raised her­self into the air and flew with her flock sev­eral miles away, over Färs’ plains and Lin­deröd­sosen’s hills. They did not stop be­fore they had ar­rived in the dis­trict of Vittskövle.

But at Vittskövle the goosey-gan­der was stolen, and how it hap­pened has al­ready been re­lated. If the boy had not used all his pow­ers to help him he would never again have been found.

On Satur­day evening, as the boy came back to Vomb Lake with the goosey-gan­der, he thought that he had done a good day’s work; and he spec­u­lated a good deal on what Akka and the wild geese would say to him. The wild geese were not at all spar­ing in their praises, but they did not say the word he was long­ing to hear.

Then Sun­day came again. A whole week had gone by since the boy had been be­witched, and he was still just as lit­tle.

But he didn’t ap­pear to be giv­ing him­self any ex­tra worry on ac­count of this thing. On Sun­day af­ter­noon he sat hud­dled to­gether in a big, fluffy osier-bush, down by the lake, and blew on a reed-pipe. All around him there sat as many finches and bullfinches and star­lings as the bush could well hold—who sang songs which he tried to teach him­self to play. But the boy was not at home in this art. He blew so false that the feath­ers raised them­selves on the lit­tle mu­sic-mas­ters and they shrieked and flut­tered in their de­spair. The boy laughed so heartily at their ex­cite­ment, that he dropped his pipe.

He be­gan once again, and that went just as badly. Then all the lit­tle birds wailed: “To­day you play worse than usual, Thumbi­etot! You don’t take one true note! Where are your thoughts, Thumbi­etot?”

“They are else­where,” said the boy—and this was true. He sat there and pon­dered how long he would be al­lowed to re­main with the wild geese; or if he should be sent home per­haps to­day.

Fi­nally the boy threw down his pipe and jumped from the bush. He had seen Akka, and all the wild geese, com­ing to­ward him in a long row. They walked so un­com­monly slow and dig­ni­fied-like, that the boy im­me­di­ately un­der­stood that now he should learn what they in­tended to do with him.

When they stopped at last, Akka said: “You may well have rea­son to won­der at me, Thumbi­etot, who have not said thanks to you for sav­ing me from Smirre Fox. But I am one of those who would rather give thanks by deeds than words. I have sent word to the elf that be­witched you. At first he didn’t want to hear any­thing about cur­ing you; but I have sent mes­sage upon mes­sage to him, and told him how well you have con­ducted your­self among us. He greets you, and says, that as soon as you turn back home, you shall be hu­man again.”

But think of it! Just as happy as the boy had been when the wild geese be­gan to speak, just that mis­er­able was he when they had fin­ished. He didn’t say a word, but turned away and wept.

“What in all the world is this?” said Akka. “It looks as though you had ex­pected more of me than I have of­fered you.”

But the boy was think­ing of the care­free days and the ban­ter; and of ad­ven­ture and free­dom and travel, high above the Earth, that he should miss, and he ac­tu­ally bawled with grief. “I don’t want to be hu­man,” said he. “I want to go with you to La­p­land.”

“I’ll tell you some­thing,” said Akka. “That elf is very touchy, and I’m afraid that if you do not ac­cept his of­fer now, it will be dif­fi­cult for you to coax him an­other time.”

It was a strange thing about that boy—as long as he had lived, he had never cared for any­one. He had not cared for his fa­ther or mother; not for the school teacher; not for his school­mates; nor for the boys in the neigh­bour­hood. All that they had wished to have him do—whether it had been work or play—he had only thought tire­some. There­fore there was no one whom he missed or longed for.

The only ones that he had come any­where near agree­ing with, were Osa, the goose girl, and lit­tle Mats—a cou­ple of chil­dren who had tended geese in the fields, like him­self. But he didn’t care par­tic­u­larly for them ei­ther. No, far from it! “I don’t want to be hu­man,” bawled the boy. “I want to go with you to La­p­land. That’s why I’ve been good for a whole week!”

“I don’t want to for­bid you to come along with us as far as you like,” said Akka, “but think first if you wouldn’t rather go home again. A day may come when you will re­gret this.”

“No,” said the boy, “that’s noth­ing to re­gret. I have never been as well off as here with you.”

“Well then, let it be as you wish,” said Akka.

“Thanks!” said the boy, and he felt so happy that he had to cry for very joy—just as he had cried be­fore from sor­row.





Glimminge Castle


Black Rats and Gray Rats

In south­east­ern Skåne—not far from the sea there is an old cas­tle called Glim­minge. It is a big and sub­stan­tial stone house; and can be seen over the plain for miles around. It is not more than four sto­ries high; but it is so pon­der­ous that an or­di­nary farm­house, which stands on the same es­tate, looks like a lit­tle chil­dren’s play­house in com­par­i­son.

The big stone house has such thick ceil­ings and par­ti­tions that there is scarcely room in its in­te­rior for any­thing but the thick walls. The stairs are nar­row, the en­trances small; and the rooms few. That the walls might re­tain their strength, there are only the fewest num­ber of win­dows in the up­per sto­ries, and none at all are found in the lower ones. In the old war times, the peo­ple were just as glad that they could shut them­selves up in a strong and mas­sive house like this, as one is nowa­days to be able to creep into furs in a snap­ping cold win­ter. But when the time of peace came, they did not care to live in the dark and cold stone halls of the old cas­tle any longer. They have long since de­serted the big Glim­minge cas­tle, and moved into dwelling places where the light and air can pen­e­trate.

At the time when Nils Hol­gers­son wan­dered around with the wild geese, there were no hu­man be­ings in Glim­minge cas­tle; but for all that, it was not with­out in­hab­i­tants. Every sum­mer there lived a stork cou­ple in a large nest on the roof. In a nest in the at­tic lived a pair of gray owls; in the se­cret pas­sages hung bats; in the kitchen oven lived an old cat; and down in the cel­lar there were hun­dreds of old black rats.

Rats are not held in very high es­teem by other an­i­mals; but the black rats at Glim­minge cas­tle were an ex­cep­tion. They were al­ways men­tioned with re­spect, be­cause they had shown great val­our in bat­tle with their en­e­mies; and much en­durance un­der the great mis­for­tunes which had be­fallen their kind. They nom­i­nally be­long to a rat-folk who, at one time, had been very nu­mer­ous and pow­er­ful, but who were now dy­ing out. Dur­ing a long pe­riod of time, the black rats owned Skåne and the whole coun­try. They were found in ev­ery cel­lar; in ev­ery at­tic; in larders and cow­houses and barns; in brew­eries and flour-mills; in churches and cas­tles; in ev­ery man-con­structed build­ing. But now they were ban­ished from all this—and were al­most ex­ter­mi­nated. Only in one and an­other old and se­cluded place could one run across a few of them; and nowhere were they to be found in such large num­bers as in Glim­minge cas­tle.

When an an­i­mal folk die out, it is gen­er­ally the hu­man kind who are the cause of it; but that was not the case in this in­stance. The peo­ple had cer­tainly strug­gled with the black rats, but they had not been able to do them any harm worth men­tion­ing. Those who had con­quered them were an an­i­mal folk of their own kind, who were called gray rats.

Th­ese gray rats had not lived in the land since time im­memo­rial, like the black rats, but de­scended from a cou­ple of poor im­mi­grants who landed in Malmö from a Libyan sloop about a hun­dred years ago. They were home­less, starved-out wretches who stuck close to the har­bour, swam among the piles un­der the bridges, and ate refuse that was thrown in the wa­ter. They never ven­tured into the city, which was owned by the black rats.

But grad­u­ally, as the gray rats in­creased in num­ber they grew bolder. At first they moved over to some waste places and con­demned old houses which the black rats had aban­doned. They hunted their food in gut­ters and dirt heaps, and made the most of all the rub­bish that the black rats did not deign to take care of. They were hardy, con­tented and fear­less; and within a few years they had be­come so pow­er­ful that they un­der­took to drive the black rats out of Malmö. They took from them at­tics, cel­lars and store­rooms, starved them out or bit them to death, for they were not at all afraid of fight­ing.

When Malmö was cap­tured, they marched for­ward in small and large com­pa­nies to con­quer the whole coun­try. It is al­most im­pos­si­ble to com­pre­hend why the black rats did not muster them­selves into a great, united war-ex­pe­di­tion to ex­ter­mi­nate the gray rats, while these were still few in num­bers. But the black rats were so cer­tain of their power that they could not be­lieve it pos­si­ble for them to lose it. They sat still on their es­tates, and in the mean­time the gray rats took from them farm af­ter farm, city af­ter city. They were starved out, forced out, rooted out. In Skåne they had not been able to main­tain them­selves in a sin­gle place ex­cept Glim­minge cas­tle.

The old cas­tle had such se­cure walls and such few rat pas­sages led through these, that the black rats had man­aged to pro­tect them­selves, and to pre­vent the gray rats from crowd­ing in. Night af­ter night, year af­ter year, the strug­gle had con­tin­ued be­tween the ag­gres­sors and the de­fend­ers; but the black rats had kept faith­ful watch, and had fought with the ut­most con­tempt for death, and, thanks to the fine old house, they had al­ways con­quered.

It will have to be ac­knowl­edged that as long as the black rats were in power they were as much shunned by all other liv­ing crea­tures as the gray rats are in our day—and for just cause; they had thrown them­selves upon poor, fet­tered pris­on­ers, and tor­tured them; they had rav­ished the dead; they had stolen the last turnip from the cel­lars of the poor; bit­ten off the feet of sleep­ing geese; robbed eggs and chicks from the hens; and com­mit­ted a thou­sand depre­da­tions. But since they had come to grief, all this seemed to have been for­got­ten; and no one could help but mar­vel at the last of a race that had held out so long against its en­e­mies.

The gray rats that lived in the court­yard at Glim­minge and in the vicin­ity, kept up a con­tin­u­ous war­fare and tried to watch out for ev­ery pos­si­ble chance to cap­ture the cas­tle. One would fancy that they should have al­lowed the lit­tle com­pany of black rats to oc­cupy Glim­minge cas­tle in peace, since they them­selves had ac­quired all the rest of the coun­try; but you may be sure this thought never oc­curred to them. They were wont to say that it was a point of hon­our with them to con­quer the black rats at some time or other. But those who were ac­quainted with the gray rats must have known that it was be­cause the hu­man kind used Glim­minge cas­tle as a grain store­house that the gray ones could not rest be­fore they had taken pos­ses­sion of the place.



The Stork

Mon­day, March twenty-eighth.

Early one morn­ing the wild geese who stood and slept on the ice in Vomb Lake were awak­ened by long calls from the air. “Trirop, Trirop!” it sounded, “Tri­anut, the crane, sends greet­ings to Akka, the wild goose, and her flock. To­mor­row will be the day of the great crane dance on Kul­laberg.”

Akka raised her head and an­swered at once: “Greet­ings and thanks! Greet­ings and thanks!”

With that, the cranes flew far­ther; and the wild geese heard them for a long while—where they trav­elled and called out over ev­ery field, and ev­ery wooded hill: “Tri­anut sends greet­ings. To­mor­row will be the day of the great crane dance on Kul­laberg.”

The wild geese were very happy over this in­vi­ta­tion. “You’re in luck,” they said to the white goosey-gan­der, “to be per­mit­ted to at­tend the great crane dance on Kul­laberg!”

“Is it then so re­mark­able to see cranes dance?” asked the goosey-gan­der.

“It is some­thing that you have never even dreamed about!” replied the wild geese.

“Now we must think out what we shall do with Thumbi­etot to­mor­row—so that no harm can come to him, while we run over to Kul­laberg,” said Akka.

“Thumbi­etot shall not be left alone!” said the goosey-gan­der. “If the cranes won’t let him see their dance, then I’ll stay with him.”

“No hu­man be­ing has ever been per­mit­ted to at­tend the An­i­mal’s Congress, at Kul­laberg,” said Akka, “and I shouldn’t dare to take Thumbi­etot along. But we’ll dis­cuss this more at length later in the day. Now we must first and fore­most think about get­ting some­thing to eat.”

With that Akka gave the sig­nal to ad­journ. On this day she also sought her feed­ing-place a good dis­tance away, on Smirre Fox’s ac­count, and she didn’t alight un­til she came to the swampy mead­ows a lit­tle south of Glim­minge cas­tle.

All that day the boy sat on the shores of a lit­tle pond, and blew on reed-pipes. He was out of sorts be­cause he shouldn’t see the crane dance, and he just couldn’t say a word, ei­ther to the goosey-gan­der, or to any of the oth­ers.

It was pretty hard that Akka should still doubt him. When a boy had given up be­ing hu­man, just to travel around with a few wild geese, they surely ought to un­der­stand that he had no de­sire to be­tray them. Then, too, they ought to un­der­stand that when he had re­nounced so much to fol­low them, it was their duty to let him see all the won­ders they could show him.

“I’ll have to speak my mind right out to them,” thought he. But hour af­ter hour passed, still he hadn’t come round to it. It may sound re­mark­able—but the boy had ac­tu­ally ac­quired a kind of re­spect for the old leader-goose. He felt that it was not easy to pit his will against hers.

On one side of the swampy meadow, where the wild geese fed, there was a broad stone hedge. Toward evening when the boy fi­nally raised his head to speak to Akka, his glance hap­pened to rest on this hedge. He ut­tered a lit­tle cry of sur­prise, and all the wild geese in­stantly looked up, and stared in the same di­rec­tion. At first, both the geese and the boy thought that all the round, gray stones in the hedge had ac­quired legs, and were start­ing on a run; but soon they saw that it was a com­pany of rats who ran over it. They moved very rapidly, and ran for­ward, tightly packed, line upon line, and were so nu­mer­ous that, for some time, they cov­ered the en­tire stone hedge.

The boy had been afraid of rats, even when he was a big, strong hu­man be­ing. Then what must his feel­ings be now, when he was so tiny that two or three of them could over­power him? One shud­der af­ter an­other trav­elled down his spinal col­umn as he stood and stared at them.

But strangely enough, the wild geese seemed to feel the same aver­sion to­ward the rats that he did. They did not speak to them; and when they were gone, they shook them­selves as if their feath­ers had been mud-spat­tered.

“Such a lot of gray rats abroad!” said Iksi from Vas­si­paure. “That’s not a good omen.”

The boy in­tended to take ad­van­tage of this op­por­tu­nity to say to Akka that he thought she ought to let him go with them to Kul­laberg, but he was pre­vented anew, for all of a sud­den a big bird came down in the midst of the geese.

One could be­lieve, when one looked at this bird, that he had bor­rowed body, neck and head from a lit­tle white goose. But in ad­di­tion to this, he had pro­cured for him­self large black wings, long red legs, and a thick bill, which was too large for the lit­tle head, and weighed it down un­til it gave him a sad and wor­ried look.

Akka at once straight­ened out the folds of her wings, and curt­sied many times as she ap­proached the stork. She wasn’t spe­cially sur­prised to see him in Skåne so early in the spring, be­cause she knew that the male storks are in the habit of com­ing in good sea­son to take a look at the nest, and see that it hasn’t been dam­aged dur­ing the win­ter, be­fore the fe­male storks go to the trou­ble of fly­ing over the East sea. But she won­dered very much what it might sig­nify that he sought her out, since storks pre­fer to as­so­ciate with mem­bers of their own fam­ily.

“I can hardly be­lieve that there is any­thing wrong with your house, Herr Er­men­rich,” said Akka.

It was ap­par­ent now that it is true what they say: a stork can sel­dom open his bill with­out com­plain­ing. But what made the thing he said sound even more dole­ful was that it was dif­fi­cult for him to speak out. He stood for a long time and only clat­tered with his bill; af­ter­ward he spoke in a hoarse and fee­ble voice. He com­plained about ev­ery­thing: the nest—which was sit­u­ated at the very top of the rooftree at Glim­minge cas­tle—had been to­tally de­stroyed by win­ter storms; and no food could he get any more in Skåne. The peo­ple of Skåne were ap­pro­pri­at­ing all his pos­ses­sions. They dug out his marshes and laid waste his swamps. He in­tended to move away from this coun­try, and never re­turn to it again.

While the stork grum­bled, Akka, the wild goose who had nei­ther home nor pro­tec­tion, could not help think­ing to her­self: “If I had things as com­fort­able as you have, Herr Er­men­rich, I should be above com­plain­ing. You have re­mained a free and wild bird; and still you stand so well with hu­man be­ings that no one will fire a shot at you, or steal an egg from your nest.” But all this she kept to her­self. To the stork she only re­marked, that she couldn’t be­lieve he would be will­ing to move from a house where storks had resided ever since it was built.

Then the stork sud­denly asked the geese if they had seen the gray rats who were march­ing to­ward Glim­minge cas­tle. When Akka replied that she had seen the hor­rid crea­tures, he be­gan to tell her about the brave black rats who, for years, had de­fended the cas­tle. “But this night Glim­minge cas­tle will fall into the gray rats’ power,” sighed the stork.

“And why just this night, Herr Er­men­rich?” asked Akka.

“Well, be­cause nearly all the black rats went over to Kul­laberg last night,” said the stork, “since they had counted on all the rest of the an­i­mals also hur­ry­ing there. But you see that the gray rats have stayed at home; and now they are mus­ter­ing to storm the cas­tle tonight, when it will be de­fended by only a few old crea­tures who are too fee­ble to go over to Kul­laberg. They’ll prob­a­bly ac­com­plish their pur­pose. But I have lived here in har­mony with the black rats for so many years, that it does not please me to live in a place in­hab­ited by their en­e­mies.”

Akka un­der­stood now that the stork had be­come so en­raged over the gray rats’ mode of ac­tion, that he had sought her out as an ex­cuse to com­plain about them. But af­ter the man­ner of storks, he cer­tainly had done noth­ing to avert the dis­as­ter. “Have you sent word to the black rats, Herr Er­men­rich?” she asked.

“No,” replied the stork, “that wouldn’t be of any use. Be­fore they can get back, the cas­tle will be taken.”

“You mustn’t be so sure of that, Herr Er­men­rich,” said Akka. “I know an old wild goose, I do, who will gladly pre­vent out­rages of this kind.”

When Akka said this, the stork raised his head and stared at her. And it was not sur­pris­ing, for Akka had nei­ther claws nor bill that were fit for fight­ing; and, in the bar­gain, she was a day bird, and as soon as it grew dark she fell help­lessly asleep, while the rats did their fight­ing at night.

But Akka had ev­i­dently made up her mind to help the black rats. She called Iksi from Vas­si­jaure, and or­dered him to take the wild geese over to Vonib Lake; and when the geese made ex­cuses, she said au­thor­i­ta­tively: “I be­lieve it will be best for us all that you obey me. I must fly over to the big stone house, and if you fol­low me, the peo­ple on the place will be sure to see us, and shoot us down. The only one that I want to take with me on this trip is Thumbi­etot. He can be of great ser­vice to me be­cause he has good eyes, and can keep awake at night.”

The boy was in his most con­trary mood that day. And when he heard what Akka said, he raised him­self to his full height and stepped for­ward, his hands be­hind him and his nose in the air, and he in­tended to say that he, most as­suredly, did not wish to take a hand in the fight with gray rats. She might look around for as­sis­tance else­where.

But the in­stant the boy was seen, the stork be­gan to move. He had stood be­fore, as storks gen­er­ally stand, with head bent down­ward and the bill pressed against the neck. But now a gur­gle was heard deep down in his wind­pipe; as though he would have laughed. Quick as a flash, he low­ered the bill, grabbed the boy, and tossed him a cou­ple of me­tres in the air. This feat he per­formed seven times, while the boy shrieked and the geese shouted: “What are you try­ing to do, Herr Er­men­rich? That’s not a frog. That’s a hu­man be­ing, Herr Er­men­rich.”

Fi­nally the stork put the boy down en­tirely un­hurt. There­upon he said to Akka, “I’ll fly back to Glim­minge cas­tle now, mother Akka. All who live there were very much wor­ried when I left. You may be sure they’ll be very glad when I tell them that Akka, the wild goose, and Thumbi­etot, the hu­man elf, are on their way to res­cue them.” With that the stork craned his neck, raised his wings, and darted off like an ar­row when it leaves a well-drawn bow. Akka un­der­stood that he was mak­ing fun of her, but she didn’t let it bother her. She waited un­til the boy had found his wooden shoes, which the stork had shaken off; then she put him on her back and fol­lowed the stork. On his own ac­count, the boy made no ob­jec­tion, and said not a word about not want­ing to go along. He had be­come so fu­ri­ous with the stork, that he ac­tu­ally sat and puffed. That long, red-legged thing be­lieved he was of no ac­count just be­cause he was lit­tle; but he would show him what kind of a man Nils Hol­gers­son from West Vem­minghög was.

A cou­ple of mo­ments later Akka stood in the storks’ nest. It had a wheel for foun­da­tion, and over this lay sev­eral grass-mats, and some twigs. The nest was so old that many shrubs and plants had taken root up there; and when the mother stork sat on her eggs in the round hole in the mid­dle of the nest, she not only had the beau­ti­ful out­look over a goodly por­tion of Skåne to en­joy, but she had also the wild brier-blos­soms and house-leeks to look upon.

Both Akka and the boy saw im­me­di­ately that some­thing was go­ing on here which turned up­side down the most reg­u­lar or­der. On the edge of the stork-nest sat two gray owls, an old, gray-streaked cat, and a dozen old, de­crepit rats with pro­trud­ing teeth and wa­tery eyes. They were not ex­actly the sort of an­i­mals one usu­ally finds liv­ing peace­ably to­gether.

Not one of them turned around to look at Akka, or to bid her wel­come. They thought of noth­ing ex­cept to sit and stare at some long, gray lines, which came into sight here and there—on the win­ter-naked mead­ows.

All the black rats were silent. One could see that they were in deep de­spair, and prob­a­bly knew that they could nei­ther de­fend their own lives nor the cas­tle. The two owls sat and rolled their big eyes, and twisted their great, en­cir­cling eye­brows, and talked in hol­low, ghost­like voices, about the aw­ful cru­elty of the gray rats, and that they would have to move away from their nest, be­cause they had heard it said of them that they spared nei­ther eggs nor baby birds. The old gray-streaked cat was pos­i­tive that the gray rats would bite him to death, since they were com­ing into the cas­tle in such great num­bers, and he scolded the black rats in­ces­santly. “How could you be so id­i­otic as to let your best fight­ers go away?” said he. “How could you trust the gray rats? It is ab­so­lutely un­par­don­able!”

The twelve black rats did not say a word. But the stork, de­spite his mis­ery, could not re­frain from teas­ing the cat. “Don’t worry so, Mon­sie house-cat!”5 said he. “Can’t you see that mother Akka and Thumbi­etot have come to save the cas­tle? You can be cer­tain that they’ll suc­ceed. Now I must stand up to sleep—and I do so with the ut­most calm. To­mor­row, when I awaken, there won’t be a sin­gle gray rat in Glim­minge cas­tle.”

The boy winked at Akka, and made a sign—as the stork stood upon the very edge of the nest, with one leg drawn up, to sleep—that he wanted to push him down to the ground; but Akka re­strained him. She did not seem to be the least bit an­gry. In­stead, she said in a con­fi­dent tone of voice: “It would be pretty poor busi­ness if one who is as old as I am could not man­age to get out of worse dif­fi­cul­ties than this. If only Mr. and Mrs. Owl, who can stay awake all night, will fly off with a cou­ple of mes­sages for me, I think that all will go well.”

Both owls were will­ing. Then Akka bade the gen­tle­man owl that he should go and seek the black rats who had gone off, and coun­sel them to hurry home im­me­di­ately. The lady owl she sent to Flam­mea, the steeple-owl, who lived in Lund cathe­dral, with a com­mis­sion which was so se­cret that Akka only dared to con­fide it to her in a whis­per.



The Rat Charmer

It was get­ting on to­ward mid­night when the gray rats af­ter a dili­gent search suc­ceeded in find­ing an open air-hole in the cel­lar. This was pretty high upon the wall; but the rats got up on one an­other’s shoul­ders, and it wasn’t long be­fore the most dar­ing among them sat in the air-hole, ready to force its way into Glim­minge cas­tle, out­side whose walls so many of its fore­bears had fallen.

The gray rat sat still for a mo­ment in the hole, and waited for an at­tack from within. The leader of the de­fend­ers was cer­tainly away, but she as­sumed that the black rats who were still in the cas­tle wouldn’t sur­ren­der with­out a strug­gle. With thump­ing heart she lis­tened for the slight­est sound, but ev­ery­thing re­mained quiet. Then the leader of the gray rats plucked up courage and jumped down in the coal-black cel­lar.

One af­ter an­other of the gray rats fol­lowed the leader. They all kept very quiet; and all ex­pected to be am­bushed by the black rats. Not un­til so many of them had crowded into the cel­lar that the floor couldn’t hold any more, did they ven­ture far­ther.

Although they had never be­fore been in­side the build­ing, they had no dif­fi­culty in find­ing their way. They soon found the pas­sages in the walls which the black rats had used to get to the up­per floors. Be­fore they be­gan to clam­ber up these nar­row and steep steps, they lis­tened again with great at­ten­tion. They felt more fright­ened be­cause the black rats held them­selves aloof in this way, than if they had met them in open bat­tle. They could hardly be­lieve their luck when they reached the first story with­out any mishaps.

Im­me­di­ately upon their en­trance the gray rats caught the scent of the grain, which was stored in great bins on the floor. But it was not as yet time for them to be­gin to en­joy their con­quest. They searched first, with the ut­most cau­tion, through the som­bre, empty rooms. They ran up in the fire­place, which stood on the floor in the old cas­tle kitchen, and they al­most tum­bled into the well, in the in­ner room. Not one of the nar­row peep­holes did they leave unin­spected, but they found no black rats. When this floor was wholly in their pos­ses­sion, they be­gan, with the same cau­tion, to ac­quire the next. Then they had to ven­ture on a bold and dan­ger­ous climb through the walls, while, with breath­less anx­i­ety, they awaited an as­sault from the en­emy. And al­though they were tempted by the most de­li­cious odour from the grain bins, they forced them­selves most sys­tem­at­i­cally to in­spect the old-time war­riors’ pil­lar-propped kitchen; their stone ta­ble, and fire­place; the deep win­dow-niches, and the hole in the floor—which in olden time had been opened to pour down boil­ing pitch on the in­trud­ing en­emy.

All this time the black rats were in­vis­i­ble. The gray ones groped their way to the third story, and into the lord of the cas­tle’s great ban­quet hall—which stood there cold and empty, like all the other rooms in the old house. They even groped their way to the up­per story, which had but one big, bar­ren room. The only place they did not think of ex­plor­ing was the big stork-nest on the roof—where, just at this time, the lady owl awak­ened Akka, and in­formed her that Flam­mea, the steeple owl, had granted her re­quest, and had sent her the thing she wished for.

Since the gray rats had so con­sci­en­tiously in­spected the en­tire cas­tle, they felt at ease. They took it for granted that the black rats had flown, and didn’t in­tend to of­fer any re­sis­tance; and, with light hearts, they ran up into the grain bins.

But the gray rats had hardly swal­lowed the first wheat-grains, be­fore the sound of a lit­tle shrill pipe was heard from the yard. The gray rats raised their heads, lis­tened anx­iously, ran a few steps as if they in­tended to leave the bin, then they turned back and be­gan to eat once more.

Again the pipe sounded a sharp and pierc­ing note—and now some­thing won­der­ful hap­pened. One rat, two rats—yes, a whole lot of rats left the grain, jumped from the bins and hur­ried down cel­lar by the short­est cut, to get out of the house. Still there were many gray rats left. Th­ese thought of all the toil and trou­ble it had cost them to win Glim­minge cas­tle, and they did not want to leave it. But again they caught the tones from the pipe, and had to fol­low them. With wild ex­cite­ment they rushed up from the bins, slid down through the nar­row holes in the walls, and tum­bled over each other in their ea­ger­ness to get out.

In the mid­dle of the court­yard stood a tiny crea­ture, who blew upon a pipe. All round him he had a whole cir­cle of rats who lis­tened to him, as­ton­ished and fas­ci­nated; and ev­ery mo­ment brought more. Once he took the pipe from his lips—only for a sec­ond—put his thumb to his nose and wig­gled his fin­gers at the gray rats; and then it looked as if they wanted to throw them­selves on him and bite him to death; but as soon as he blew on his pipe they were in his power.

When the tiny crea­ture had played all the gray rats out of Glim­minge cas­tle, he be­gan to wan­der slowly from the court­yard out on the high­way; and all the gray rats fol­lowed him, be­cause the tones from that pipe sounded so sweet to their ears that they could not re­sist them.

The tiny crea­ture walked be­fore them and charmed them along with him, on the road to Vallby. He led them into all sorts of crooks and turns and bends—on through hedges and down into ditches—and wher­ever he went they had to fol­low. He blew con­tin­u­ously on his pipe, which ap­peared to be made from an an­i­mal’s horn, al­though the horn was so small that, in our days, there were no an­i­mals from whose fore­heads it could have been bro­ken. No one knew, ei­ther, who had made it. Flam­mea, the steeple-owl, had found it in a niche, in Lund cathe­dral. She had shown it to Bataki, the raven; and they had both fig­ured out that this was the kind of horn that was used in for­mer times by those who wished to gain power over rats and mice. But the raven was Akka’s friend; and it was from him she had learned that Flam­mea owned a trea­sure like this. And it was true that the rats could not re­sist the pipe. The boy walked be­fore them and played as long as the starlight lasted—and all the while they fol­lowed him. He played at day­break; he played at sun­rise; and the whole time the en­tire pro­ces­sion of gray rats fol­lowed him, and were en­ticed far­ther and far­ther away from the big grain loft at Glim­minge cas­tle.





The Great Crane Dance on Kullaberg

Tues­day, March twenty-ninth.

Although there are many mag­nif­i­cent build­ings in Skåne, it must be ac­knowl­edged that there’s not one among them that has such pretty walls as old Kul­laberg.

Kul­laberg is low and rather long. It is not by any means a big or im­pos­ing moun­tain. On its broad sum­mit you’ll find woods and grain fields, and one and an­other heather-heath. Here and there, round heather-knolls and bar­ren cliffs rise up. It is not es­pe­cially pretty up there. It looks a good deal like all the other up­land places in Skåne.

He who walks along the path which runs across the mid­dle of the moun­tain, can’t help feel­ing a lit­tle dis­ap­pointed. Then he hap­pens, per­haps, to turn away from the path, and wan­ders off to­ward the moun­tain’s sides and looks down over the bluffs; and then, all at once, he will dis­cover so much that is worth see­ing, he hardly knows how he’ll find time to take in the whole of it. For it hap­pens that Kul­laberg does not stand on the land, with plains and val­leys around it, like other moun­tains; but it has plunged into the sea, as far out as it could get. Not even the tini­est strip of land lies be­low the moun­tain to pro­tect it against the break­ers; but these reach all the way up to the moun­tain walls, and can pol­ish and mould them to suit them­selves. This is why the walls stand there as richly or­na­mented as the sea and its help­meet, the wind, have been able to ef­fect. You’ll find steep ravines that are deeply chis­elled in the moun­tain’s sides; and black crags that have be­come smooth and shiny un­der the con­stant lash­ing of the winds. There are soli­tary rock-col­umns that spring right up out of the wa­ter, and dark grot­toes with nar­row en­trances. There are bar­ren, per­pen­dic­u­lar precipices, and soft, leaf-clad in­clines. There are small points, and small in­lets, and small rolling stones that are rat­tlingly washed up and down with ev­ery dash­ing breaker. There are ma­jes­tic cliff-arches that project over the wa­ter. There are sharp stones that are con­stantly sprayed by a white foam; and oth­ers that mir­ror them­selves in un­change­able dark-green still wa­ter. There are gi­ant troll-cav­erns shaped in the rock, and great crevices that lure the wan­derer to ven­ture into the moun­tain’s depths—all the way to Kull­man’s Hol­low.

And over and around all these cliffs and rocks crawl en­tan­gled ten­drils and weeds. Trees grow there also, but the wind’s power is so great that trees have to trans­form them­selves into cling­ing vines, that they may get a firm hold on the steep precipices. The oaks creep along on the ground, while their fo­liage hangs over them like a low ceil­ing; and long-limbed beeches stand in the ravines like great leaf-tents.

Th­ese re­mark­able moun­tain walls, with the blue sea be­neath them, and the clear pen­e­trat­ing air above them, is what makes Kul­laberg so dear to the peo­ple that great crowds of them haunt the place ev­ery day as long as the sum­mer lasts. But it is more dif­fi­cult to tell what it is that makes it so at­trac­tive to an­i­mals, that ev­ery year they gather there for a big play-meet­ing. This is a cus­tom that has been ob­served since time im­memo­rial; and one should have been there when the first sea-wave was dashed into foam against the shore, to be able to ex­plain just why Kul­laberg was cho­sen as a ren­dezvous, in pref­er­ence to all other places.

When the meet­ing is to take place, the stags and roe­bucks and hares and foxes and all the other four-foot­ers make the jour­ney to Kul­laberg the night be­fore, so as not to be ob­served by the hu­man be­ings. Just be­fore sun­rise they all march up to the play­ground, which is a heather-heath on the left side of the road, and not very far from the moun­tain’s most ex­treme point. The play­ground is in­closed on all sides by round knolls, which con­ceal it from any and all who do not hap­pen to come right upon it. And in the month of March it is not at all likely that any pedes­tri­ans will stray off up there. All the strangers who usu­ally stroll around on the rocks, and clam­ber up the moun­tain’s sides the fall storms have driven away these many months past. And the light­house keeper out there on the point; the old fru on the moun­tain farm, and the moun­tain peas­ant and his house-folk go their ac­cus­tomed ways, and do not run about on the des­o­late heather-fields.

When the four-foot­ers have ar­rived on the play­ground, they take their places on the round knolls. Each an­i­mal fam­ily keeps to it­self, al­though it is un­der­stood that, on a day like this, uni­ver­sal peace reigns, and no one need fear at­tack. On this day a lit­tle hare might wan­der over to the foxes’ hill, with­out los­ing as much as one of his long ears. But still the an­i­mals ar­range them­selves into sep­a­rate groups. This is an old cus­tom.

After they have all taken their places, they be­gin to look around for the birds. It is al­ways beau­ti­ful weather on this day. The cranes are good weather prophets, and would not call the an­i­mals to­gether if they ex­pected rain. Although the air is clear, and noth­ing ob­structs the vi­sion, the four-foot­ers see no birds. This is strange. The sun stands high in the heav­ens, and the birds should al­ready be on their way.

But what the an­i­mals, on the other hand, ob­serve, is one and an­other lit­tle dark cloud that comes slowly for­ward over the plain. And look! one of these clouds comes grad­u­ally along the coast of Öre­sund, and up to­ward Kul­laberg. When the cloud has come just over the play­ground it stops, and, si­mul­ta­ne­ously, the en­tire cloud be­gins to ring and chirp, as if it was made of noth­ing but tone. It rises and sinks, rises and sinks, but all the while it rings and chirps. At last the whole cloud falls down over a knoll—all at once—and the next in­stant the knoll is en­tirely cov­ered with gray larks, pretty red-white-gray bullfinches, speck­led star­lings and green­ish-yel­low tit­mice.

Soon af­ter that, an­other cloud comes over the plain. This stops over ev­ery bit of land; over peas­ant cot­tage and palace; over towns and cities; over farms and rail­way sta­tions; over fish­ing ham­lets and sugar re­finer­ies. Every time it stops, it draws to it­self a lit­tle whirling col­umn of gray dust-grains from the ground. In this way it grows and grows. And at last, when it is all gath­ered up and heads for Kul­laberg, it is no longer a cloud but a whole mist, which is so big that it throws a shadow on the ground all the way from Hö­ganäs to Mölle. When it stops over the play­ground it hides the sun; and for a long while it had to rain gray spar­rows on one of the knolls, be­fore those who had been fly­ing in the in­ner­most part of the mist could again catch a glimpse of the day­light.

But still the big­gest of these bird-clouds is the one which now ap­pears. This has been formed of birds who have trav­elled from ev­ery di­rec­tion to join it. It is dark bluish-gray, and no sun-ray can pen­e­trate it. It is full of the ghastli­est noises, the most fright­ful shrieks, the grimmest laugh­ter, and most ill-luck-bod­ing croak­ing! All on the play­ground are glad when it fi­nally re­solves it­self into a storm of flut­ter­ing and croak­ing: of crows and jack­daws and rooks and ravens.

There­upon not only clouds are seen in the heav­ens, but a va­ri­ety of stripes and fig­ures. Then straight, dot­ted lines ap­pear in the East and North­east. Th­ese are for­est-birds from Göinge dis­tricts: black grouse and wood grouse who come fly­ing in long lines a cou­ple of me­tres apart. Swim­ming-birds that live around Måk­läp­pen, just out of Fal­sterbo, now come float­ing over Öre­sund in many ex­tra­or­di­nary fig­ures: in tri­an­gu­lar and long curves; in sharp hooks and semi­cir­cles.

To the great re­union held the year that Nils Hol­gers­son trav­elled around with the wild geese, came Akka and her flock—later than all the oth­ers. And that was not to be won­dered at, for Akka had to fly over the whole of Skåne to get to Kul­laberg. Be­side, as soon as she awoke, she had been obliged to go out and hunt for Thumbi­etot, who, for many hours, had gone and played to the gray rats, and lured them far away from Glim­minge cas­tle. Mr. Owl had re­turned with the news that the black rats would be at home im­me­di­ately af­ter sun­rise; and there was no longer any dan­ger in let­ting the steeple-owl’s pipe be hushed, and to give the gray rats the lib­erty to go where they pleased.

But it was not Akka who dis­cov­ered the boy where he walked with his long fol­low­ing, and quickly sank down over him and caught him with the bill and swung into the air with him, but it was Herr Er­men­rich, the stork! For Herr Er­men­rich had also gone out to look for him; and af­ter he had borne him up to the stork-nest, he begged his for­give­ness for hav­ing treated him with dis­re­spect the evening be­fore.

This pleased the boy im­mensely, and the stork and he be­came good friends. Akka, too, showed him that she felt very kindly to­ward him; she stroked her old head sev­eral times against his arms, and com­mended him be­cause he had helped those who were in trou­ble.

But this one must say to the boy’s credit: that he did not want to ac­cept praise which he had not earned. “No, mother Akka,” he said, “you mustn’t think that I lured the gray rats away to help the black ones. I only wanted to show Herr Er­men­rich that I was of some con­se­quence.”

He had hardly said this be­fore Akka turned to the stork and asked if he thought it was ad­vis­able to take Thumbi­etot along to Kul­laberg. “I mean, that we can rely on him as upon our­selves,” said she. The stork at once ad­vised, most en­thu­si­as­ti­cally, that Thumbi­etot be per­mit­ted to come along. “Cer­tainly you shall take Thumbi­etot along to Kul­laberg, mother Akka,” said he. “It is for­tu­nate for us that we can re­pay him for all that he has en­dured this night for our sakes. And since it still grieves me to think that I did not con­duct my­self in a be­com­ing man­ner to­ward him the other evening, it is I who will carry him on my back—all the way to the meet­ing place.”

There isn’t much that tastes bet­ter than to re­ceive praise from those who are them­selves wise and ca­pa­ble; and the boy had cer­tainly never felt so happy as he did when the wild goose and the stork talked about him in this way.

Thus the boy made the trip to Kul­laberg, rid­ing stork-back. Although he knew that this was a great hon­our, it caused him much anx­i­ety, for Herr Er­men­rich was a mas­ter flyer, and started off at a very dif­fer­ent pace from the wild geese. While Akka flew her straight way with even wing-strokes, the stork amused him­self by per­form­ing a lot of fly­ing tricks. Now he lay still in an im­mea­sur­able height, and floated in the air with­out mov­ing his wings, now he flung him­self down­ward with such sud­den haste that it seemed as though he would fall to the ground, help­less as a stone; now he had lots of fun fly­ing all around Akka, in great and small cir­cles, like a whirl­wind. The boy had never been on a ride of this sort be­fore; and al­though he sat there all the while in ter­ror, he had to ac­knowl­edge to him­self that he had never be­fore known what a good flight meant.

Only a sin­gle pause was made dur­ing the jour­ney, and that was at Vomb Lake when Akka joined her trav­el­ling com­pan­ions, and called to them that the gray rats had been van­quished. After that, the trav­ellers flew straight to Kul­laberg.

There they de­scended to the knoll re­served for the wild geese; and as the boy let his glance wan­der from knoll to knoll, he saw on one of them the many-pointed antlers of the stags; and on an­other, the gray herons’ neck-crests. One knoll was red with foxes, one was gray with rats; one was cov­ered with black ravens who shrieked con­tin­u­ally, one with larks who sim­ply couldn’t keep still, but kept on throw­ing them­selves in the air and singing for very joy.

Just as it has ever been the cus­tom on Kul­laberg, it was the crows who be­gan the day’s games and frol­ics with their fly­ing-dance. They di­vided them­selves into two flocks, that flew to­ward each other, met, turned, and be­gan all over again. This dance had many rep­e­ti­tions, and ap­peared to the spec­ta­tors who were not fa­mil­iar with the dance as al­to­gether too mo­not­o­nous. The crows were very proud of their dance, but all the oth­ers were glad when it was over. It ap­peared to the an­i­mals about as gloomy and mean­ing­less as the win­ter-storms’ play with the snowflakes. It de­pressed them to watch it, and they waited ea­gerly for some­thing that should give them a lit­tle plea­sure.

They did not have to wait in vain, ei­ther; for as soon as the crows had fin­ished, the hares came run­ning. They dashed for­ward in a long row, with­out any ap­par­ent or­der. In some of the fig­ures, one sin­gle hare came; in oth­ers, they ran three and four abreast. They had all raised them­selves on two legs, and they rushed for­ward with such ra­pid­ity that their long ears swayed in all di­rec­tions. As they ran, they spun round, made high leaps and beat their forepaws against their hind-paws so that they rat­tled. Some per­formed a long suc­ces­sion of som­er­saults, oth­ers dou­bled them­selves up and rolled over like wheels; one stood on one leg and swung round; one walked upon his forepaws. There was no reg­u­la­tion what­ever, but there was much that was droll in the hares’ play; and the many an­i­mals who stood and watched them be­gan to breathe faster. Now it was spring; joy and rap­ture were ad­vanc­ing. Win­ter was over; sum­mer was com­ing. Soon it was only play to live.

When the hares had romped them­selves out, it was the great for­est birds’ turn to per­form. Hun­dreds of wood-grouse in shin­ing dark-brown ar­ray, and with bright red eye­brows, flung them­selves up into a great oak that stood in the cen­tre of the play­ground. The one who sat upon the top­most branch fluffed up his feath­ers, low­ered his wings, and lifted his tail so that the white covert-feath­ers were seen. There­upon he stretched his neck and sent forth a cou­ple of deep notes from his thick throat. “Tjack, tjack, tjack,” it sounded. More than this he could not ut­ter. It only gur­gled a few times way down in the throat. Then he closed his eyes and whis­pered: “Sis, sis, sis. Hear how pretty! Sis, sis, sis.” At the same time he fell into such an ec­stasy that he no longer knew what was go­ing on around him.

While the first wood grouse was siss­ing, the three near­est—un­der him—be­gan to sing; and be­fore they had fin­ished their song, the ten who sat lower down joined in; and thus it con­tin­ued from branch to branch, un­til the en­tire hun­dred grouse sang and gur­gled and sissed. They all fell into the same ec­stasy dur­ing their song, and this af­fected the other an­i­mals like a con­ta­gious trans­port. Lately the blood had flowed lightly and agree­ably; now it be­gan to grow heavy and hot. “Yes, this is surely spring,” thought all the an­i­mal folk. “Win­ter chill has van­ished. The fires of spring burn over the earth.”

When the black grouse saw that the brown grouse were hav­ing such suc­cess, they could no longer keep quiet. As there was no tree for them to light on, they rushed down on the play­ground, where the heather stood so high that only their beau­ti­fully turned tail-feath­ers and their thick bills were vis­i­ble—and they be­gan to sing: “Orr, orr, orr.”

Just as the black grouse be­gan to com­pete with the brown grouse, some­thing un­prece­dented hap­pened. While all the an­i­mals thought of noth­ing but the grouse-game, a fox stole slowly over to the wild geese’s knoll. He glided very cau­tiously, and came way up on the knoll be­fore any­one no­ticed him. Sud­denly a goose caught sight of him; and as she could not be­lieve that a fox had sneaked in among the geese for any good pur­pose, she be­gan to cry: “Have a care, wild geese! Have a care!” The fox struck her across the throat—mostly, per­haps, be­cause he wanted to make her keep quiet—but the wild geese had al­ready heard the cry and they all raised them­selves in the air. And when they had flown up, the an­i­mals saw Smirre Fox stand­ing on the wild geese’s knoll, with a dead goose in his mouth.

But be­cause he had in this way bro­ken the play-day’s peace, such a pun­ish­ment was meted out to Smirre Fox that, for the rest of his days, he must re­gret he had not been able to con­trol his thirst for re­venge, but had at­tempted to ap­proach Akka and her flock in this man­ner.

He was im­me­di­ately sur­rounded by a crowd of foxes, and doomed in ac­cor­dance with an old cus­tom, which de­mands that whoso­ever dis­turbs the peace on the great play-day, must go into ex­ile. Not a fox wished to lighten the sen­tence, since they all knew that the in­stant they at­tempted any­thing of the sort, they would be driven from the play­ground, and would nev­er­more be per­mit­ted to en­ter it. Ban­ish­ment was pro­nounced upon Smirre with­out op­po­si­tion. He was for­bid­den to re­main in Skåne. He was ban­ished from wife and kin­dred; from hunt­ing grounds, home, rest­ing places and re­treats, which he had hith­erto owned; and he must tempt for­tune in for­eign lands. So that all foxes in Skåne should know that Smirre was out­lawed in the dis­trict, the old­est of the foxes bit off his right ear­lap. As soon as this was done, all the young foxes be­gan to yowl from blood-thirst, and threw them­selves on Smirre. For him there was no al­ter­na­tive ex­cept to take flight; and with all the young foxes in hot pur­suit, he rushed away from Kul­laberg.

All this hap­pened while black grouse and brown grouse were go­ing on with their games. But these birds lose them­selves so com­pletely in their song, that they nei­ther hear nor see. Nor had they per­mit­ted them­selves to be dis­turbed.

The for­est birds’ con­test was barely over, be­fore the stags from Häcke­berga came for­ward to show their wrestling game. There were sev­eral pairs of stags who fought at the same time. They rushed at each other with tremen­dous force, struck their antlers dash­ingly to­gether, so that their points were en­tan­gled; and tried to force each other back­ward. The heather-heaths were torn up be­neath their hoofs; the breath came like smoke from their nos­trils; out of their throats strained hideous bel­low­ings, and the froth oozed down on their shoul­ders.

On the knolls round about there was breath­less si­lence while the skilled stag-wrestlers clinched. In all the an­i­mals new emo­tions were awak­ened. Each and all felt coura­geous and, strong; en­livened by re­turn­ing pow­ers; born again with the spring; sprightly, and ready for all kinds of ad­ven­tures. They felt no en­mity to­ward each other, al­though, ev­ery­where, wings were lifted, neck-feath­ers raised and claws sharp­ened. If the stags from Häcke­berga had con­tin­ued an­other in­stant, a wild strug­gle would have arisen on the knolls, for all had been gripped with a burn­ing de­sire to show that they too were full of life be­cause the win­ter’s im­po­tence was over and strength surged through their bod­ies.

But the stags stopped wrestling just at the right mo­ment, and in­stantly a whis­per went from knoll to knoll: “The cranes are com­ing!”

And then came the gray, dusk-clad birds with plumes in their wings, and red feather-or­na­ments on their necks. The big birds with their tall legs, their slen­der throats, their small heads, came glid­ing down the knoll with an aban­don that was full of mys­tery. As they glided for­ward they swung round—half fly­ing, half danc­ing. With wings grace­fully lifted, they moved with an in­con­ceiv­able ra­pid­ity. There was some­thing mar­vel­lous and strange about their dance. It was as though gray shad­ows had played a game which the eye could scarcely fol­low. It was as if they had learned it from the mists that hover over des­o­late morasses. There was witch­craft in it. All those who had never be­fore been on Kul­laberg un­der­stood why the whole meet­ing took its name from the crane’s dance. There was wild­ness in it; but yet the feel­ing which it awak­ened was a de­li­cious long­ing. No one thought any more about strug­gling. In­stead, both the winged and those who had no wings, all wanted to raise them­selves eter­nally, lift them­selves above the clouds, seek that which was hid­den be­yond them, leave the op­pres­sive body that dragged them down to Earth and soar away to­ward the in­fi­nite.

Such long­ing af­ter the unattain­able, af­ter the hid­den mys­ter­ies back of this life, the an­i­mals felt only once a year; and this was on the day when they be­held the great crane dance.




In Rainy Weather

Wed­nes­day, March thir­ti­eth.

It was the first rainy day of the trip. As long as the wild geese had re­mained in the vicin­ity of Vomb Lake, they had had beau­ti­ful weather; but on the day when they set out to travel far­ther north, it be­gan to rain, and for sev­eral hours the boy had to sit on the goose-back, soak­ing wet, and shiv­er­ing with the cold.

In the morn­ing when they started, it had been clear and mild. The wild geese had flown high up in the air—evenly, and with­out haste—with Akka at the head main­tain­ing strict dis­ci­pline, and the rest in two oblique lines back of her. They had not taken the time to shout any witty sar­casms to the an­i­mals on the ground; but, as it was sim­ply im­pos­si­ble for them to keep per­fectly silent, they sang out con­tin­u­ally—in rhythm with the wing-strokes—their usual coax­ing call: “Where are you? Here am I. Where are you? Here am I.”

They all took part in this per­sis­tent call­ing, and only stopped, now and then, to show the goosey-gan­der the land­marks they were trav­el­ling over. The places on this route in­cluded Lin­deröd­sosen’s dry hills, Ovesholm’s manor, Chris­tianstad’s church steeple, Bäck­askog’s royal cas­tle on the nar­row isth­mus be­tween Opp­mann’s lake and Ivö’s lake, Ryss moun­tain’s steep precipice.

It had been a mo­not­o­nous trip, and when the rain-clouds made their ap­pear­ance the boy thought it was a real di­ver­sion. In the old days, when he had only seen a rain-cloud from be­low, he had imag­ined that they were gray and dis­agree­able; but it was a very dif­fer­ent thing to be up amongst them. Now he saw dis­tinctly that the clouds were enor­mous carts, which drove through the heav­ens with sky-high loads. Some of them were piled up with huge, gray sacks, some with bar­rels; some were so large that they could hold a whole lake; and a few were filled with big uten­sils and bot­tles which were piled up to an im­mense height. And when so many of them had driven for­ward that they filled the whole sky, it ap­peared as though some­one had given a sig­nal, for all at once, wa­ter com­menced to pour down over the earth, from uten­sils, bar­rels, bot­tles and sacks.

Just as the first spring-show­ers pat­tered against the ground, there arose such shouts of joy from all the small birds in groves and pas­tures, that the whole air rang with them and the boy leaped high where he sat. “Now we’ll have rain. Rain gives us spring; spring gives us flow­ers and green leaves; green leaves and flow­ers give us worms and in­sects; worms and in­sects give us food; and plen­ti­ful and good food is the best thing there is,” sang the birds.

The wild geese, too, were glad of the rain which came to awaken the grow­ing things from their long sleep, and to drive holes in the ice-roofs on the lakes. They were not able to keep up that se­ri­ous­ness any longer, but be­gan to send merry calls over the neigh­bour­hood.

When they flew over the big potato patches, which are so plen­ti­ful in the coun­try around Chris­tianstad—and which still lay bare and black—they screamed: “Wake up and be use­ful! Here comes some­thing that will awaken you. You have idled long enough now.”

When they saw peo­ple who hur­ried to get out of the rain, they re­proved them say­ing: “What are you in such a hurry about? Can’t you see that it’s rain­ing rye-loaves and cook­ies?”

It was a big, thick mist that moved north­ward briskly, and fol­lowed close upon the geese. They seemed to think that they dragged the mist along with them; and, just now, when they saw great or­chards be­neath them, they called out proudly: “Here we come with anemones; here we come with roses; here we come with ap­ple blos­soms and cherry buds; here we come with peas and beans and turnips and cab­bages. He who wills can take them. He who wills can take them.”

Thus it had sounded while the first show­ers fell, and when all were still glad of the rain. But when it con­tin­ued to fall the whole af­ter­noon, the wild geese grew im­pa­tient, and cried to the thirsty forests around Ivös lake: “Haven’t you got enough yet? Haven’t you got enough yet?”

The heav­ens were grow­ing grayer and grayer and the sun hid it­self so well that one couldn’t imag­ine where it was. The rain fell faster and faster, and beat harder and harder against the wings, as it tried to find its way be­tween the oily out­side feath­ers, into their skins. The earth was hid­den by fogs; lakes, moun­tains, and woods floated to­gether in an in­dis­tinct maze, and the land­marks could not be dis­tin­guished. The flight be­came slower and slower; the joy­ful cries were hushed; and the boy felt the cold more and more keenly.

But still he had kept up his courage as long as he had rid­den through the air. And in the af­ter­noon, when they had lighted un­der a lit­tle stunted pine, in the mid­dle of a large morass, where all was wet, and all was cold; where some knolls were cov­ered with snow, and oth­ers stood up naked in a pud­dle of half-melted ice-wa­ter, even then, he had not felt dis­cour­aged, but ran about in fine spir­its, and hunted for cran­ber­ries and frozen whortle­ber­ries. But then came evening, and dark­ness sank down on them so close, that not even such eyes as the boy’s could see through it; and all the wilder­ness be­came so strangely grim and aw­ful. The boy lay tucked in un­der the goosey-gan­der’s wing, but could not sleep be­cause he was cold and wet. He heard such a lot of rustling and rat­tling and stealthy steps and men­ac­ing voices, that he was ter­ror-stricken and didn’t know where he should go. He must go some­where, where there was light and heat, if he wasn’t go­ing to be en­tirely scared to death.

“If I should ven­ture where there are hu­man be­ings, just for this night?” thought the boy. “Only so I could sit by a fire for a mo­ment, and get a lit­tle food. I could go back to the wild geese be­fore sun­rise.”

He crept from un­der the wing and slid down to the ground. He didn’t awaken ei­ther the goosey-gan­der or any of the other geese, but stole, silently and un­ob­served, through the morass.

He didn’t know ex­actly where on earth he was: if he was in Skåne, in Små­land, or in Blekinge. But just be­fore he had got­ten down in the morass, he had caught a glimpse of a large vil­lage, and thither he di­rected his steps. It wasn’t long, ei­ther, be­fore he dis­cov­ered a road; and soon he was on the vil­lage street, which was long, and had planted trees on both sides, and was bor­dered with gar­den af­ter gar­den.

The boy had come to one of the big cathe­dral towns, which are so com­mon on the up­lands, but can hardly be seen at all down in the plain.

The houses were of wood, and very pret­tily con­structed. Most of them had gables and fronts, edged with carved mould­ings, and glass doors, with here and there a coloured pane, open­ing on ve­ran­das. The walls were painted in light oil-colours; the doors and win­dow-frames shone in blues and greens, and even in reds. While the boy walked about and viewed the houses, he could hear, all the way out to the road, how the peo­ple who sat in the warm cot­tages chat­tered and laughed. The words he could not dis­tin­guish, but he thought it was just lovely to hear hu­man voices. “I won­der what they would say if I knocked and begged to be let in,” thought he.

This was, of course, what he had in­tended to do all along, but now that he saw the lighted win­dows, his fear of the dark­ness was gone. In­stead, he felt again that shy­ness which al­ways came over him now when he was near hu­man be­ings. “I’ll take a look around the town for a while longer,” thought he, “be­fore I ask any­one to take me in.”

On one house there was a bal­cony. And just as the boy walked by, the doors were thrown open, and a yel­low light streamed through the fine, sheer cur­tains. Then a pretty young fru came out on the bal­cony and leaned over the rail­ing. “It’s rain­ing; now we shall soon have spring,” said she. When the boy saw her he felt a strange anx­i­ety. It was as though he wanted to weep. For the first time he was a bit un­easy be­cause he had shut him­self out from the hu­man kind.

Shortly af­ter that he walked by a shop. Out­side the shop stood a red corn-drill. He stopped and looked at it; and fi­nally crawled up to the driver’s place, and seated him­self. When he had got there, he smacked with his lips and pre­tended that he sat and drove. He thought what fun it would be to be per­mit­ted to drive such a pretty ma­chine over a grain­field. For a mo­ment he for­got what he was like now; then he re­mem­bered it, and jumped down quickly from the ma­chine. Then a greater un­rest came over him. After all, hu­man be­ings were very won­der­ful and clever.

He walked by the post-of­fice, and then he thought of all the news­pa­pers which came ev­ery day, with news from all the four cor­ners of the earth. He saw the apothe­cary’s shop and the doc­tor’s home, and he thought about the power of hu­man be­ings, which was so great that they were able to bat­tle with sick­ness and death. He came to the church. Then he thought how hu­man be­ings had built it, that they might hear about an­other world than the one in which they lived, of God and the res­ur­rec­tion and eter­nal life. And the longer he walked there, the bet­ter he liked hu­man be­ings.

It is so with chil­dren that they never think any far­ther ahead than the length of their noses. That which lies near­est them, they want promptly, with­out car­ing what it may cost them. Nils Hol­gers­son had not un­der­stood what he was los­ing when he chose to re­main an elf; but now he be­gan to be dread­fully afraid that, per­haps, he should never again get back to his right form.

How in all the world should he go to work in or­der to be­come hu­man? This he wanted, oh! so much, to know.

He crawled up on a doorstep, and seated him­self in the pour­ing rain and med­i­tated. He sat there one whole hour—two whole hours, and he thought so hard that his fore­head lay in fur­rows; but he was none the wiser. It seemed as though the thoughts only rolled round and round in his head. The longer he sat there, the more im­pos­si­ble it seemed to him to find any so­lu­tion.

“This thing is cer­tainly much too dif­fi­cult for one who has learned as lit­tle as I have,” he thought at last. “It will prob­a­bly wind up by my hav­ing to go back among hu­man be­ings af­ter all. I must ask the min­is­ter and the doc­tor and the school­mas­ter and oth­ers who are learned, and may know a cure for such things.”

This he con­cluded that he would do at once, and shook him­self—for he was as wet as a dog that has been in a wa­ter-pool.

Just about then he saw that a big owl came fly­ing along, and alighted on one of the trees that bor­dered the vil­lage street. The next in­stant a lady owl, who sat un­der the cor­nice of the house, be­gan to call out: “Kivitt, Kivitt! Are you at home again, Mr. Gray Owl? What kind of a time did you have abroad?”

“Thank you, Lady Brown Owl. I had a very com­fort­able time,” said the gray owl. “Has any­thing out of the or­di­nary hap­pened here at home dur­ing my ab­sence?”

“Not here in Blekinge, Mr. Gray Owl; but in Skåne a mar­vel­lous thing has hap­pened! A boy has been trans­formed by an elf into a gob­lin no big­ger than a squir­rel; and since then he has gone to La­p­land with a tame goose.”

“That’s a re­mark­able bit of news, a re­mark­able bit of news. Can he never be hu­man again, Lady Brown Owl? Can he never be hu­man again?”

“That’s a se­cret, Mr. Gray Owl; but you shall hear it just the same. The elf has said that if the boy watches over the goosey-gan­der, so that he comes home safe and sound, and—”

“What more, Lady Brown Owl? What more? What more?”

“Fly with me up to the church tower, Mr. Gray Owl, and you shall hear the whole story! I fear there may be some­one lis­ten­ing down here in the street.”

With that, the owls flew their way; but the boy flung his cap in the air, and shouted: “If I only watch over the goosey-gan­der, so that he gets back safe and sound, then I shall be­come a hu­man be­ing again. Hur­rah! Hur­rah! Then I shall be­come a hu­man be­ing again!”

He shouted “hur­rah” un­til it was strange that they did not hear him in the houses—but they didn’t, and he hur­ried back to the wild geese, out in the wet morass, as fast as his legs could carry him.




The Stairway with the Three Steps

Thurs­day, March thirty-first.

The fol­low­ing day the wild geese in­tended to travel north­ward through Allbo dis­trict, in Små­land. They sent Iksi and Kaksi to spy out the land. But when they re­turned, they said that all the wa­ter was frozen, and all the land was snow-cov­ered. “We may as well re­main where we are,” said the wild geese. “We can­not travel over a coun­try where there is nei­ther wa­ter nor food.”

“If we re­main where we are, we may have to wait here un­til the next moon,” said Akka. “It is bet­ter to go east­ward, through Blekinge, and see if we can’t get to Små­land by way of Möre, which lies near the coast, and has an early spring.”

Thus the boy came to ride over Blekinge the next day. Now, that it was light again, he was in a merry mood once more, and could not com­pre­hend what had come over him the night be­fore. He cer­tainly didn’t want to give up the jour­ney and the out­door life now.

There lay a thick fog over Blekinge. The boy couldn’t see how it looked out there. “I won­der if it is a good, or a poor coun­try that I’m rid­ing over,” thought he, and tried to search his mem­ory for the things which he had heard about the coun­try at school. But at the same time he knew well enough that this was use­less, as he had never been in the habit of study­ing his lessons.

At once the boy saw the whole school be­fore him. The chil­dren sat by the lit­tle desks and raised their hands; the teacher sat in the lectern and looked dis­pleased; and he him­self stood be­fore the map and should an­swer some ques­tion about Blekinge, but he hadn’t a word to say. The school­mas­ter’s face grew darker and darker for ev­ery sec­ond that passed, and the boy thought the teacher was more par­tic­u­lar that they should know their ge­og­ra­phy, than any­thing else. Now he came down from the lectern, took the pointer from the boy, and sent him back to his seat. “This won’t end well,” the boy thought then.

But the school­mas­ter had gone over to a win­dow, and had stood there for a mo­ment and looked out, and then he had whis­tled to him­self once. Then he had gone up into the lectern and said that he would tell them some­thing about Blekinge. And that which he then talked about had been so amus­ing that the boy had lis­tened. When he only stopped and thought for a mo­ment, he re­mem­bered ev­ery word.

“Små­land is a tall house with spruce trees on the roof,” said the teacher, “and lead­ing up to it is a broad stair­way with three big steps; and this stair­way is called Blekinge. It is a stair­way that is well con­structed. It stretches forty-two miles along the frontage of Små­land house, and any­one who wishes to go all the way down to the East sea, by way of the stairs, has twenty-four miles to wan­der.

“A good long time must have elapsed since the stair­way was built. Both days and years have gone by since the steps were hewn from gray stones and laid down—evenly and smoothly—for a con­ve­nient track be­tween Små­land and the East sea.

“Since the stair­way is so old, one can, of course, un­der­stand that it doesn’t look just the same now, as it did when it was new. I don’t know how much they trou­bled them­selves about such mat­ters at that time; but big as it was, no broom could have kept it clean. After a cou­ple of years, moss and lichen be­gan to grow on it. In the au­tumn dry leaves and dry grass blew down over it; and in the spring it was piled up with fall­ing stones and gravel. And as all these things were left there to mould, they fi­nally gath­ered so much soil on the steps that not only herbs and grass, but even bushes and trees could take root there.

“But, at the same time, a great dis­par­ity has arisen be­tween the three steps. The top­most step, which lies near­est Små­land, is mostly cov­ered with poor soil and small stones, and no trees ex­cept birches and bird-cherry and spruce—which can stand the cold on the heights, and are sat­is­fied with lit­tle—can thrive up there. One un­der­stands best how poor and dry it is there, when one sees how small the field-plots are, that are ploughed up from the for­est lands; and how many lit­tle cab­ins the peo­ple build for them­selves; and how far it is be­tween the churches. But on the mid­dle step there is bet­ter soil, and it does not lie bound down un­der such se­vere cold, ei­ther. This one can see at a glance, since the trees are both higher and of finer qual­ity. There you’ll find maple and oak and lin­den and weep­ing-birch and hazel trees grow­ing, but no cone-trees to speak of. And it is still more no­tice­able be­cause of the amount of cul­ti­vated land that you will find there; and also be­cause the peo­ple have built them­selves great and beau­ti­ful houses. On the mid­dle step, there are many churches, with large towns around them; and in ev­ery way it makes a bet­ter and finer ap­pear­ance than the top step.

“But the very low­est step is the best of all. It is cov­ered with good rich soil; and, where it lies and bathes in the sea, it hasn’t the slight­est feel­ing of the Små­land chill. Beeches and chest­nut and wal­nut trees thrive down here; and they grow so big that they tower above the church-roofs. Here lie also the largest grain­fields; but the peo­ple have not only tim­ber and farm­ing to live upon, but they are also oc­cu­pied with fish­ing and trad­ing and sea­far­ing. For this rea­son you will find the most costly res­i­dences and the pret­ti­est churches here; and the parishes have de­vel­oped into vil­lages and cities.

“But this is not all that is said of the three steps. For one must re­alise that when it rains on the roof of the big Små­land house, or when the snow melts up there, the wa­ter has to go some­where; and then, nat­u­rally, a lot of it is spilled over the big stair­way. In the be­gin­ning it prob­a­bly oozed over the whole stair­way, big as it was; then cracks ap­peared in it, and, grad­u­ally, the wa­ter has ac­cus­tomed it­self to flow along­side of it, in well dug out grooves. And wa­ter is wa­ter, what­ever one does with it. It never has any rest. In one place it cuts and files away, and in an­other it adds to. Those grooves it has dug into vales, and the walls of the vales it has decked with soil; and bushes and trees and vines have clung to them ever since—so thick, and in such pro­fu­sion, that they al­most hide the stream of wa­ter that winds its way down there in the deep. But when the streams come to the land­ings be­tween the steps, they throw them­selves head­long over them; this is why the wa­ter comes with such a seething rush, that it gath­ers strength with which to move mill-wheels and ma­chin­ery—these, too, have sprung up by ev­ery wa­ter­fall.

“But this does not tell all that is said of the land with the three steps. It must also be told that up in the big house in Små­land there lived once upon a time a gi­ant, who had grown very old. And it fa­tigued him in his ex­treme age, to be forced to walk down that long stair­way in or­der to catch salmon from the sea. To him it seemed much more suit­able that the salmon should come up to him, where he lived.

“There­fore, he went up on the roof of his great house; and there he stood and threw stones down into the East sea. He threw them with such force that they flew over the whole of Blekinge and dropped into the sea. And when the stones came down, the salmon got so scared that they came up from the sea and fled to­ward the Blekinge streams; ran through the rapids; flung them­selves with high leaps over the wa­ter­falls, and stopped.

“How true this is, one can see by the num­ber of is­lands and points that lie along the coast of Blekinge, and which are noth­ing in the world but the big stones that the gi­ant threw.

“One can also tell be­cause the salmon al­ways go up in the Blekinge streams and work their way up through rapids and still wa­ter, all the way to Små­land.

“That gi­ant is wor­thy of great thanks and much hon­our from the Blekinge peo­ple; for salmon in the streams, and stone-cut­ting on the is­land—that means work which gives food to many of them even to this day.”




By Ronneby River

Fri­day, April first.

Nei­ther the wild geese nor Smirre Fox had be­lieved that they should ever run across each other af­ter they had left Skåne. But now it turned out so that the wild geese hap­pened to take the route over Blekinge and thither Smirre Fox had also gone.

So far he had kept him­self in the north­ern parts of the prov­ince; and since he had not as yet seen any manor parks, or hunt­ing grounds filled with game and dainty young deer, he was more dis­grun­tled than he could say.

One af­ter­noon, when Smirre tramped around in the des­o­late for­est dis­trict of Mel­lan­byg­den, not far from Ron­neby River, he saw a flock of wild geese fly through the air. In­stantly he ob­served that one of the geese was white and then he knew, of course, with whom he had to deal.

Smirre be­gan im­me­di­ately to hunt the geese—just as much for the plea­sure of get­ting a good square meal, as for the de­sire to be avenged for all the hu­mil­i­a­tion that they had heaped upon him. He saw that they flew east­ward un­til they came to Ron­neby River. Then they changed their course, and fol­lowed the river to­ward the south. He un­der­stood that they in­tended to seek a sleep­ing-place along the river­banks, and he thought that he should be able to get hold of a pair of them with­out much trou­ble. But when Smirre fi­nally dis­cov­ered the place where the wild geese had taken refuge, he ob­served they had cho­sen such a well-pro­tected spot, that he couldn’t get near.

Ron­neby River isn’t any big or im­por­tant body of wa­ter; nev­er­the­less, it is just as much talked of, for the sake of its pretty shores. At sev­eral points it forces its way for­ward be­tween steep moun­tain-walls that stand up­right out of the wa­ter, and are en­tirely over­grown with hon­ey­suckle and bird-cherry, moun­tain-ash and osier; and there isn’t much that can be more de­light­ful than to row out on the lit­tle dark river on a pleas­ant sum­mer day, and look up­ward on all the soft green that fas­tens it­self to the rugged moun­tain­sides.

But now, when the wild geese and Smirre came to the river, it was cold and blus­tery spring-win­ter; all the trees were nude, and there was prob­a­bly no one who thought the least lit­tle bit about whether the shore was ugly or pretty. The wild geese thanked their good for­tune that they had found a sand-strip large enough for them to stand upon, on a steep moun­tain wall. In front of them rushed the river, which was strong and vi­o­lent in the snow-melt­ing time; be­hind them they had an im­pass­able moun­tain rock wall, and over­hang­ing branches screened them. They couldn’t have it bet­ter.

The geese were asleep in­stantly; but the boy couldn’t get a wink of sleep. As soon as the sun had dis­ap­peared he was seized with a fear of the dark­ness, and a wilder­ness-ter­ror, and he longed for hu­man be­ings. Where he lay—tucked in un­der the goose-wing—he could see noth­ing, and only hear a lit­tle; and he thought if any harm came to the goosey-gan­der, he couldn’t save him.

Noises and rustlings were heard from all di­rec­tions, and he grew so un­easy that he had to creep from un­der the wing and seat him­self on the ground, be­side the goose.

Longsighted Smirre stood on the moun­tain’s sum­mit and looked down upon the wild geese. “You may as well give this pur­suit up first as last,” he said to him­self. “You can’t climb such a steep moun­tain; you can’t swim in such a wild tor­rent; and there isn’t the tini­est strip of land be­low the moun­tain which leads to the sleep­ing-place. Those geese are too wise for you. Don’t ever bother your­self again to hunt them!”

But Smirre, like all foxes, had found it hard to give up an un­der­tak­ing al­ready be­gun, and so he lay down on the ex­tremest point of the moun­tain edge, and did not take his eyes off the wild geese. While he lay and watched them, he thought of all the harm they had done him. Yes, it was their fault that he had been driven from Skåne, and had been obliged to move to poverty-stricken Blekinge. He worked him­self up to such a pitch, as he lay there, that he wished the wild geese were dead, even if he, him­self, should not have the sat­is­fac­tion of eat­ing them.

When Smirre’s re­sent­ment had reached this height, he heard rasp­ing in a large pine that grew close to him, and saw a squir­rel come down from the tree, hotly pur­sued by a marten. Nei­ther of them no­ticed Smirre; and he sat qui­etly and watched the chase, which went from tree to tree. He looked at the squir­rel, who moved among the branches as lightly as though he’d been able to fly. He looked at the marten, who was not as skilled at climb­ing as the squir­rel, but who still ran up and along the branches just as se­curely as if they had been even paths in the for­est. “If I could only climb half as well as ei­ther of them,” thought the fox, “those things down there wouldn’t sleep in peace very long!”

As soon as the squir­rel had been cap­tured, and the chase was ended, Smirre walked over to the marten, but stopped two steps away from him, to sig­nify that he did not wish to cheat him of his prey. He greeted the marten in a very friendly man­ner, and wished him good luck with his catch. Smirre chose his words well—as foxes al­ways do. The marten, on the con­trary, who, with his long and slen­der body, his fine head, his soft skin, and his light brown neck­piece, looked like a lit­tle mar­vel of beauty—but in re­al­ity was noth­ing but a crude for­est dweller—hardly an­swered him. “It sur­prises me,” said Smirre, “that such a fine hunter as you are should be sat­is­fied with chas­ing squir­rels when there is much bet­ter game within reach.” Here he paused; but when the marten only grinned im­pu­dently at him, he con­tin­ued: “Can it be pos­si­ble that you haven’t seen the wild geese that stand un­der the moun­tain wall? or are you not a good enough climber to get down to them?”

This time he had no need to wait for an an­swer. The marten rushed up to him with back bent, and ev­ery sep­a­rate hair on end. “Have you seen wild geese?” he hissed. “Where are they? Tell me in­stantly, or I’ll bite your neck off!”

“No! you must re­mem­ber that I’m twice your size—so be a lit­tle po­lite. I ask noth­ing bet­ter than to show you the wild geese.”

The next in­stant the marten was on his way down the steep; and while Smirre sat and watched how he swung his snake­like body from branch to branch, he thought: “That pretty tree-hunter has the wickedest heart in all the for­est. I be­lieve that the wild geese will have me to thank for a bloody awak­en­ing.”

But just as Smirre was wait­ing to hear the geese’s death-rat­tle, he saw the marten tum­ble from branch to branch—and plump into the river so the wa­ter splashed high. Soon there­after, wings beat loudly and strongly and all the geese went up in a hur­ried flight.

Smirre in­tended to hurry af­ter the geese, but he was so cu­ri­ous to know how they had been saved, that he sat there un­til the marten came clam­ber­ing up. That poor thing was soaked in mud, and stopped ev­ery now and then to rub his head with his forepaws. “Now wasn’t that just what I thought—that you were a booby, and would go and tum­ble into the river?” said Smirre, con­temp­tu­ously.

“I haven’t acted booby­ishly. You don’t need to scold me,” said the marten. “I sat—all ready—on one of the low­est branches and thought how I should man­age to tear a whole lot of geese to pieces, when a lit­tle crea­ture, no big­ger than a squir­rel, jumped up and threw a stone at my head with such force, that I fell into the wa­ter; and be­fore I had time to pick my­self up—”

The marten didn’t have to say any more. He had no au­di­ence. Smirre was al­ready a long way off in pur­suit of the wild geese.

In the mean­time Akka had flown south­ward in search of a new sleep­ing-place. There was still a lit­tle day­light; and, be­side, the half-moon stood high in the heav­ens, so that she could see a lit­tle. Luck­ily, she was well ac­quainted in these parts, be­cause it had hap­pened more than once that she had been wind-driven to Blekinge when she trav­elled over the East sea in the spring.

She fol­lowed the river as long as she saw it wind­ing through the moon­lit land­scape like a black, shin­ing snake. In this way she came way down to Dju­pafors—where the river first hides it­self in an un­der­ground chan­nel—and then clear and trans­par­ent, as though it were made of glass, rushes down in a nar­row cleft, and breaks into bits against its bot­tom in glit­ter­ing drops and fly­ing foam. Below the white falls lay a few stones, be­tween which the wa­ter rushed away in a wild tor­rent cataract. Here mother Akka alighted. This was an­other good sleep­ing-place—es­pe­cially this late in the evening, when no hu­man be­ings moved about. At sun­set the geese would hardly have been able to camp there, for Dju­pafors does not lie in any wilder­ness. On one side of the falls is a pa­per fac­tory; on the other—which is steep, and tree-grown—is Dju­padal’s park, where peo­ple are al­ways strolling about on the steep and slip­pery paths to en­joy the wild stream’s rush­ing move­ment down in the ravine.

It was about the same here as at the for­mer place; none of the trav­ellers thought the least lit­tle bit that they had come to a pretty and well-known place. They thought rather that it was ghastly and dan­ger­ous to stand and sleep on slip­pery, wet stones, in the mid­dle of a rum­bling wa­ter­fall. But they had to be con­tent, if only they were pro­tected from car­niv­o­rous an­i­mals.

The geese fell asleep in­stantly, while the boy could find no rest in sleep, but sat be­side them that he might watch over the goosey-gan­der.

After a while, Smirre came run­ning along the river-shore. He spied the geese im­me­di­ately where they stood out in the foam­ing whirlpools, and un­der­stood that he couldn’t get at them here, ei­ther. Still he couldn’t make up his mind to aban­don them, but seated him­self on the shore and looked at them. He felt very much hum­bled, and thought that his en­tire rep­u­ta­tion as a hunter was at stake.

All of a sud­den, he saw an ot­ter come creep­ing up from the falls with a fish in his mouth. Smirre ap­proached him but stopped within two steps of him, to show him that he didn’t wish to take his game from him.

“You’re a re­mark­able one, who can con­tent your­self with catch­ing a fish, while the stones are cov­ered with geese!” said Smirre. He was so ea­ger, that he hadn’t taken the time to ar­range his words as care­fully as he was wont to do. The ot­ter didn’t turn his head once in the di­rec­tion of the river. He was a vagabond—like all ot­ters—and had fished many times by Vomb Lake, and prob­a­bly knew Smirre Fox. “I know very well how you act when you want to coax away a salmon-trout, Smirre,” said he.

“Oh! is it you, Gripe?”6 said Smirre, and was de­lighted; for he knew that this par­tic­u­lar ot­ter was a quick and ac­com­plished swim­mer. “I don’t won­der that you do not care to look at the wild geese, since you can’t man­age to get out to them.” But the ot­ter, who had swim­ming-webs be­tween his toes, and a stiff tail—which was as good as an oar—and a skin that was wa­ter­proof, didn’t wish to have it said of him that there was a wa­ter­fall that he wasn’t able to man­age. He turned to­ward the stream; and as soon as he caught sight of the wild geese, he threw the fish away, and rushed down the steep shore and into the river.

If it had been a lit­tle later in the spring, so that the nightin­gales in Dju­pafors had been at home, they would have sung for many a day of Gripe’s strug­gle with the rapid. For the ot­ter was thrust back by the waves many times, and car­ried down river; but he fought his way steadily up again. He swam for­ward in still wa­ter; he crawled over stones, and grad­u­ally came nearer the wild geese. It was a per­ilous trip, which might well have earned the right to be sung by the nightin­gales.

Smirre fol­lowed the ot­ter’s course with his eyes as well as he could. At last he saw that the ot­ter was in the act of climb­ing up to the wild geese. But just then it shrieked shrill and wild. The ot­ter tum­bled back­ward into the wa­ter, and dashed away as if he had been a blind kit­ten. An in­stant later, there was a great crack­ling of geese’s wings. They raised them­selves and flew away to find an­other sleep­ing-place.

The ot­ter soon came on land. He said noth­ing, but com­menced to lick one of his forepaws. When Smirre sneered at him be­cause he hadn’t suc­ceeded, he broke out: “It was not the fault of my swim­ming-art, Smirre. I had raced all the way over to the geese, and was about to climb up to them, when a tiny crea­ture came run­ning, and jabbed me in the foot with some sharp iron. It hurt so, I lost my foot­ing, and then the cur­rent took me.”

He didn’t have to say any more. Smirre was al­ready far away on his way to the wild geese.

Once again Akka and her flock had to take a night fly. For­tu­nately, the moon had not gone down; and with the aid of its light, she suc­ceeded in find­ing an­other of those sleep­ing-places which she knew in that neigh­bour­hood. Again she fol­lowed the shin­ing river to­ward the south. Over Dju­padal’s manor, and over Ron­neby’s dark roofs and white wa­ter­falls she swayed for­ward with­out alight­ing. But a lit­tle south of the city and not far from the sea, lies Ron­neby health-spring, with its bath house and spring house; with its big ho­tel and sum­mer cot­tages for the spring’s guests. All these stand empty and des­o­late in win­ter—which the birds know per­fectly well; and many are the bird-com­pa­nies who seek shel­ter on the de­serted build­ings’ balustrades and bal­conies dur­ing hard storm-times.

Here the wild geese lit on a bal­cony, and, as usual, they fell asleep at once. The boy, on the con­trary, could not sleep be­cause he hadn’t cared to creep in un­der the goosey-gan­der’s wing.

The bal­cony faced south, so the boy had an out­look over the sea. And since he could not sleep, he sat there and saw how pretty it looked when sea and land meet, here in Blekinge.

You see that sea and land can meet in many dif­fer­ent ways. In many places the land comes down to­ward the sea with flat, tufted mead­ows, and the sea meets the land with fly­ing sand, which piles up in mounds and drifts. It ap­pears as though they both dis­liked each other so much that they only wished to show the poor­est they pos­sessed. But it can also hap­pen that, when the land comes to­ward the sea, it raises a wall of hills in front of it—as though the sea were some­thing dan­ger­ous. When the land does this, the sea comes up to it with fiery wrath, and beats and roars and lashes against the rocks, and looks as if it would tear the land-hill to pieces.

But in Blekinge it is al­to­gether dif­fer­ent when sea and land meet. There the land breaks it­self up into points and is­lands and islets; and the sea di­vides it­self into fjords and bays and sounds; and it is, per­haps, this which makes it look as if they must meet in hap­pi­ness and har­mony.

Think now first and fore­most of the sea! Far out it lies des­o­late and empty and big, and has noth­ing else to do but to roll its gray bil­lows. When it comes to­ward the land, it hap­pens across the first ob­sta­cle. This it im­me­di­ately over­pow­ers; tears away ev­ery­thing green, and makes it as gray as it­self. Then it meets still an­other ob­sta­cle. With this it does the same thing. And still an­other. Yes, the same thing hap­pens to this also. It is stripped and plun­dered, as if it had fallen into rob­bers’ hands. Then the ob­sta­cles come nearer and nearer to­gether, and then the sea must un­der­stand that the land sends to­ward it her lit­tlest chil­dren, in or­der to move it to pity. It also be­comes more friendly the far­ther in it comes; rolls its waves less high; mod­er­ates its storms; lets the green things stay in cracks and crevices; sep­a­rates it­self into small sounds and in­lets, and be­comes at last so harm­less in the land, that lit­tle boats dare ven­ture out on it. It cer­tainly can­not recog­nise it­self—so mild and friendly has it grown.

And then think of the hill­side! It lies uni­form, and looks the same al­most ev­ery­where. It con­sists of flat grain­fields, with one and an­other birch-grove be­tween them; or else of long stretches of for­est ranges. It ap­pears as if it had thought about noth­ing but grain and turnips and pota­toes and spruce and pine. Then comes a sea-fjord that cuts far into it. It doesn’t mind that, but bor­ders it with birch and alder, just as if it was an or­di­nary fresh­wa­ter lake. Then still an­other wave comes driv­ing in. Nor does the hill­side bother it­self about cring­ing to this, but it, too, gets the same cov­er­ing as the first one. Then the fjords be­gin to broaden and sep­a­rate, they break up fields and woods and then the hill­side can­not help but no­tice them. “I be­lieve it is the sea it­self that is com­ing,” says the hill­side, and then it be­gins to adorn it­self. It wreathes it­self with blos­soms, trav­els up and down in hills and throws is­lands into the sea. It no longer cares about pines and spruces, but casts them off like old ev­ery day clothes, and pa­rades later with big oaks and lin­dens and chest­nuts, and with blos­som­ing leafy bow­ers, and be­comes as gor­geous as a manor-park. And when it meets the sea, it is so changed that it doesn’t know it­self. All this one can­not see very well un­til sum­mer­time; but, at any rate, the boy ob­served how mild and friendly na­ture was; and he be­gan to feel calmer than he had been be­fore, that night. Then, sud­denly, he heard a sharp and ugly yowl from the bath­house park; and when he stood up he saw, in the white moon­light, a fox stand­ing on the pave­ment un­der the bal­cony. For Smirre had fol­lowed the wild geese once more. But when he had found the place where they were quar­tered, he had un­der­stood that it was im­pos­si­ble to get at them in any way; then he had not been able to keep from yowl­ing with cha­grin.

When the fox yowled in this man­ner, old Akka, the leader-goose, was awak­ened. Although she could see noth­ing, she thought she recog­nised the voice. “Is it you who are out tonight, Smirre?” said she.

“Yes,” said Smirre, “it is I; and I want to ask what you geese think of the night that I have given you?”

“Do you mean to say that it is you who have sent the marten and ot­ter against us?” asked Akka.

“A good turn shouldn’t be de­nied,” said Smirre. “You once played the goose-game with me, now I have be­gun to play the fox-game with you; and I’m not in­clined to let up on it so long as a sin­gle one of you still lives even if I have to fol­low you the world over!”

“You, Smirre, ought at least to think whether it is right for you, who are weaponed with both teeth and claws, to hound us in this way; we, who are with­out de­fence,” said Akka.

Smirre thought that Akka sounded scared, and he said quickly: “If you, Akka, will take that Thumbi­etot—who has so of­ten op­posed me—and throw him down to me, I’ll prom­ise to make peace with you. Then I’ll never more pur­sue you or any of yours.”

“I’m not go­ing to give you Thumbi­etot,” said Akka. “From the youngest of us to the old­est, we would will­ingly give our lives for his sake!”

“Since you’re so fond of him,” said Smirre, “I’ll prom­ise you that he shall be the first among you that I will wreak vengeance upon.”

Akka said no more, and af­ter Smirre had sent up a few more yowls, all was still. The boy lay all the while awake. Now it was Akka’s words to the fox that pre­vented him from sleep­ing. Never had he dreamed that he should hear any­thing so great as that any­one was will­ing to risk life for his sake. From that mo­ment, it could no longer be said of Nils Hol­gers­son that he did not care for any­one.




Karlskrona

Satur­day, April sec­ond.

It was a moon­light evening in Karl­skrona—calm and beau­ti­ful. But ear­lier in the day, there had been rain and wind; and the peo­ple must have thought that the bad weather still con­tin­ued, for hardly one of them had ven­tured out on the streets.

While the city lay there so des­o­late, Akka, the wild goose, and her flock, came fly­ing to­ward it over Vem­mön and Pan­tarhol­men. They were out in the late evening to seek a sleep­ing place on the is­lands. They couldn’t re­main in­land be­cause they were dis­turbed by Smirre Fox wher­ever they lighted.

When the boy rode along high up in the air, and looked at the sea and the is­lands which spread them­selves be­fore him, he thought that ev­ery­thing ap­peared so strange and spook-like. The heav­ens were no longer blue, but en­cased him like a globe of green glass. The sea was milk-white, and as far as he could see rolled small white waves tipped with sil­ver rip­ples. In the midst of all this white lay nu­mer­ous lit­tle islets, ab­so­lutely coal black. Whether they were big or lit­tle, whether they were as even as mead­ows, or full of cliffs, they looked just as black. Even dwelling houses and churches and wind­mills, which at other times are white or red, were out­lined in black against the green sky. The boy thought it was as if the Earth had been trans­formed, and he was come to an­other world.

He thought that just for this one night he wanted to be brave, and not afraid—when he saw some­thing that re­ally fright­ened him. It was a high cliff is­land, which was cov­ered with big, an­gu­lar blocks; and be­tween the blocks shone specks of bright, shin­ing gold. He couldn’t keep from think­ing of Ma­gle­stone, by Trolle-Ljungby, which the trolls some­times raised upon high gold pil­lars; and he won­dered if this was some­thing like that.

But with the stones and the gold it might have gone fairly well, if such a lot of hor­rid things had not been ly­ing all around the is­land. It looked like whales and sharks and other big sea-mon­sters. But the boy un­der­stood that it was the sea-trolls, who had gath­ered around the is­land and in­tended to crawl up on it, to fight with the land-trolls who lived there. And those on the land were prob­a­bly afraid, for he saw how a big gi­ant stood on the high­est point of the is­land and raised his arms—as if in de­spair over all the mis­for­tune that should come to him and his is­land.

The boy was not a lit­tle ter­ri­fied when he no­ticed that Akka be­gan to de­scend right over that par­tic­u­lar is­land! “No, for pity’s sake! We must not light there,” said he.

But the geese con­tin­ued to de­scend, and soon the boy was as­ton­ished that he could have seen things so awry. In the first place, the big stone blocks were noth­ing but houses. The whole is­land was a city; and the shin­ing gold specks were street lamps and lighted win­dow­panes. The gi­ant, who stood high­est up on the is­land, and raised his arms, was a church with two cross-tow­ers; all the sea-trolls and mon­sters, which he thought he had seen, were boats and ships of ev­ery de­scrip­tion, that lay an­chored all around the is­land. On the side which lay to­ward the land were mostly row­boats and sail­boats and small coast steam­ers; but on the side that faced the sea lay ar­mour-clad bat­tle­ships; some were broad, with very thick, slant­ing smoke­stacks; oth­ers were long and nar­row, and so con­structed that they could glide through the wa­ter like fishes.

Now what city might this be? That, the boy could fig­ure out be­cause he saw all the bat­tle­ships. All his life he had loved ships, al­though he had had noth­ing to do with any, ex­cept the gal­leys which he had sailed in the road ditches. He knew very well that this city—where so many bat­tle­ships lay—couldn’t be any place but Karl­skrona.

The boy’s grand­fa­ther had been an old ma­rine; and as long as he had lived, he had talked of Karl­skrona ev­ery day; of the great war­ship dock, and of all the other things to be seen in that city. The boy felt per­fectly at home, and he was glad that he should see all this of which he had heard so much.

But he only had a glimpse of the tow­ers and for­ti­fi­ca­tions which barred the en­trance to the har­bour, and the many build­ings, and the ship­yard—be­fore Akka came down on one of the flat church-tow­ers.

This was a pretty safe place for those who wanted to get away from a fox, and the boy be­gan to won­der if he couldn’t ven­ture to crawl in un­der the goosey-gan­der’s wing for this one night. Yes, that he might safely do. It would do him good to get a lit­tle sleep. He should try to see a lit­tle more of the dock and the ships af­ter it had grown light.

The boy him­self thought it was strange that he could keep still and wait un­til the next morn­ing to see the ships. He cer­tainly had not slept five min­utes be­fore he slipped out from un­der the wing and slid down the light­ning-rod and the wa­ter­spout all the way down to the ground.

Soon he stood on a big square which spread it­self in front of the church. It was cov­ered with round stones, and was just as dif­fi­cult for him to travel over, as it is for big peo­ple to walk on a tufted meadow. Those who are ac­cus­tomed to live in the open—or way out in the coun­try—al­ways feel un­easy when they come into a city, where the houses stand straight and for­bid­ding, and the streets are open, so that ev­ery­one can see who goes there. And it hap­pened in the same way with the boy. When he stood on the big Karl­skrona square, and looked at the Ger­man church, and town hall, and the cathe­dral from which he had just de­scended, he couldn’t do any­thing but wish that he was back on the tower again with the geese.

It was a lucky thing that the square was en­tirely de­serted. There wasn’t a hu­man be­ing about—un­less he counted a statue that stood on a high pedestal. The boy gazed long at the statue, which rep­re­sented a big, brawny man in a three-cor­nered hat, long waist­coat, knee-breeches and coarse shoes, and won­dered what kind of a one he was. He held a long stick in his hand, and he looked as if he would know how to make use of it, too—for he had an aw­fully se­vere coun­te­nance, with a big, hooked nose and an ugly mouth.

“What is that long-lipped thing do­ing here?” said the boy at last. He had never felt so small and in­signif­i­cant as he did that night. He tried to jolly him­self up a bit by say­ing some­thing au­da­cious. Then he thought no more about the statue, but be­took him­self to a wide street which led down to the sea.

But the boy hadn’t gone far be­fore he heard that some­one was fol­low­ing him. Some­one was walk­ing be­hind him, who stamped on the stone pave­ment with heavy foot­steps, and pounded on the ground with a hard stick. It sounded as if the bronze man up in the square had gone out for a prom­e­nade.

The boy lis­tened af­ter the steps, while he ran down the street, and he be­came more and more con­vinced that it was the bronze man. The ground trem­bled, and the houses shook. It couldn’t be any­one but he, who walked so heav­ily, and the boy grew panic-stricken when he thought of what he had just said to him. He did not dare to turn his head to find out if it re­ally was he.

“Per­haps he is only out walk­ing for recre­ation,” thought the boy. “Surely he can’t be of­fended with me for the words I spoke. They were not at all badly meant.”

In­stead of go­ing straight on, and try­ing to get down to the dock, the boy turned into a side street which led east. First and fore­most, he wanted to get away from the one who tramped af­ter him.

But the next in­stant he heard that the bronze man had switched off to the same street; and then the boy was so scared that he didn’t know what he would do with him­self. And how hard it was to find any hid­ing places in a city where all the gates were closed! Then he saw on his right an old frame church, which lay a short dis­tance away from the street in the cen­tre of a large grove. Not an in­stant did he pause to con­sider, but rushed on to­ward the church. “If I can only get there, then I’ll surely be shielded from all harm,” thought he.

As he ran for­ward, he sud­denly caught sight of a man who stood on a gravel path and beck­oned to him. “There is cer­tainly some­one who will help me!” thought the boy; he be­came in­tensely happy, and hur­ried off in that di­rec­tion. He was ac­tu­ally so fright­ened that the heart of him fairly thumped in his breast.

But when he came up to the man who stood on the edge of the gravel path, upon a low pedestal, he was ab­so­lutely thun­der­struck. “Surely, it can’t have been that one who beck­oned to me!” thought he; for he saw that the en­tire man was made of wood.

He stood there and stared at him. He was a thick­set man on short legs, with a broad, ruddy coun­te­nance, shiny, black hair and full black beard. On his head he wore a wooden hat; on his body, a brown wooden coat; around his waist, a black wooden belt; on his legs he had wide wooden knee-breeches and wooden stock­ings; and on his feet black wooden shoes. He was newly painted and newly var­nished, so that he glis­tened and shone in the moon­light. This un­doubt­edly had a good deal to do with giv­ing him such a good-na­tured ap­pear­ance, that the boy at once placed con­fi­dence in him.

In his left hand he held a wooden slate, and there the boy read:



Most humbly I beg you,


Though voice I may lack:


Come drop a penny, do;


But lift my hat!




Oh ho! the man was only a poor-box. The boy felt that he had been done. He had ex­pected that this should be some­thing re­ally re­mark­able. And now he re­mem­bered that grandpa had also spo­ken of the wooden man, and said that all the chil­dren in Karl­skrona were so fond of him. And that must have been true, for he, too, found it hard to part with the wooden man. He had some­thing so old-timey about him, that one could well take him to be many hun­dred years old; and at the same time, he looked so strong and bold, and an­i­mated—just as one might imag­ine that folks looked in olden times.

The boy had so much fun look­ing at the wooden man, that he en­tirely for­got the one from whom he was flee­ing. But now he heard him. He turned from the street and came into the church­yard. He fol­lowed him here too! Where should the boy go?

Just then he saw the wooden man bend down to him and stretch forth his big, broad hand. It was im­pos­si­ble to be­lieve any­thing but good of him; and with one jump, the boy stood in his hand. The wooden man lifted him to his hat—and stuck him un­der it.

The boy was just hid­den, and the wooden man had just got­ten his arm in its right place again, when the bronze man stopped in front of him and banged the stick on the ground, so that the wooden man shook on his pedestal. There­upon the bronze man said in a strong and res­o­nant voice: “Who might this one be?”

The wooden man’s arm went up, so that it creaked in the old wood­work, and he touched his hat brim as he replied: “Rosen­bom, by Your Majesty’s leave. Once upon a time boatswain on the man-of-war, Dristigheten; af­ter com­pleted ser­vice, sex­ton at the Ad­mi­ral’s church—and, lately, carved in wood and ex­hib­ited in the church­yard as a poor-box.”

The boy gave a start when he heard that the wooden man said “Your Majesty.” For now, when he thought about it, he knew that the statue on the square rep­re­sented the one who had founded the city. It was prob­a­bly no less an one than Charles the Eleventh him­self, whom he had en­coun­tered.

“He gives a good ac­count of him­self,” said the bronze man. “Can he also tell me if he has seen a lit­tle brat who runs around in the city tonight? He’s an im­pu­dent ras­cal, if I get hold of him, I’ll teach him man­ners!” With that, he again pounded on the ground with his stick, and looked fear­fully an­gry.

“By Your Majesty’s leave, I have seen him,” said the wooden man; and the boy was so scared that he com­menced to shake where he sat un­der the hat and looked at the bronze man through a crack in the wood. But he calmed down when the wooden man con­tin­ued: “Your Majesty is on the wrong track. That young­ster cer­tainly in­tended to run into the ship­yard, and con­ceal him­self there.”

“Does he say so, Rosen­bom? Well then, don’t stand still on the pedestal any longer but come with me and help me find him. Four eyes are bet­ter than two, Rosen­bom.”

But the wooden man an­swered in a dole­ful voice: “I would most humbly beg to be per­mit­ted to stay where I am. I look well and sleek be­cause of the paint, but I’m old and mouldy, and can­not stand mov­ing about.”

The bronze man was not one of those who liked to be con­tra­dicted. “What sort of no­tions are these? Come along, Rosen­bom!” Then he raised his stick and gave the other one a re­sound­ing whack on the shoul­der. “Does Rosen­bom not see that he holds to­gether?”

With that they broke off and walked for­ward on the streets of Karl­skrona—large and mighty—un­til they came to a high gate, which led to the ship­yard. Just out­side and on guard walked one of the navy’s jack-tars, but the bronze man strut­ted past him and kicked the gate open with­out the jack-tar’s pre­tend­ing to no­tice it.

As soon as they had got­ten into the ship­yard, they saw be­fore them a wide, ex­pan­sive har­bor sep­a­rated by pile-bridges. In the dif­fer­ent har­bour basins, lay the war­ships, which looked big­ger, and more awe-in­spir­ing close to, like this, than lately, when the boy had seen them from up above. “Then it wasn’t so crazy af­ter all, to imag­ine that they were sea-trolls,” thought he.

“Where does Rosen­bom think it most ad­vis­able for us to be­gin the search?” said the bronze man.

“Such an one as he could most eas­ily con­ceal him­self in the hall of mod­els,” replied the wooden man.

On a nar­row land-strip which stretched to the right from the gate, all along the har­bour, lay an­cient struc­tures. The bronze man walked over to a build­ing with low walls, small win­dows, and a con­spic­u­ous roof. He pounded on the door with his stick un­til it burst open; and tramped up a pair of worn-out steps. Soon they came into a large hall, which was filled with tack­led and full-rigged lit­tle ships. The boy un­der­stood with­out be­ing told, that these were mod­els for the ships which had been built for the Swedish navy.

There were ships of many dif­fer­ent va­ri­eties. There were old men-of-war, whose sides bris­tled with can­non, and which had high struc­tures fore and aft, and their masts weighed down with a net­work of sails and ropes. There were small is­land-boats with row­ing-benches along the sides; there were un­decked can­non sloops and richly gilded frigates, which were mod­els of the ones the kings had used on their trav­els. Fi­nally, there were also the heavy, broad ar­mour-plated ships with tow­ers and can­non on deck—such as are in use nowa­days; and nar­row, shin­ing tor­pedo boats which re­sem­bled long, slen­der fishes.

When the boy was car­ried around among all this, he was awed. “Fancy that such big, splen­did ships have been built here in Swe­den!” he thought to him­self.

He had plenty of time to see all that was to be seen in there; for when the bronze man saw the mod­els, he for­got ev­ery­thing else. He ex­am­ined them all, from the first to the last, and asked about them. And Rosen­bom, the boatswain on the Dristigheten, told as much as he knew of the ships’ builders, and of those who had manned them; and of the fates they had met. He told them about Chap­man and Puke and Trolle; of Hoagland and Sven­sksund—all the way along un­til 1809—af­ter that he had not been there.

Both he and the bronze man had the most to say about the fine old wooden ships. The new bat­tle­ships they didn’t ex­actly ap­pear to un­der­stand.

“I can hear that Rosen­bom doesn’t know any­thing about these new­fan­gled things,” said the bronze man. “There­fore, let us go and look at some­thing else; for this amuses me, Rosen­bom.”

By this time he had en­tirely given up his search for the boy, who felt calm and se­cure where he sat in the wooden hat.

There­upon both men wan­dered through the big es­tab­lish­ment: sail-mak­ing shops, an­chor smithy, ma­chine and car­pen­ter shops. They saw the mast sheers and the docks; the large mag­a­zines, the ar­se­nal, the rope-bridge and the big dis­carded dock, which had been blasted in the rock. They went out upon the pile-bridges, where the naval ves­sels lay moored, stepped on board and ex­am­ined them like two old sea-dogs; won­dered; dis­ap­proved; ap­proved; and be­came in­dig­nant.

The boy sat in safety un­der the wooden hat, and heard all about how they had laboured and strug­gled in this place, to equip the navies which had gone out from here. He heard how life and blood had been risked; how the last penny had been sac­ri­ficed to build the war­ships; how skilled men had strained all their pow­ers, in or­der to per­fect these ships which had been their fa­ther­land’s safe­guard. A cou­ple of times the tears came to the boy’s eyes, as he heard all this.

And the very last, they went into an open court, where the gal­ley mod­els of old men-of-war were grouped; and a more re­mark­able sight the boy had never be­held; for these mod­els had in­con­ceiv­ably pow­er­ful and ter­ror-strik­ing faces. They were big, fear­less and sav­age: filled with the same proud spirit that had fit­ted out the great ships. They were from an­other time than his. He thought that he shriv­elled up be­fore them.

But when they came in here, the bronze man said to the wooden man: “Take off thy hat, Rosen­bom, for those that stand here! They have all fought for the fa­ther­land.”

And Rosen­bom—like the bronze man—had for­got­ten why they had be­gun this tramp. Without think­ing, he lifted the wooden hat from his head and shouted:

“I take off my hat to the one who chose the har­bour and founded the ship­yard and recre­ated the navy; to the monarch who has awak­ened all this into life!”

“Thanks, Rosen­bom! That was well spo­ken. Rosen­bom is a fine man. But what is this, Rosen­bom?”

For there stood Nils Hol­gers­son, right on the top of Rosen­bom’s bald pate. He wasn’t afraid any longer; but raised his white to­bog­gan hood, and shouted: “Hur­rah for you, Longlip!”

The bronze man struck the ground hard with his stick; but the boy never learned what he had in­tended to do, for now the sun ran up, and, at the same time, both the bronze man and the wooden man van­ished—as if they had been made of mists. While he still stood and stared af­ter them, the wild geese flew up from the church tower, and swayed back and forth over the city. In­stantly they caught sight of Nils Hol­gers­son; and then the big white one darted down from the sky and fetched him.




The Trip to Öland

Sun­day, April third.

The wild geese went out on a wooded is­land to feed. There they hap­pened to run across a few gray geese, who were sur­prised to see them—since they knew very well that their kins­men, the wild geese, usu­ally travel over the in­te­rior of the coun­try.

They were cu­ri­ous and in­quis­i­tive, and wouldn’t be sat­is­fied with less than that the wild geese should tell them all about the per­se­cu­tion which they had to en­dure from Smirre Fox. When they had fin­ished, a gray goose, who ap­peared to be as old and as wise as Akka her­self, said: “It was a great mis­for­tune for you that Smirre Fox was de­clared an out­law in his own land. He’ll be sure to keep his word, and fol­low you all the way up to La­p­land. If I were in your place, I shouldn’t travel north over Små­land, but would take the out­side route over Öland in­stead, so that he’ll be thrown off the track en­tirely. To re­ally mis­lead him, you must re­main for a cou­ple of days on Öland’s south­ern point. There you’ll find lots of food and lots of com­pany. I don’t be­lieve you’ll re­gret it, if you go over there.”

It was cer­tainly very sen­si­ble ad­vice, and the wild geese con­cluded to fol­low it. As soon as they had eaten all they could hold, they started on the trip to Öland. None of them had ever been there be­fore, but the gray goose had given them ex­cel­lent di­rec­tions. They only had to travel di­rect south un­til they came to a large bird-track, which ex­tended all along the Blekinge coast. All the birds who had win­ter res­i­dences by the West sea, and who now in­tended to travel to Fin­land and Rus­sia, flew for­ward there—and, in pass­ing, they were al­ways in the habit of stop­ping at Öland to rest. The wild geese would have no trou­ble in find­ing guides.

That day it was per­fectly still and warm—like a sum­mer’s day—the best weather in the world for a sea trip. The only grave thing about it was that it was not quite clear, for the sky was gray and veiled. Here and there were enor­mous mist-clouds which hung way down to the sea’s outer edge, and ob­structed the view.

When the trav­ellers had got­ten away from the wooded is­land, the sea spread it­self so smooth and mir­ror-like, that the boy as he looked down thought the wa­ter had dis­ap­peared. There was no longer any earth un­der him. He had noth­ing but mist and sky around him. He grew very dizzy, and held him­self tight on the goose-back, more fright­ened than when he sat there for the first time. It seemed as though he couldn’t pos­si­bly hold on; he must fall in some di­rec­tion.

It was even worse when they reached the big bird-track, of which the gray goose had spo­ken. Ac­tu­ally, there came flock af­ter flock fly­ing in ex­actly the same di­rec­tion. They seemed to fol­low a fixed route. There were ducks and gray geese, surf-scot­ers and guille­mots, loons and pin­tail ducks and mer­gansers and grebes and oys­ter­catch­ers and sea-grouse. But now, when the boy leaned for­ward, and looked in the di­rec­tion where the sea ought to lie, he saw the whole bird pro­ces­sion re­flected in the wa­ter. But he was so dizzy that he didn’t un­der­stand how this had come about: he thought that the whole bird pro­ces­sion flew with their bel­lies up­side down. Still he didn’t won­der at this so much, for he did not him­self know which was up, and which was down.

The birds were tired out and im­pa­tient to get on. None of them shrieked or said a funny thing, and this made ev­ery­thing seem pe­cu­liarly un­real.

“Think, if we have trav­elled away from the Earth!” he said to him­self. “Think, if we are on our way up to heaven!”

He saw noth­ing but mists and birds around him, and be­gan to look upon it as rea­son­able that they were trav­el­ling heav­en­ward. He was glad, and won­dered what he should see up there. The dizzi­ness passed all at once. He was so ex­ceed­ingly happy at the thought that he was on his way to heaven and was leav­ing this earth.

Just about then he heard a cou­ple of loud shots, and saw two white smoke-col­umns as­cend.

There was a sud­den awak­en­ing, and an un­rest among the birds. “Hun­ters! Hun­ters!” they cried. “Fly high! Fly away!”

Then the boy saw, fi­nally, that they were trav­el­ling all the while over the sea­coast, and that they cer­tainly were not in heaven. In a long row lay small boats filled with hunters, who fired shot upon shot. The near­est bird-flocks hadn’t no­ticed them in time. They had flown too low. Sev­eral dark bod­ies sank down to­ward the sea; and for ev­ery one that fell, there arose cries of an­guish from the liv­ing.

It was strange for one who had but lately be­lieved him­self in heaven, to wake up sud­denly to such fear and lamen­ta­tion. Akka shot to­ward the heights as fast as she could, and the flock fol­lowed with the great­est pos­si­ble speed. The wild geese got safely out of the way, but the boy couldn’t get over his amaze­ment. “To think that any­one could wish to shoot upon such as Akka and Yksi and Kaksi and the goosey-gan­der and the oth­ers! Hu­man be­ings had no con­cep­tion of what they did.”

So it bore on again, in the still air, and ev­ery­thing was as quiet as hereto­fore—with the ex­cep­tion that some of the tired birds called out ev­ery now and then: “Are we not there soon? Are you sure we’re on the right track?” Here­upon, those who flew in the cen­tre an­swered: “We are fly­ing straight to Öland; straight to Öland.”

The gray geese were tired out, and the loons flew around them. “Don’t be in such a rush!” cried the ducks. “You’ll eat up all the food be­fore we get there.”

“Oh! there’ll be enough for both you and us,” an­swered the loons.

Be­fore they had got­ten so far that they saw Öland, there came a light wind against them. It brought with it some­thing that re­sem­bled im­mense clouds of white smoke—just as if there was a big fire some­where.

When the birds saw the first white spi­ral haze, they be­came un­easy and in­creased their speed. But that which re­sem­bled smoke blew thicker and thicker, and at last it en­veloped them al­to­gether. They smelled no smoke; and the smoke was not dark and dry, but white and damp. Sud­denly the boy un­der­stood that it was noth­ing but a mist.

When the mist be­came so thick that one couldn’t see a goose-length ahead, the birds be­gan to carry on like real lu­natics. All these, who be­fore had trav­elled for­ward in such per­fect or­der, be­gan to play in the mist. They flew hither and thither, to en­tice one an­other astray. “Be care­ful!” they cried. “You’re only trav­el­ling round and round. Turn back, for pity’s sake! You’ll never get to Öland in this way.”

They all knew per­fectly well where the is­land was, but they did their best to lead each other astray. “Look at those wag­tails!” rang out in the mist. “They are go­ing back to­ward the North Sea!”

“Have a care, wild geese!” shrieked some­one from an­other di­rec­tion. “If you con­tinue like this, you’ll get clear up to Rü­gen.”

There was, of course, no dan­ger that the birds who were ac­cus­tomed to travel here would per­mit them­selves to be lured in a wrong di­rec­tion. But the ones who had a hard time of it were the wild geese. The jesters ob­served that they were un­cer­tain as to the way, and did all they could to con­fuse them.

“Where do you in­tend to go, good peo­ple?” called a swan. He came right up to Akka, and looked sym­pa­thetic and se­ri­ous.

“We shall travel to Öland; but we have never been there be­fore,” said Akka. She thought that this was a bird to be trusted.

“It’s too bad,” said the swan. “They have lured you in the wrong di­rec­tion. You’re on the road to Blekinge. Now come with me, and I’ll put you right!”

And so he flew off with them; and when he had taken them so far away from the track that they heard no calls, he dis­ap­peared in the mist.

They flew around for a while at ran­dom. They had barely suc­ceeded in find­ing the birds again, when a duck ap­proached them. “It’s best that you lie down on the wa­ter un­til the mist clears,” said the duck. “It is ev­i­dent that you are not ac­cus­tomed to look out for your­selves on jour­neys.”

Those rogues suc­ceeded in mak­ing Akka’s head swim. As near as the boy could make out, the wild geese flew round and round for a long time.

“Be care­ful! Can’t you see that you are fly­ing up and down?” shouted a loon as he rushed by. The boy pos­i­tively clutched the goosey-gan­der around the neck. This was some­thing which he had feared for a long time.

No one can tell when they would have ar­rived, if they hadn’t heard a rolling and muf­fled sound in the dis­tance.

Then Akka craned her neck, snapped hard with her wings, and rushed on at full speed. Now she had some­thing to go by. The gray goose had told her not to light on Öland’s south­ern point, be­cause there was a can­non there, which the peo­ple used to shoot the mist with. Now she knew the way, and now no one in the world should lead her astray again.




Öland’s Southern Point

April third to sixth.

On the most southerly part of Öland lies a royal demesne, which is called Ot­tenby. It is a rather large es­tate which ex­tends from shore to shore, straight across the is­land; and it is re­mark­able be­cause it has al­ways been a haunt for large bird-com­pa­nies. In the sev­en­teenth cen­tury, when the kings used to go over to Öland to hunt, the en­tire es­tate was noth­ing but a deer park. In the eigh­teenth cen­tury there was a stud there, where blooded race­horses were bred; and a sheep farm, where sev­eral hun­dred sheep were main­tained. In our days you’ll find nei­ther blooded horses nor sheep at Ot­tenby. In place of them live great herds of young horses, which are to be used by the cav­alry.

In all the land there is cer­tainly no place that could be a bet­ter abode for an­i­mals. Along the ex­treme east­ern shore lies the old sheep meadow, which is a mile and a half long, and the largest meadow in all Öland, where an­i­mals can graze and play and run about, as free as if they were in a wilder­ness. And there you will find the cel­e­brated Ot­tenby grove with the hun­dred-year-old oaks, which give shade from the sun, and shel­ter from the se­vere Öland winds. And we must not for­get the long Ot­tenby wall, which stretches from shore to shore, and sep­a­rates Ot­tenby from the rest of the is­land, so that the an­i­mals may know how far the old royal demesne ex­tends, and be care­ful about get­ting in on other ground, where they are not so well pro­tected.

You’ll find plenty of tame an­i­mals at Ot­tenby, but that isn’t all. One could al­most be­lieve that the wild ones also felt that on an old crown prop­erty both the wild and the tame ones can count upon shel­ter and pro­tec­tion—since they ven­ture there in such great num­bers.

Be­sides, there are still a few stags of the old de­scent left; and bur­row-ducks and par­tridges love to live there, and it of­fers a rest­ing place, in the spring and late sum­mer, for thou­sands of mi­gra­tory birds. Above all, it is the swampy east­ern shore be­low the sheep meadow, where the mi­gra­tory birds alight, to rest and feed.

When the wild geese and Nils Hol­gers­son had fi­nally found their way to Öland, they came down, like all the rest, on the shore near the sheep meadow. The mist lay thick over the is­land, just as it had over the sea. But still the boy was amazed at all the birds which he dis­cerned, only on the lit­tle nar­row stretch of shore which he could see.

It was a low sand-shore with stones and pools, and a lot of cast-up sea­weed. If the boy had been per­mit­ted to choose, it isn’t likely that he would have thought of alight­ing there; but the birds prob­a­bly looked upon this as a ver­i­ta­ble par­adise. Ducks and geese walked about and fed on the meadow; nearer the wa­ter, ran snipe, and other coast-birds. The loons lay in the sea and fished, but the life and move­ment was upon the long sea­weed banks along the coast. There the birds stood side by side close to­gether and picked grub-worms—which must have been found there in lim­it­less quan­ti­ties for it was very ev­i­dent that there was never any com­plaint over a lack of food.

The great ma­jor­ity were go­ing to travel far­ther, and had only alighted to take a short rest; and as soon as the leader of a flock thought that his com­rades had re­cov­ered them­selves suf­fi­ciently he said, “If you are ready now, we may as well move on.”

“No, wait, wait! We haven’t had any­thing like enough,” said the fol­low­ers.

“You surely don’t be­lieve that I in­tend to let you eat so much that you will not be able to move?” said the leader, and flapped his wings and started off. Along the out­er­most sea­weed banks lay a flock of swans. They didn’t bother about go­ing on land, but rested them­selves by ly­ing and rock­ing on the wa­ter. Now and then they dived down with their necks and brought up food from the sea-bot­tom. When they had got­ten hold of any­thing very good, they in­dulged in loud shouts that sounded like trum­pet calls.

When the boy heard that there were swans on the shoals, he hur­ried out to the sea­weed banks. He had never be­fore seen wild swans at close range. He had luck on his side, so that he got close up to them.

The boy was not the only one who had heard the swans. Both the wild geese and the gray geese and the loons swam out be­tween the banks, laid them­selves in a ring around the swans and stared at them. The swans ruf­fled their feath­ers, raised their wings like sails, and lifted their necks high in the air. Oc­ca­sion­ally one and an­other of them swam up to a goose, or a great loon, or a div­ing-duck, and said a few words. And then it ap­peared as though the one ad­dressed hardly dared raise his bill to re­ply.

But then there was a lit­tle loon—a tiny mis­chievous bag­gage—who couldn’t stand all this cer­e­mony. He dived sud­denly, and dis­ap­peared un­der the wa­ter’s edge. Soon af­ter that, one of the swans let out a scream, and swam off so quickly that the wa­ter foamed. Then he stopped and be­gan to look ma­jes­tic once more. But soon, an­other one shrieked in the same way as the first one, and then a third.

The lit­tle loon wasn’t able to stay un­der wa­ter any longer, but ap­peared on the wa­ter’s edge, lit­tle and black and ven­omous. The swans rushed to­ward him; but when they saw what a poor lit­tle thing it was, they turned abruptly—as if they con­sid­ered them­selves too good to quar­rel with him. Then the lit­tle loon dived again, and pinched their feet. It cer­tainly must have hurt; and the worst of it was, that they could not main­tain their dig­nity. At once they took a de­cided stand. They be­gan to beat the air with their wings so that it thun­dered; came for­ward a bit—as though they were run­ning on the wa­ter—got wind un­der their wings, and raised them­selves.

When the swans were gone they were greatly missed; and those who had lately been amused by the lit­tle loon’s an­tics scolded him for his thought­less­ness.

The boy walked to­ward land again. There he sta­tioned him­self to see how the pool-snipe played. They re­sem­bled small storks; like these, they had lit­tle bod­ies, long legs and necks, and light, sway­ing move­ments; only they were not gray, but brown. They stood in a long row on the shore where it was washed by waves. As soon as a wave rolled in, the whole row ran back­ward; as soon as it re­ceded, they fol­lowed it. And they kept this up for hours.

The showiest of all the birds were the bur­row-ducks. They were un­doubt­edly re­lated to the or­di­nary ducks; for, like these, they too had a thick­set body, broad bill, and webbed feet; but they were much more elab­o­rately got­ten up. The feather dress, it­self, was white; around their necks they wore a broad gold band; the wing-mir­ror shone in green, red, and black; and the wing-edges were black, and the head was dark green and shim­mered like satin.

As soon as any of these ap­peared on the shore, the oth­ers said: “Now, just look at those things! They know how to tog them­selves out.”

“If they were not so con­spic­u­ous, they wouldn’t have to dig their nests in the earth, but could lay above ground, like any­one else,” said a brown mal­lard-duck. “They may try as much as they please, still they’ll never get any­where with such noses,” said a gray goose. And this was ac­tu­ally true. The bur­row-ducks had a big knob on the base of the bill, which spoiled their ap­pear­ance.

Close to the shore, seag­ulls and sea-swal­lows moved for­ward on the wa­ter and fished. “What kind of fish are you catch­ing?” asked a wild goose.

“It’s a stick­le­back. It’s Öland stick­le­back. It’s the best stick­le­back in the world,” said a gull. “Won’t you taste of it?” And he flew up to the goose, with his mouth full of the lit­tle fishes, and wanted to give her some.

“Ugh! Do you think that I eat such filth?” said the wild goose.

The next morn­ing it was just as cloudy. The wild geese walked about on the meadow and fed; but the boy had gone to the seashore to gather mus­sels. There were plenty of them; and when he thought that the next day, per­haps, they would be in some place where they couldn’t get any food at all, he con­cluded that he would try to make him­self a lit­tle bag, which he could fill with mus­sels. He found an old sedge on the meadow, which was strong and tough; and out of this he be­gan to braid a knap­sack. He worked at this for sev­eral hours, but he was well sat­is­fied with it when it was fin­ished.

At din­ner time all the wild geese came run­ning and asked him if he had seen any­thing of the white goosey-gan­der. “No, he has not been with me,” said the boy.

“We had him with us all along un­til just lately,” said Akka, “but now we no longer know where he’s to be found.”

The boy jumped up, and was ter­ri­bly fright­ened. He asked if any fox or ea­gle had put in an ap­pear­ance, or if any hu­man be­ing had been seen in the neigh­bour­hood. But no one had no­ticed any­thing dan­ger­ous. The goosey-gan­der had prob­a­bly lost his way in the mist.

But it was just as great a mis­for­tune for the boy, in what­ever way the white one had been lost, and he started off im­me­di­ately to hunt for him. The mist shielded him, so that he could run wher­ever he wished with­out be­ing seen, but it also pre­vented him from see­ing. He ran south­ward along the shore—all the way down to the light­house and the mist can­non on the is­land’s ex­treme point. It was the same bird con­fu­sion ev­ery­where, but no goosey-gan­der. He ven­tured over to Ot­tenby es­tate, and he searched ev­ery one of the old, hol­low oaks in Ot­tenby grove, but he saw no trace of the goosey-gan­der.

He searched un­til it be­gan to grow dark. Then he had to turn back again to the east­ern shore. He walked with heavy steps, and was fear­fully blue. He didn’t know what would be­come of him if he couldn’t find the goosey-gan­der. There was no one whom he could spare less.

But when he wan­dered over the sheep meadow, what was that big, white thing that came to­ward him in the mist if it wasn’t the goosey-gan­der? He was all right, and very glad that, at last, he had been able to find his way back to the oth­ers. The mist had made him so dizzy, he said, that he had wan­dered around on the big meadow all day long. The boy threw his arms around his neck, for very joy, and begged him to take care of him­self, and not wan­der away from the oth­ers. And he promised, pos­i­tively, that he never would do this again. No, never again.

But the next morn­ing, when the boy went down to the beach and hunted for mus­sels, the geese came run­ning and asked if he had seen the goosey-gan­der. No, of course he hadn’t. “Well, then the goosey-gan­der was lost again. He had gone astray in the mist, just as he had done the day be­fore.”

The boy ran off in great ter­ror and be­gan to search. He found one place where the Ot­tenby wall was so tum­ble-down that he could climb over it. Later, he went about, first on the shore which grad­u­ally widened and be­came so large that there was room for fields and mead­ows and farms—then up on the flat high­land, which lay in the mid­dle of the is­land, and where there were no build­ings ex­cept wind­mills, and where the turf was so thin that the white ce­ment shone un­der it.

Mean­while, he could not find the goosey-gan­der; and as it drew on to­ward evening, and the boy must re­turn to the beach, he couldn’t be­lieve any­thing but that his trav­el­ling com­pan­ion was lost. He was so de­pressed, he did not know what to do with him­self.

He had just climbed over the wall again when he heard a stone crash down close be­side him. As he turned to see what it was, he thought that he could dis­tin­guish some­thing that moved on a stone pile which lay close to the wall. He stole nearer, and saw the goosey-gan­der come trudg­ing wearily over the stone pile, with sev­eral long fi­bres in his mouth. The goosey-gan­der didn’t see the boy, and the boy did not call to him, but thought it ad­vis­able to find out first why the goosey-gan­der time and again dis­ap­peared in this man­ner.

And he soon learned the rea­son for it. Up in the stone pile lay a young gray goose, who cried with joy when the goosey-gan­der came. The boy crept near, so that he heard what they said; then he found out that the gray goose had been wounded in one wing, so that she could not fly, and that her flock had trav­elled away from her, and left her alone. She had been near death’s door with hunger, when the white goosey-gan­der had heard her call, the other day, and had sought her out. Ever since, he had been car­ry­ing food to her. They had both hoped that she would be well be­fore they left the is­land, but, as yet, she could nei­ther fly nor walk. She was very much wor­ried over this, but he com­forted her with the thought that he shouldn’t travel for a long time. At last he bade her good night, and promised to come the next day.

The boy let the goosey-gan­der go; and as soon as he was gone, he stole, in turn, up to the stone heap. He was an­gry be­cause he had been de­ceived, and now he wanted to say to that gray goose that the goosey-gan­der was his prop­erty. He was go­ing to take the boy up to La­p­land, and there would be no talk of his stay­ing here on her ac­count. But now, when he saw the young gray goose close to, he un­der­stood, not only why the goosey-gan­der had gone and car­ried food to her for two days, but also why he had not wished to men­tion that he had helped her. She had the pret­ti­est lit­tle head; her feather-dress was like soft satin, and the eyes were mild and plead­ing.

When she saw the boy, she wanted to run away; but the left wing was out of joint and dragged on the ground, so that it in­ter­fered with her move­ments.

“You mustn’t be afraid of me,” said the boy, and didn’t look nearly so an­gry as he had in­tended to ap­pear. “I’m Thumbi­etot, Morten Goosey-gan­der’s com­rade,” he con­tin­ued. Then he stood there, and didn’t know what he wanted to say.

Oc­ca­sion­ally one finds some­thing among an­i­mals which makes one won­der what sort of crea­tures they re­ally are. One is al­most afraid that they may be trans­formed hu­man be­ings. It was some­thing like this with the gray goose. As soon as Thumbi­etot said who he was, she low­ered her neck and head very charm­ingly be­fore him, and said in a voice that was so pretty that he couldn’t be­lieve it was a goose who spoke: “I am very glad that you have come here to help me. The white goosey-gan­der has told me that no one is as wise and as good as you.”

She said this with such dig­nity, that the boy grew re­ally em­bar­rassed. “This surely can’t be any bird,” thought he. “It is cer­tainly some be­witched princess.”

He was filled with a de­sire to help her, and ran his hand un­der the feath­ers, and felt along the wing-bone. The bone was not bro­ken, but there was some­thing wrong with the joint. He got his fin­ger down into the empty cav­ity. “Be care­ful, now!” he said; and got a firm grip on the bone-pipe and fit­ted it into the place where it ought to be. He did it very quickly and well, con­sid­er­ing it was the first time that he had at­tempted any­thing of the sort. But it must have hurt very much, for the poor young goose ut­tered a sin­gle shrill cry, and then sank down among the stones with­out show­ing a sign of life.

The boy was ter­ri­bly fright­ened. He had only wished to help her, and now she was dead. He made a big jump from the stone pile, and ran away. He thought it was as though he had mur­dered a hu­man be­ing.

The next morn­ing it was clear and free from mist, and Akka said that now they should con­tinue their trav­els. All the oth­ers were will­ing to go, but the white goosey-gan­der made ex­cuses. The boy un­der­stood well enough that he didn’t care to leave the gray goose. Akka did not lis­ten to him, but started off.

The boy jumped up on the goosey-gan­der’s back, and the white one fol­lowed the flock—al­beit slowly and un­will­ingly. The boy was mighty glad that they could fly away from the is­land. He was con­science-stricken on ac­count of the gray goose, and had not cared to tell the goosey-gan­der how it had turned out when he had tried to cure her. It would prob­a­bly be best if Morten goosey-gan­der never found out about this, he thought, though he won­dered, at the same time, how the white one had the heart to leave the gray goose.

But sud­denly the goosey-gan­der turned. The thought of the young gray goose had over­pow­ered him. It could go as it would with the La­p­land trip: he couldn’t go with the oth­ers when he knew that she lay alone and ill, and would starve to death.

With a few wing-strokes he was over the stone pile; but then, there lay no young gray goose be­tween the stones. “Dun­fin! Dun­fin! Where art thou?” called the goosey-gan­der.

“The fox has prob­a­bly been here and taken her,” thought the boy. But at that mo­ment he heard a pretty voice an­swer the goosey-gan­der. “Here am I, goosey-gan­der; here am I! I have only been tak­ing a morn­ing bath.” And up from the wa­ter came the lit­tle gray goose—fresh and in good trim—and told how Thumbi­etot had pulled her wing into place, and that she was en­tirely well, and ready to fol­low them on the jour­ney.

The drops of wa­ter lay like pearl-dew on her shim­mery satin-like feath­ers, and Thumbi­etot thought once again that she was a real lit­tle princess.




The Big Butterfly

Wed­nes­day, April sixth.

The geese trav­elled along­side the coast of the long is­land, which lay dis­tinctly vis­i­ble un­der them. The boy felt happy and light of heart dur­ing the trip. He was just as pleased and well sat­is­fied as he had been glum and de­pressed the day be­fore, when he roamed around down on the is­land, and hunted for the goosey-gan­der.

He saw now that the in­te­rior of the is­land con­sisted of a bar­ren high plain, with a wreath of fer­tile land along the coast; and he be­gan to com­pre­hend the mean­ing of some­thing which he had heard the other evening.

He had just seated him­self to rest a bit by one of the many wind­mills on the high­land, when a cou­ple of shep­herds came along with the dogs be­side them, and a large herd of sheep in their train. The boy had not been afraid be­cause he was well con­cealed un­der the wind­mill stairs. But as it turned out, the shep­herds came and seated them­selves on the same stair­way, and then there was noth­ing for him to do but to keep per­fectly still.

One of the shep­herds was young, and looked about as folks do mostly; the other was an old queer one. His body was large and knotty, but the head was small, and the face had sen­si­tive and del­i­cate fea­tures. It ap­peared as though the body and head didn’t want to fit to­gether at all.

One mo­ment he sat silent and gazed into the mist, with an un­ut­ter­ably weary ex­pres­sion. Then he be­gan to talk to his com­pan­ion. Then the other one took out some bread and cheese from his knap­sack, to eat his evening meal. He an­swered scarcely any­thing, but lis­tened very pa­tiently, just as if he were think­ing: “I might as well give you the plea­sure of let­ting you chat­ter a while.”

“Now I shall tell you some­thing, Eric,” said the old shep­herd. “I have fig­ured out that in for­mer days, when both hu­man be­ings and an­i­mals were much larger than they are now, that the but­ter­flies, too, must have been un­com­monly large. And once there was a but­ter­fly that was many miles long, and had wings as wide as seas. Those wings were blue, and shone like sil­ver, and so gor­geous that, when the but­ter­fly was out fly­ing, all the other an­i­mals stood still and stared at it. It had this draw­back, how­ever, that it was too large. The wings had hard work to carry it. But prob­a­bly all would have gone very well, if the but­ter­fly had been wise enough to re­main on the hill­side. But it wasn’t; it ven­tured out over the East sea. And it hadn’t got­ten very far be­fore the storm came along and be­gan to tear at its wings. Well, it’s easy to un­der­stand, Eric, how things would go when the East sea storm com­menced to wres­tle with frail but­ter­fly-wings. It wasn’t long be­fore they were torn away and scat­tered; and then, of course, the poor but­ter­fly fell into the sea. At first it was tossed back­ward and for­ward on the bil­lows, and then it was stranded upon a few cliff-foun­da­tions out­side of Små­land. And there it lay—as large and long as it was.

“Now I think, Eric, that if the but­ter­fly had dropped on land, it would soon have rot­ted and fallen apart. But since it fell into the sea, it was soaked through and through with lime, and be­came as hard as a stone. You know, of course, that we have found stones on the shore which were noth­ing but pet­ri­fied worms. Now I be­lieve that it went the same way with the big but­ter­fly-body. I be­lieve that it turned where it lay into a long, nar­row moun­tain out in the East sea. Don’t you?”

He paused for a re­ply, and the other one nod­ded to him. “Go on, so I may hear what you are driv­ing at,” said he.

“And mark you, Eric, that this very Öland, upon which you and I live, is noth­ing else than the old but­ter­fly-body. If one only thinks about it, one can ob­serve that the is­land is a but­ter­fly. Toward the north, the slen­der fore-body and the round head can be seen, and to­ward the south, one sees the back-body—which first broad­ens out, and then nar­rows to a sharp point.”

Here he paused once more and looked at his com­pan­ion rather anx­iously to see how he would take this as­ser­tion. But the young man kept on eat­ing with the ut­most calm, and nod­ded to him to con­tinue.

“As soon as the but­ter­fly had been changed into a lime­stone rock, many dif­fer­ent kinds of seeds of herbs and trees came trav­el­ling with the winds, and wanted to take root on it. It was a long time be­fore any­thing but sedge could grow there. Then came sheep sor­rel, and the rock­rose and thorn-brush. But even to­day there is not so much growth on Al­varet, that the moun­tain is well cov­ered, but it shines through here and there. And no one can think of plough­ing and sow­ing up here, where the earth-crust is so thin. But if you will ad­mit that Al­varet and the strongholds around it, are made of the but­ter­fly-body, then you may well have the right to ques­tion where that land which lies be­neath the strongholds came from.”

“Yes, it is just that,” said he who was eat­ing. “That I should in­deed like to know.”

“Well, you must re­mem­ber that Öland has lain in the sea for a good many years, and in the course of time all the things which tum­ble around with the waves—sea­weed and sand and clams—have gath­ered around it, and re­mained ly­ing there. And then, stone and gravel have fallen down from both the east­ern and west­ern strongholds. In this way the is­land has ac­quired broad shores, where grain and flow­ers and trees can grow.

“Up here, on the hard but­ter­fly-back, only sheep and cows and lit­tle horses go about. Only lap­wings and plover live here, and there are no build­ings ex­cept wind­mills and a few stone huts, where we shep­herds crawl in. But down on the coast lie big vil­lages and churches and parishes and fish­ing ham­lets and a whole city.”

He looked ques­tion­ingly at the other one. This one had fin­ished his meal, and was ty­ing the food-sack to­gether. “I won­der where you will end with all this,” said he.

“It is only this that I want to know,” said the shep­herd, as he low­ered his voice so that he al­most whis­pered the words, and looked into the mist with his small eyes, which ap­peared to be worn out from spy­ing af­ter all that which does not ex­ist. “Only this I want to know: if the peas­ants who live on the built-up farms be­neath the strongholds, or the fish­er­men who take the small her­ring from the sea, or the mer­chants in Borgholm, or the bathing guests who come here ev­ery sum­mer, or the tourists who wan­der around in Borgholm’s old cas­tle ruin, or the sports­men who come here in the fall to hunt par­tridges, or the painters who sit here on Al­varet and paint the sheep and wind­mills—I should like to know if any of them un­der­stand that this is­land has been a but­ter­fly which flew about with great shim­mery wings.”

“Ah!” said the young shep­herd, sud­denly. “It should have oc­curred to some of them, as they sat on the edge of the strong­hold of an evening, and heard the nightin­gales trill in the groves be­low them, and looked over Kal­mar Sound, that this is­land could not have come into ex­is­tence in the same way as the oth­ers.”

“I want to ask,” said the old one, “if no one has had the de­sire to give wings to the wind­mills—so large that they could reach to heaven, so large that they could lift the whole is­land out of the sea and let it fly like a but­ter­fly among but­ter­flies.”

“It may be pos­si­ble that there is some­thing in what you say,” said the young one; “for on sum­mer nights, when the heav­ens widen and open over the is­land, I have some­times thought that it was as if it wanted to raise it­self from the sea, and fly away.”

But when the old one had fi­nally got­ten the young one to talk, he didn’t lis­ten to him very much. “I would like to know,” the old one said in a low tone, “if any­one can ex­plain why one feels such a long­ing up here on Al­varet. I have felt it ev­ery day of my life; and I think it preys upon each and ev­ery one who must go about here. I want to know if no one else has un­der­stood that all this wist­ful­ness is caused by the fact that the whole is­land is a but­ter­fly that longs for its wings.”




Little Karl’s Island


The Storm

Fri­day, April eighth.

The wild geese had spent the night on Öland’s north­ern point, and were now on their way to the con­ti­nent. A strong south wind blew over Kal­mar Sound, and they had been thrown north­ward. Still they worked their way to­ward land with good speed. But when they were near­ing the first is­lands a pow­er­ful rum­bling was heard, as if a lot of strong-winged birds had come fly­ing; and the wa­ter un­der them, all at once, be­came per­fectly black. Akka drew in her wings so sud­denly that she al­most stood still in the air. There­upon, she low­ered her­self to light on the edge of the sea. But be­fore the geese had reached the wa­ter, the west storm caught up with them. Al­ready, it drove be­fore it fogs, salt scum and small birds; it also snatched with it the wild geese, threw them on end, and cast them to­ward the sea.

It was a rough storm. The wild geese tried to turn back, time and again, but they couldn’t do it and were driven out to­ward the East sea. The storm had al­ready blown them past Öland, and the sea lay be­fore them—empty and des­o­late. There was noth­ing for them to do but to keep out of the wa­ter.

When Akka ob­served that they were un­able to turn back she thought that it was need­less to let the storm drive them over the en­tire East sea. There­fore she sank down to the wa­ter. Now the sea was rag­ing, and in­creased in vi­o­lence with ev­ery sec­ond. The sea-green bil­lows rolled for­ward, with seething foam on their crests. Each one surged higher than the other. It was as though they raced with each other, to see which could foam the wildest. But the wild geese were not afraid of the swells. On the con­trary, this seemed to af­ford them much plea­sure. They did not strain them­selves with swim­ming, but lay and let them­selves be washed up with the wave-crests, and down in the wa­ter-dales, and had just as much fun as chil­dren in a swing. Their only anx­i­ety was that the flock should be sep­a­rated. The few land-birds who drove by, up in the storm, cried with envy: “There is no dan­ger for you who can swim.”

But the wild geese were cer­tainly not out of all dan­ger. In the first place, the rock­ing made them help­lessly sleepy. They wished con­tin­u­ally to turn their heads back­ward, poke their bills un­der their wings, and go to sleep. Noth­ing can be more dan­ger­ous than to fall asleep in this way; and Akka called out all the while: “Don’t go to sleep, wild geese! He that falls asleep will get away from the flock. He that gets away from the flock is lost.”

De­spite all at­tempts at re­sis­tance one af­ter an­other fell asleep; and Akka her­self came pretty near doz­ing off, when she sud­denly saw some­thing round and dark rise on the top of a wave. “Seals! Seals! Seals!” cried Akka in a high, shrill voice, and raised her­self up in the air with re­sound­ing wing-strokes. It was just at the cru­cial mo­ment. Be­fore the last wild goose had time to come up from the wa­ter, the seals were so close to her that they made a grab for her feet.

Then the wild geese were once more up in the storm which drove them be­fore it out to sea. No rest did it al­low ei­ther it­self or the wild geese; and no land did they see—only des­o­late sea.

They lit on the wa­ter again, as soon as they dared ven­ture. But when they had rocked upon the waves for a while, they be­came sleepy again. And when they fell asleep, the seals came swim­ming. If old Akka had not been so wake­ful, not one of them would have es­caped.

All day the storm raged; and it caused fear­ful havoc among the crowds of lit­tle birds, which at this time of year were mi­grat­ing. Some were driven from their course to for­eign lands, where they died of star­va­tion; oth­ers be­came so ex­hausted that they sank down in the sea and were drowned. Many were crushed against the cliff-walls, and many be­came a prey for the seals.

The storm con­tin­ued all day, and, at last, Akka be­gan to won­der if she and her flock would per­ish. They were now dead tired, and nowhere did they see any place where they might rest. Toward evening she no longer dared to lie down on the sea, be­cause now it filled up all of a sud­den with large ice-cakes, which struck against each other, and she feared they should be crushed be­tween these. A cou­ple of times the wild geese tried to stand on the ice-crust; but one time the wild storm swept them into the wa­ter; an­other time, the mer­ci­less seals came creep­ing up on the ice.

At sun­down the wild geese were once more up in the air. They flew on—fear­ful for the night. The dark­ness seemed to come upon them much too quickly this night—which was so full of dan­gers.

It was ter­ri­ble that they, as yet, saw no land. How would it go with them if they were forced to stay out on the sea all night? They would ei­ther be crushed be­tween the ice-cakes or de­voured by seals or sep­a­rated by the storm.

The heav­ens were cloud-be­decked, the moon hid it­self, and the dark­ness came quickly. At the same time all na­ture was filled with a hor­ror which caused the most coura­geous hearts to quail. Distressed bird-trav­ellers’ cries had sounded over the sea all day long, with­out any­one hav­ing paid the slight­est at­ten­tion to them; but now, when one no longer saw who it was that ut­tered them, they seemed mourn­ful and ter­ri­fy­ing. Down on the sea, the ice-drifts crashed against each other with a loud rum­bling noise. The seals tuned up their wild hunt­ing songs. It was as though heaven and earth were about to clash.



The Sheep

The boy sat for a mo­ment and looked down into the sea. Sud­denly he thought that it be­gan to roar louder than ever. He looked up. Right in front of him—only a cou­ple of me­tres away—stood a rugged and bare moun­tain-wall. At its base the waves dashed into a foam­ing spray. The wild geese flew straight to­ward the cliff, and the boy did not see how they could avoid be­ing dashed to pieces against it. Hardly had he won­dered that Akka hadn’t seen the dan­ger in time, when they were over by the moun­tain. Then he also no­ticed that in front of them was the half-round en­trance to a grotto. Into this the geese steered; and the next mo­ment they were safe.

The first thing the wild geese thought of—be­fore they gave them­selves time to re­joice over their safety—was to see if all their com­rades were also har­boured. Yes, there were Akka, Iksi, Kolmi, Nelja, Vi­isi, Knusi, all the six goslings, the goosey-gan­der, Dun­fin and Thumbi­etot; but Kaksi from Nuolja, the first left-hand goose, was miss­ing—and no one knew any­thing about her fate.

When the wild geese dis­cov­ered that no one but Kaksi had been sep­a­rated from the flock, they took the mat­ter lightly. Kaksi was old and wise. She knew all their by­ways and their habits, and she, of course, would know how to find her way back to them.

Then the wild geese be­gan to look around in the cave. Enough day­light came in through the open­ing, so that they could see the grotto was both deep and wide. They were de­lighted to think they had found such a fine night har­bour, when one of them caught sight of some shin­ing, green dots, which glit­tered in a dark cor­ner. “Th­ese are eyes!” cried Akka. “There are big an­i­mals in here.” They rushed to­ward the open­ing, but Thumbi­etot called to them: “There is noth­ing to run away from! It’s only a few sheep who are ly­ing along­side the grotto wall.”

When the wild geese had ac­cus­tomed them­selves to the dim day­light in the grotto, they saw the sheep very dis­tinctly. The grownup ones might be about as many as there were geese; but be­side these there were a few lit­tle lambs. An old ram with long, twisted horns ap­peared to be the most lordly one of the flock. The wild geese went up to him with much bow­ing and scrap­ing. “Well met in the wilder­ness!” they greeted, but the big ram lay still, and did not speak a word of wel­come.

Then the wild geese thought that the sheep were dis­pleased be­cause they had taken shel­ter in their grotto. “It is per­haps not per­mis­si­ble that we have come in here?” said Akka. “But we can­not help it, for we are wind-driven. We have wan­dered about in the storm all day, and it would be very good to be al­lowed to stop here tonight.” After that a long time passed be­fore any of the sheep an­swered with words; but, on the other hand, it could be heard dis­tinctly that a pair of them heaved deep sighs. Akka knew, to be sure, that sheep are al­ways shy and pe­cu­liar; but these seemed to have no idea of how they should con­duct them­selves. Fi­nally an old ewe, who had a long and pa­thetic face and a dole­ful voice, said: “There isn’t one among us that re­fuses to let you stay; but this is a house of mourn­ing, and we can­not re­ceive guests as we did in for­mer days.”

“You needn’t worry about any­thing of that sort,” said Akka. “If you knew what we have en­dured this day, you would surely un­der­stand that we are sat­is­fied if we only get a safe spot to sleep on.”

When Akka said this, the old ewe raised her­self. “I be­lieve that it would be bet­ter for you to fly about in the worst storm than to stop here. But, at least, you shall not go from here be­fore we have had the priv­i­lege of of­fer­ing you the best hos­pi­tal­ity which the house af­fords.”

She con­ducted them to a hol­low in the ground, which was filled with wa­ter. Be­side it lay a pile of bait and husks and chaff; and she bade them make the most of these. “We have had a se­vere snow-win­ter this year, on the is­land,” she said. “The peas­ants who own us came out to us with hay and oaten straw, so we shouldn’t starve to death. And this trash is all there is left of the good cheer.”

The geese rushed to the food in­stantly. They thought that they had fared well, and were in their best hu­mour. They must have ob­served, of course, that the sheep were anx­ious; but they knew how eas­ily scared sheep gen­er­ally are, and didn’t be­lieve there was any ac­tual dan­ger on foot. As soon as they had eaten, they in­tended to stand up to sleep as usual. But then the big ram got up, and walked over to them. The geese thought that they had never seen a sheep with such big and coarse horns. In other re­spects, also, he was no­tice­able. He had a high, rolling fore­head, in­tel­li­gent eyes, and a good bear­ing—as though he were a proud and coura­geous an­i­mal.

“I can­not as­sume the re­spon­si­bil­ity of let­ting you geese re­main, with­out telling you that it is un­safe here,” said he. “We can­not re­ceive night guests just now.” At last Akka be­gan to com­pre­hend that this was se­ri­ous. “We shall go away, since you re­ally wish it,” said she. “But won’t you tell us first, what it is that trou­bles you? We know noth­ing about it. We do not even know where we are.”

“This is Lit­tle Karl’s Is­land!” said the ram. “It lies out­side of Got­t­land, and only sheep and seabirds live here.”

“Per­haps you are wild sheep?” said Akka. “We’re not far re­moved from it,” replied the ram. “We have noth­ing to do with hu­man be­ings. It’s an old agree­ment be­tween us and some peas­ants on a farm in Got­t­land, that they shall sup­ply us with fod­der in case we have snow-win­ter; and as a rec­om­pense they are per­mit­ted to take away those of us who be­come su­per­flu­ous. The is­land is small, so it can­not feed very many of us. But oth­er­wise we take care of our­selves all the year round, and we do not live in houses with doors and locks, but we re­side in grot­toes like these.”

“Do you stay out here in the win­ter as well?” asked Akka, sur­prised.

“We do,” an­swered the ram. “We have good fod­der up here on the moun­tain, all the year around.”

“I think it sounds as if you might have it bet­ter than other sheep,” said Akka. “But what is the mis­for­tune that has be­fallen you?”

“It was bit­ter cold last win­ter. The sea froze, and then three foxes came over here on the ice, and here they have been ever since. Other­wise, there are no dan­ger­ous an­i­mals here on the is­land.”

“Oh, oh! do foxes dare to at­tack such as you?”

“Oh, no! not dur­ing the day; then I can pro­tect my­self and mine,” said the ram, shak­ing his horns. “But they sneak upon us at night when we sleep in the grot­toes. We try to keep awake, but one must sleep some of the time; and then they come upon us. They have al­ready killed ev­ery sheep in the other grot­toes, and there were herds that were just as large as mine.”

“It isn’t pleas­ant to tell that we are so help­less,” said the old ewe. “We can­not help our­selves any bet­ter than if we were tame sheep.”

“Do you think that they will come here tonight?” asked Akka. “There is noth­ing else in store for us,” an­swered the old ewe. “They were here last night, and stole a lamb from us. They’ll be sure to come again, as long as there are any of us alive. This is what they have done in the other places.”

“But if they are al­lowed to keep this up, you’ll be­come en­tirely ex­ter­mi­nated,” said Akka. “Oh! it won’t be long be­fore it is all over with the sheep on Lit­tle Karl’s Is­land,” said the ewe.

Akka stood there hes­i­tat­ingly. It was not pleas­ant, by any means, to ven­ture out in the storm again, and it wasn’t good to re­main in a house where such guests were ex­pected. When she had pon­dered a while, she turned to Thumbi­etot. “I won­der if you will help us, as you have done so many times be­fore,” said she. Yes, that he would like to do, he replied. “It is a pity for you not to get any sleep!” said the wild goose, “but I won­der if you are able to keep awake un­til the foxes come, and then to awaken us, so we may fly away.” The boy was so very glad of this—for any­thing was bet­ter than to go out in the storm again—so he promised to keep awake. He went down to the grotto open­ing, crawled in be­hind a stone, that he might be shielded from the storm, and sat down to watch.

When the boy had been sit­ting there a while, the storm seemed to abate. The sky grew clear, and the moon­light be­gan to play on the waves. The boy stepped to the open­ing to look out. The grotto was rather high up on the moun­tain. A nar­row path led to it. It was prob­a­bly here that he must await the foxes.

As yet he saw no foxes; but, on the other hand, there was some­thing which, for the mo­ment, ter­ri­fied him much more. On the land-strip be­low the moun­tain stood some gi­ants, or other stone-trolls—or per­haps they were ac­tual hu­man be­ings. At first he thought that he was dream­ing, but now he was pos­i­tive that he had not fallen asleep. He saw the big men so dis­tinctly that it couldn’t be an il­lu­sion. Some of them stood on the land-strip, and oth­ers right on the moun­tain just as if they in­tended to climb it. Some had big, thick heads; oth­ers had no heads at all. Some were one-armed, and some had humps both be­fore and be­hind. He had never seen any­thing so ex­tra­or­di­nary.

The boy stood and worked him­self into a state of panic be­cause of those trolls, so that he al­most for­got to keep his eye peeled for the foxes. But now he heard a claw scrape against a stone. He saw three foxes com­ing up the steep; and as soon as he knew that he had some­thing real to deal with, he was calm again, and not the least bit scared. It struck him that it was a pity to awaken only the geese, and to leave the sheep to their fate. He thought he would like to ar­range things some other way.

He ran quickly to the other end of the grotto, shook the big ram’s horns un­til he awoke, and, at the same time, swung him­self upon his back. “Get up, sheep, and we’ll try to frighten the foxes a bit!” said the boy.

He had tried to be as quiet as pos­si­ble, but the foxes must have heard some noise; for when they came up to the mouth of the grotto they stopped and de­lib­er­ated. “It was cer­tainly some­one in there that moved,” said one. “I won­der if they are awake.”

“Oh, go ahead, you!” said an­other. “At all events, they can’t do any­thing to us.”

When they came far­ther in, in the grotto, they stopped and sniffed. “Who shall we take tonight?” whis­pered the one who went first.

“Tonight we will take the big ram,” said the last. “After that, we’ll have easy work with the rest.”

The boy sat on the old ram’s back and saw how they sneaked along. “Now butt straight for­ward!” whis­pered the boy. The ram butted, and the first fox was thrust—top over tail—back to the open­ing. “Now butt to the left!” said the boy, and turned the big ram’s head in that di­rec­tion. The ram mea­sured a ter­rific as­sault that caught the sec­ond fox in the side. He rolled around sev­eral times be­fore he got to his feet again and made his es­cape. The boy had wished that the third one, too, might have got­ten a bump, but this one had al­ready gone.

“Now I think that they’ve had enough for tonight,” said the boy. “I think so too,” said the big ram. “Now lie down on my back, and creep into the wool! You de­serve to have it warm and com­fort­able, af­ter all the wind and storm that you have been out in.”



Hell’s Hole

The next day the big ram went around with the boy on his back, and showed him the is­land. It con­sisted of a sin­gle mas­sive moun­tain. It was like a large house with per­pen­dic­u­lar walls and a flat roof. First the ram walked up on the moun­tain-roof and showed the boy the good graz­ing lands there, and he had to ad­mit that the is­land seemed to be es­pe­cially cre­ated for sheep. There wasn’t much else than sheep-sor­rel and such lit­tle spicy growths as sheep are fond of that grew on the moun­tain.

But in­deed there was some­thing be­side sheep fod­der to look at, for one who had got­ten well up on the steep. To be­gin with, the largest part of the sea—which now lay blue and sun­lit, and rolled for­ward in glit­ter­ing swells—was vis­i­ble. Only upon one and an­other point, did the foam spray up. To the east lay Got­t­land, with even and long-stretched coast; and to the south­west lay Great Karl’s Is­land, which was built on the same plan as the lit­tle is­land. When the ram walked to the very edge of the moun­tain roof, so the boy could look down the moun­tain walls, he no­ticed that they were sim­ply filled with birds’ nests; and in the blue sea be­neath him, lay surf-scot­ers and ei­der-ducks and kit­ti­wakes and guille­mots and ra­zor­bills—so pretty and peace­ful—busy­ing them­selves with fish­ing for small her­ring.

“This is re­ally a favoured land,” said the boy. “You live in a pretty place, you sheep.”

“Oh, yes! it’s pretty enough here,” said the big ram. It was as if he wished to add some­thing; but he did not, only sighed. “If you go about here alone you must look out for the crevices which run all around the moun­tain,” he con­tin­ued af­ter a lit­tle. And this was a good warn­ing, for there were deep and broad crevices in sev­eral places. The largest of them was called Hell’s Hole. That crevice was many fath­oms deep and nearly one fathom wide. “If any­one fell down there, it would cer­tainly be the last of him,” said the big ram. The boy thought it sounded as if he had a spe­cial mean­ing in what he said.

Then he con­ducted the boy down to the nar­row strip of shore. Now he could see those gi­ants which had fright­ened him the night be­fore, at close range. They were noth­ing but tall rock-pil­lars. The big ram called them “cliffs.” The boy couldn’t see enough of them. He thought that if there had ever been any trolls who had turned into stone they ought to look just like that.

Although it was pretty down on the shore, the boy liked it still bet­ter on the moun­tain height. It was ghastly down here; for ev­ery­where they came across dead sheep. It was here that the foxes had held their or­gies. He saw skele­tons whose flesh had been eaten, and bod­ies that were half-eaten, and oth­ers which they had scarcely tasted, but had al­lowed to lie un­touched. It was heartrend­ing to see how the wild beasts had thrown them­selves upon the sheep just for sport—just to hunt them and tear them to death.

The big ram did not pause in front of the dead, but walked by them in si­lence. But the boy, mean­while, could not help see­ing all the hor­ror.

Then the big ram went up on the moun­tain height again; but when he was there he stopped and said: “If some­one who is ca­pa­ble and wise could see all the mis­ery which pre­vails here, he surely would not be able to rest un­til these foxes had been pun­ished.”

“The foxes must live, too,” said the boy.

“Yes,” said the big ram, “those who do not tear in pieces more an­i­mals than they need for their sus­te­nance, they may as well live. But these are felons.”

“The peas­ants who own the is­land ought to come here and help you,” in­sisted the boy.

“They have rowed over a num­ber of times,” replied the ram, “but the foxes al­ways hid them­selves in the grot­toes and crevices, so they could not get near them, to shoot them.”

“You surely can­not mean, fa­ther, that a poor lit­tle crea­ture like me should be able to get at them, when nei­ther you nor the peas­ants have suc­ceeded in get­ting the bet­ter of them.”

“He that is lit­tle and spry can put many things to rights,” said the big ram.

They talked no more about this, and the boy went over and seated him­self among the wild geese who fed on the high­land. Although he had not cared to show his feel­ings be­fore the ram, he was very sad on the sheep’s ac­count, and he would have been glad to help them. “I can at least talk with Akka and Morten goosey-gan­der about the mat­ter,” thought he. “Per­haps they can help me with a good sug­ges­tion.”

A lit­tle later the white goosey-gan­der took the boy on his back and went over the moun­tain plain, and in the di­rec­tion of Hell’s Hole at that.

He wan­dered, care­free, on the open moun­tain roof—ap­par­ently un­con­scious of how large and white he was. He didn’t seek pro­tec­tion be­hind tufts, or any other pro­tu­ber­ances, but went straight ahead. It was strange that he was not more care­ful, for it was ap­par­ent that he had fared badly in yes­ter­day’s storm. He limped on his right leg, and the left wing hung and dragged as if it might be bro­ken.

He acted as if there were no dan­ger, pecked at a grass-blade here and an­other there, and did not look about him in any di­rec­tion. The boy lay stretched out full length on the goose-back, and looked up to­ward the blue sky. He was so ac­cus­tomed to rid­ing now, that he could both stand and lie down on the goose-back.

When the goosey-gan­der and the boy were so care­free, they did not ob­serve, of course, that the three foxes had come up on the moun­tain plain.

And the foxes, who knew that it was well-nigh im­pos­si­ble to take the life of a goose on an open plain, thought at first that they wouldn’t chase af­ter the goosey-gan­der. But as they had noth­ing else to do, they fi­nally sneaked down on one of the long passes, and tried to steal up to him. They went about it so cau­tiously that the goosey-gan­der couldn’t see a shadow of them.

They were not far off when the goosey-gan­der made an at­tempt to raise him­self into the air. He spread his wings, but he did not suc­ceed in lift­ing him­self. When the foxes seemed to grasp the fact that he couldn’t fly, they hur­ried for­ward with greater ea­ger­ness than be­fore. They no longer con­cealed them­selves in the cleft, but came up on the high­land. They hur­ried as fast as they could, be­hind tufts and hol­lows, and came nearer and nearer the goosey-gan­der—with­out his seem­ing to no­tice that he was be­ing hunted. At last the foxes were so near that they could make the fi­nal leap. Si­mul­ta­ne­ously, all three threw them­selves with one long jump at the goosey-gan­der.

But still at the last mo­ment he must have no­ticed some­thing, for he ran out of the way, so the foxes missed him. This, at any rate, didn’t mean very much, for the goosey-gan­der only had a cou­ple of me­tres head­way, and, in the bar­gain, he limped. Any­way, the poor thing ran ahead as fast as he could.

The boy sat upon the goose-back—back­ward—and shrieked and called to the foxes. “You have eaten your­selves too fat on mut­ton, foxes. You can’t catch up with a goose even.” He teased them so that they be­came crazed with rage and thought only of rush­ing for­ward.

The white one ran right straight to the big cleft. When he was there, he made one stroke with his wings, and got over. Just then the foxes were al­most upon him.

The goosey-gan­der hur­ried on with the same haste as be­fore, even af­ter he had got­ten across Hell’s Hole. But he had hardly been run­ning two me­tres be­fore the boy pat­ted him on the neck, and said: “Now you can stop, goosey-gan­der.”

At that in­stant they heard a num­ber of wild howls be­hind them, and a scrap­ing of claws, and heavy falls. But of the foxes they saw noth­ing more.

The next morn­ing the light­house keeper on Great Karl’s Is­land found a bit of bark poked un­der the en­trance-door, and on it had been cut, in slant­ing, an­gu­lar let­ters: “The foxes on the lit­tle is­land have fallen down into Hell’s Hole. Take care of them!”

And this the light­house keeper did, too.





Two Cities


The City at the Bottom of the Sea

Satur­day, April ninth.

It was a calm and clear night. The wild geese did not trou­ble them­selves to seek shel­ter in any of the grot­toes, but stood and slept upon the moun­tain top; and the boy had lain down in the short, dry grass be­side the geese.

It was bright moon­light that night; so bright that it was dif­fi­cult for the boy to go to sleep. He lay there and thought about just how long he had been away from home; and he fig­ured out that it was three weeks since he had started on the trip. At the same time he re­mem­bered that this was Easter-eve.

“It is tonight that all the witches come home from Blakulla,” thought he, and laughed to him­self. For he was just a lit­tle afraid of both the sea-nymph and the elf, but he didn’t be­lieve in witches the least lit­tle bit.

If there had been any witches out that night, he should have seen them, to be sure. It was so light in the heav­ens that not the tini­est black speck could move in the air with­out his see­ing it.

While the boy lay there with his nose in the air and thought about this, his eye rested on some­thing lovely! The moon’s disc was whole and round, and rather high, and over it a big bird came fly­ing. He did not fly past the moon, but he moved just as though he might have flown out from it. The bird looked black against the light back­ground, and the wings ex­tended from one rim of the disc to the other. He flew on, evenly, in the same di­rec­tion, and the boy thought that he was painted on the moon’s disc. The body was small, the neck long and slen­der, the legs hung down, long and thin. It couldn’t be any­thing but a stork.

A cou­ple of sec­onds later Herr Er­men­rich, the stork, lit be­side the boy. He bent down and poked him with his bill to awaken him.

In­stantly the boy sat up. “I’m not asleep, Herr Er­men­rich,” he said. “How does it hap­pen that you are out in the mid­dle of the night, and how is ev­ery­thing at Glim­minge cas­tle? Do you want to speak with mother Akka?”

“It’s too light to sleep tonight,” an­swered Herr Er­men­rich. “There­fore I con­cluded to travel over here to Karl’s Is­land and hunt you up, friend Thumbi­etot. I learned from the seamew that you were spend­ing the night here. I have not as yet moved over to Glim­minge cas­tle, but am still liv­ing at Pom­mern.”

The boy was sim­ply over­joyed to think that Herr Er­men­rich had sought him out. They chat­ted about all sorts of things, like old friends. At last the stork asked the boy if he wouldn’t like to go out rid­ing for a while on this beau­ti­ful night.

Oh, yes! that the boy wanted to do, if the stork would man­age it so that he got back to the wild geese be­fore sun­rise. This he promised, so off they went.

Again Herr Er­men­rich flew straight to­ward the moon. They rose and rose; the sea sank deep down, but the flight went so light and easy that it seemed al­most as if the boy lay still in the air.

When Herr Er­men­rich be­gan to de­scend, the boy thought that the flight had lasted an un­rea­son­ably short time.

They landed on a des­o­late bit of seashore, which was cov­ered with fine, even sand. All along the coast ran a row of fly­ing-sand drifts, with lyme-grass on their tops. They were not very high, but they pre­vented the boy from see­ing any of the is­land.

Herr Er­men­rich stood on a sand-hill, drew up one leg and bent his head back­ward, so he could stick his bill un­der the wing. “You can roam around on the shore for a while,” he said to Thumbi­etot, “while I rest my­self. But don’t go so far away but what you can find your way back to me again!”

To start with, the boy in­tended to climb a sand-hill and see how the land be­hind it looked. But when he had walked a cou­ple of paces, he stubbed the toe of his wooden shoe against some­thing hard. He stooped down, and saw that a small cop­per coin lay on the sand, and was so worn with verdi­gris that it was al­most trans­par­ent. It was so poor that he didn’t even bother to pick it up, but only kicked it out of the way.

But when he straight­ened him­self up once more he was per­fectly as­tounded, for two paces away from him stood a high, dark wall with a big, tur­reted gate.

The mo­ment be­fore, when the boy bent down, the sea lay there—shim­mer­ing and smooth, while now it was hid­den by a long wall with tow­ers and bat­tle­ments. Directly in front of him, where be­fore there had been only a few sea­weed banks, the big gate of the wall opened.

The boy prob­a­bly un­der­stood that it was a spec­tre-play of some sort; but this was noth­ing to be afraid of, thought he. It wasn’t any dan­ger­ous trolls, or any other evil—such as he al­ways dreaded to en­counter at night. Both the wall and the gate were so beau­ti­fully con­structed that he only de­sired to see what there might be back of them. “I must find out what this can be,” thought he, and went in through the gate.

In the deep arch­way there were guards, dressed in bro­caded and purred suits, with long-han­dled spears be­side them, who sat and threw dice. They thought only of the game, and took no no­tice of the boy who hur­ried past them quickly.

Just within the gate he found an open space, paved with large, even stone blocks. All around this were high and mag­nif­i­cent build­ings; and be­tween these opened long, nar­row streets. On the square—fac­ing the gate—it fairly swarmed with hu­man be­ings. The men wore long, fur-trimmed capes over satin suits; plume-be­decked hats sat obliquely on their heads; on their chests hung su­perb chains. They were all so re­gally got­ten up that the whole lot of them might have been kings.

The women went about in high head­dresses and long robes with tight-fit­ting sleeves. They, too, were beau­ti­fully dressed, but their splen­dour was not to be com­pared with that of the men.

This was ex­actly like the old sto­ry­book which mother took from the chest—only once—and showed to him. The boy sim­ply couldn’t be­lieve his eyes.

But that which was even more won­der­ful to look upon than ei­ther the men or the women, was the city it­self. Every house was built in such a way that a gable faced the street. And the gables were so highly or­na­mented, that one could be­lieve they wished to com­pete with each other as to which one could show the most beau­ti­ful dec­o­ra­tions.

When one sud­denly sees so much that is new, he can­not man­age to trea­sure it all in his mem­ory. But at least the boy could re­call that he had seen stair­way gables on the var­i­ous land­ings, which bore im­ages of the Christ and his Apos­tles; gables, where there were im­ages in niche af­ter niche all along the wall; gables that were in­laid with mul­ti­coloured bits of glass, and gables that were striped and checked with white and black mar­ble. As the boy ad­mired all this, a sud­den sense of haste came over him. “Any­thing like this my eyes have never seen be­fore. Any­thing like this, they would never see again,” he said to him­self. And he be­gan to run in to­ward the city—up one street, and down an­other.

The streets were straight and nar­row, but not empty and gloomy, as they were in the cities with which he was fa­mil­iar. There were peo­ple ev­ery­where. Old women sat by their open doors and spun with­out a spin­ning-wheel—only with the help of a shut­tle. The mer­chants’ shops were like mar­ket-stalls—open­ing on the street. All the hand-work­ers did their work out of doors. In one place they were boil­ing crude oil; in an­other tan­ning hides; in a third there was a long rope-walk.

If only the boy had had time enough he could have learned how to make all sorts of things. Here he saw how ar­mour­ers ham­mered out thin breast­plates; how turn­ers tended their irons; how the shoe­mak­ers soled soft, red shoes; how the gold-wire draw­ers twisted gold thread, and how the weavers in­serted sil­ver and gold into their weav­ing.

But the boy did not have the time to stay. He just rushed on, so that he could man­age to see as much as pos­si­ble be­fore it would all van­ish again.

The high wall ran all around the city and shut it in, as a hedge shuts in a field. He saw it at the end of ev­ery street—gable-or­na­mented and crenelated. On the top of the wall walked war­riors in shin­ing ar­mour; and when he had run from one end of the city to the other, he came to still an­other gate in the wall. Out­side of this lay the sea and har­bour. The boy saw olden-time ships, with row­ing-benches straight across, and high struc­tures fore and aft. Some lay and took on cargo, oth­ers were just cast­ing an­chor. Car­ri­ers and mer­chants hur­ried around each other. All over, it was life and bus­tle.

But not even here did he seem to have the time to linger. He rushed into the city again; and now he came up to the big square. There stood the cathe­dral with its three high tow­ers and deep vaulted arches filled with im­ages. The walls had been so highly dec­o­rated by sculp­tors that there was not a stone with­out its own spe­cial or­na­men­ta­tion. And what a mag­nif­i­cent dis­play of gilded crosses and gold-trimmed al­tars and priests in golden vest­ments, shim­mered through the open gate! Directly op­po­site the church there was a house with a notched roof and a sin­gle slen­der, sky-high tower. That was prob­a­bly the court­house. And be­tween the court­house and the cathe­dral, all around the square, stood the beau­ti­ful gabled houses with their mul­ti­plic­ity of adorn­ments.

The boy had run him­self both warm and tired. He thought that now he had seen the most re­mark­able things, and there­fore he be­gan to walk more leisurely. The street which he had turned into now was surely the one where the in­hab­i­tants pur­chased their fine cloth­ing. He saw crowds of peo­ple stand­ing be­fore the lit­tle stalls where the mer­chants spread bro­cades, stiff satins, heavy gold cloth, shim­mery vel­vet, del­i­cate veil­ing, and laces as sheer as a spi­der’s web.

Be­fore, when the boy ran so fast, no one had paid any at­ten­tion to him. The peo­ple must have thought that it was only a lit­tle gray rat that darted by them. But now, when he walked down the street, very slowly, one of the sales­men caught sight of him, and be­gan to beckon to him.

At first the boy was un­easy and wanted to hurry out of the way, but the sales­man only beck­oned and smiled, and spread out on the counter a lovely piece of satin damask as if he wanted to tempt him.

The boy shook his head. “I will never be so rich that I can buy even a me­tre of that cloth,” thought he.

But now they had caught sight of him in ev­ery stall, all along the street. Wher­ever he looked stood a sales­man and beck­oned to him. They left their costly wares, and thought only of him. He saw how they hur­ried into the most hid­den cor­ner of the stall to fetch the best that they had to sell, and how their hands trem­bled with ea­ger­ness and haste as they laid it upon the counter.

When the boy con­tin­ued to go on, one of the mer­chants jumped over the counter, caught hold of him, and spread be­fore him sil­ver cloth and wo­ven ta­pes­tries, which shone with bril­liant colours.

The boy couldn’t do any­thing but laugh at him. The sales­man cer­tainly must un­der­stand that a poor lit­tle crea­ture like him couldn’t buy such things. He stood still and held out his two empty hands, so they would un­der­stand that he had noth­ing and let him go in peace.

But the mer­chant raised a fin­ger and nod­ded and pushed the whole pile of beau­ti­ful things over to him.

“Can he mean that he will sell all this for a gold piece?” won­dered the boy.

The mer­chant brought out a tiny worn and poor coin—the small­est that one could see—and showed it to him. And he was so ea­ger to sell that he in­creased his pile with a pair of large, heavy, sil­ver gob­lets.

Then the boy be­gan to dig down in his pock­ets. He knew, of course, that he didn’t pos­sess a sin­gle coin, but he couldn’t help feel­ing for it.

All the other mer­chants stood still and tried to see how the sale would come off, and when they ob­served that the boy be­gan to search in his pock­ets, they flung them­selves over the coun­ters, filled their hands full of gold and sil­ver or­na­ments, and of­fered them to him. And they all showed him that what they asked in pay­ment was just one lit­tle penny.

But the boy turned both vest and breeches pock­ets in­side out, so they should see that he owned noth­ing. Then tears filled the eyes of all these re­gal mer­chants, who were so much richer than he. At last he was moved be­cause they looked so dis­tressed, and he pon­dered if he could not in some way help them. And then he hap­pened to think of the rusty coin, which he had but lately seen on the strand.

He started to run down the street, and luck was with him so that he came to the self­same gate which he had hap­pened upon first. He dashed through it, and com­menced to search for the lit­tle green cop­per penny which lay on the strand a while ago.

He found it too, very promptly; but when he had picked it up, and wanted to run back to the city with it—he saw only the sea be­fore him. No city wall, no gate, no sen­tinels, no streets, no houses could now be seen—only the sea.

The boy couldn’t help that the tears came to his eyes. He had be­lieved in the be­gin­ning, that that which he saw was noth­ing but an hal­lu­ci­na­tion, but this he had al­ready for­got­ten. He only thought about how pretty ev­ery­thing was. He felt a gen­uine, deep sor­row be­cause the city had van­ished.

That mo­ment Herr Er­men­rich awoke, and came up to him. But he didn’t hear him, and the stork had to poke the boy with his bill to at­tract at­ten­tion to him­self. “I be­lieve that you stand here and sleep just as I do,” said Herr Er­men­rich.

“Oh, Herr Er­men­rich!” said the boy. “What was that city which stood here just now?”

“Have you seen a city?” said the stork. “You have slept and dreamt, as I say.”

“No! I have not dreamt,” said Thumbi­etot, and he told the stork all that he had ex­pe­ri­enced.

Then Herr Er­men­rich said: “For my part, Thumbi­etot, I be­lieve that you fell asleep here on the strand and dreamed all this.

“But I will not con­ceal from you that Bataki, the raven, who is the most learned of all birds, once told me that in for­mer times there was a city on this shore, called Vineta. It was so rich and so for­tu­nate, that no city has ever been more glo­ri­ous; but its in­hab­i­tants, un­luck­ily, gave them­selves up to ar­ro­gance and love of dis­play. As a pun­ish­ment for this, says Bataki, the city of Vineta was over­taken by a flood, and sank into the sea. But its in­hab­i­tants can­not die, nei­ther is their city de­stroyed. And one night in ev­ery hun­dred years, it rises in all its splen­dour up from the sea, and re­mains on the sur­face just one hour.”

“Yes, it must be so,” said Thumbi­etot, “for this I have seen.”

“But when the hour is up, it sinks again into the sea, if, dur­ing that time, no mer­chant in Vineta has sold any­thing to a sin­gle liv­ing crea­ture. If you, Thumbi­etot, only had had an ever so tiny coin, to pay the mer­chants, Vineta might have re­mained up here on the shore; and its peo­ple could have lived and died like other hu­man be­ings.”

“Herr Er­men­rich,” said the boy, “now I un­der­stand why you came and fetched me in the mid­dle of the night. It was be­cause you be­lieved that I should be able to save the old city. I am so sorry it didn’t turn out as you wished, Herr Er­men­rich.”

He cov­ered his face with his hands and wept. It wasn’t easy to say which one looked the more dis­con­so­late—the boy, or Herr Er­men­rich.



The Living City

Mon­day, April eleventh.

On the af­ter­noon of Easter Mon­day, the wild geese and Thumbi­etot were on the wing. They trav­elled over Got­t­land.

The large is­land lay smooth and even be­neath them. The ground was checked just as it was in Skåne and there were many churches and farms. But there was this dif­fer­ence, how­ever, that there were more leafy mead­ows be­tween the fields here, and then the farms were not built up with small houses. And there were no large manors with an­cient tower-or­na­mented cas­tles.

The wild geese had taken the route over Got­t­land on ac­count of Thumbi­etot. He had been al­to­gether un­like him­self for two days, and hadn’t spo­ken a cheer­ful word. This was be­cause he had thought of noth­ing but that city which had ap­peared to him in such a strange way. He had never seen any­thing so mag­nif­i­cent and royal, and he could not be rec­on­ciled with him­self for hav­ing failed to save it. Usu­ally he was not chick­en­hearted, but now he ac­tu­ally grieved for the beau­ti­ful build­ings and the stately peo­ple.

Both Akka and the goosey-gan­der tried to con­vince Thumbi­etot that he had been the vic­tim of a dream, or an hal­lu­ci­na­tion, but the boy wouldn’t lis­ten to any­thing of that sort. He was so pos­i­tive that he had re­ally seen what he had seen, that no one could move him from this con­vic­tion. He went about so dis­con­so­late that his trav­el­ling com­pan­ions be­came un­easy for him.

Just as the boy was the most de­pressed, old Kaksi came back to the flock. She had been blown to­ward Got­t­land, and had been com­pelled to travel over the whole is­land be­fore she had learned through some crows that her com­rades were on Lit­tle Karl’s Is­land. When Kaksi found out what was wrong with Thumbi­etot, she said im­pul­sively:

“If Thumbi­etot is griev­ing over an old city, we’ll soon be able to com­fort him. Just come along, and I’ll take you to a place that I saw yes­ter­day! You will not need to be dis­tressed very long.”

There­upon the geese had taken farewell of the sheep, and were on their way to the place which Kaksi wished to show Thumbi­etot. As blue as he was, he couldn’t keep from look­ing at the land over which he trav­elled, as usual.

He thought it looked as though the whole is­land had in the be­gin­ning been just such a high, steep cliff as Karl’s Is­land—though much big­ger of course. But af­ter­ward, it had in some way been flat­tened out. Some­one had taken a big rolling-pin and rolled over it, as if it had been a lump of dough. Not that the is­land had be­come al­to­gether flat and even, like a bread-cake, for it wasn’t like that. While they had trav­elled along the coast, he had seen white lime walls with grot­toes and crags, in sev­eral di­rec­tions; but in most of the places they were lev­elled, and sank in­con­spic­u­ously down to­ward the sea.

In Got­t­land they had a pleas­ant and peace­ful hol­i­day af­ter­noon. It turned out to be mild spring weather; the trees had large buds; spring blos­soms dressed the ground in the leafy mead­ows; the poplars’ long, thin pen­dants swayed; and in the lit­tle gar­dens, which one finds around ev­ery cot­tage, the goose­berry bushes were green.

The warmth and the spring-bud­ding had tempted the peo­ple out into the gar­dens and roads, and wher­ever a num­ber of them were gath­ered to­gether they were play­ing. It was not the chil­dren alone who played, but the grownups also. They were throw­ing stones at a given point, and they threw balls in the air with such ex­act aim that they al­most touched the wild geese. It looked cheer­ful and pleas­ant to see big folks at play; and the boy cer­tainly would have en­joyed it, if he had been able to for­get his grief be­cause he had failed to save the city.

Any­way, he had to ad­mit that this was a lovely trip. There was so much singing and sound in the air. Lit­tle chil­dren played ring games, and sang as they played. The Sal­va­tion Army was out. He saw a lot of peo­ple dressed in black and red—sit­ting upon a wooded hill, play­ing on gui­tars and brass in­stru­ments. On one road came a great crowd of peo­ple. They were Good Tem­plars who had been on a plea­sure trip. He rec­og­nized them by the big ban­ners with the gold in­scrip­tions which waved above them. They sang song af­ter song as long as he could hear them.

After that the boy could never think of Got­t­land with­out think­ing of the games and songs at the same time.

He had been sit­ting and look­ing down for a long while; but now he hap­pened to raise his eyes. No one can de­scribe his amaze­ment. Be­fore he was aware of it, the wild geese had left the in­te­rior of the is­land and gone west­ward—to­ward the sea­coast. Now the wide, blue sea lay be­fore him. How­ever, it was not the sea that was re­mark­able, but a city which ap­peared on the seashore.

The boy came from the east, and the sun had just be­gun to go down in the west. When he came nearer the city, its walls and tow­ers and high, gabled houses and churches stood there, per­fectly black, against the light evening sky. He couldn’t see there­fore what it re­ally looked like, and for a cou­ple of mo­ments he be­lieved that this city was just as beau­ti­ful as the one he had seen on Easter night.

When he got right up to it, he saw that it was both like and un­like that city from the bot­tom of the sea. There was the same con­trast be­tween them, as there is be­tween a man whom one sees ar­rayed in pur­ple and jew­els one day, and on an­other day one sees him dressed in rags.

Yes, this city had prob­a­bly, once upon a time, been like the one which he sat and thought about. This one, also, was en­closed by a wall with tow­ers and gates. But the tow­ers in this city, which had been al­lowed to re­main on land, were roof­less, hol­low and empty. The gates were with­out doors; sen­tinels and war­riors had dis­ap­peared. All the glit­ter­ing splen­dour was gone. There was noth­ing left but the naked, gray stone skele­ton.

When the boy came far­ther into the city, he saw that the larger part of it was made up of small, low houses; but here and there were still a few high gabled houses and a few cathe­drals, which were from the olden time. The walls of the gabled houses were white­washed, and en­tirely with­out or­na­men­ta­tion; but be­cause the boy had so lately seen the buried city, he seemed to un­der­stand how they had been dec­o­rated: some with stat­ues, and oth­ers with black and white mar­ble. And it was the same with the old cathe­drals; the ma­jor­ity of them were roof­less with bare in­te­ri­ors. The win­dow open­ings were empty, the floors were grass-grown, and ivy clam­bered along the walls. But now he knew how they had looked at one time; that they had been cov­ered with im­ages and paint­ings; that the chan­cel had had trimmed al­tars and gilded crosses, and that their priests had moved about, ar­rayed in gold vest­ments.

The boy saw also the nar­row streets, which were al­most de­serted on hol­i­day af­ter­noons. He knew, he did, what a stream of stately peo­ple had once upon a time saun­tered about on them. He knew that they had been like large work­shops—filled with all sorts of work­men.

But that which Nils Hol­gers­son did not see was, that the city—even to­day—was both beau­ti­ful and re­mark­able. He saw nei­ther the cheery cot­tages on the side streets, with their black walls, and white bows and red pelargo­ni­ums be­hind the shin­ing win­dow­panes, nor the many pretty gar­dens and av­enues, nor the beauty in the weed-clad ru­ins. His eyes were so filled with the pre­ced­ing glory, that he could not see any­thing good in the present.

The wild geese flew back and forth over the city a cou­ple of times, so that Thumbi­etot might see ev­ery­thing. Fi­nally they sank down on the grass-grown floor of a cathe­dral ruin to spend the night.

When they had ar­ranged them­selves for sleep, Thumbi­etot was still awake and looked up through the open arches, to the pale pink evening sky. When he had been sit­ting there a while, he thought he didn’t want to grieve any more be­cause he couldn’t save the buried city.

No, that he didn’t want to do, now that he had seen this one. If that city, which he had seen, had not sunk into the sea again, then it would per­haps be­come as di­lap­i­dated as this one in a lit­tle while. Per­haps it could not have with­stood time and de­cay, but would have stood there with roof­less churches and bare houses and des­o­late, empty streets—just like this one. Then it was bet­ter that it should re­main in all its glory down in the deep.

“It was best that it hap­pened as it hap­pened,” thought he. “If I had the power to save the city, I don’t be­lieve that I should care to do it.” Then he no longer grieved over that mat­ter.

And there are prob­a­bly many among the young who think in the same way. But when peo­ple are old, and have be­come ac­cus­tomed to be­ing sat­is­fied with lit­tle, then they are more happy over the Visby that ex­ists, than over a mag­nif­i­cent Vineta at the bot­tom of the sea.





The Legend of Småland

Tues­day, April twelfth.

The wild geese had made a good trip over the sea, and had lighted in Tjust Town­ship, in north­ern Små­land. That town­ship didn’t seem able to make up its mind whether it wanted to be land or sea. Fjords ran in ev­ery­where, and cut the land up into is­lands and penin­su­las and points and capes. The sea was so force­ful that the only things which could hold them­selves above it were hills and moun­tains. All the low­lands were hid­den away un­der the wa­ter ex­te­rior.

It was evening when the wild geese came in from the sea; and the land with the lit­tle hills lay pret­tily be­tween the shim­mer­ing fjords. Here and there, on the is­lands, the boy saw cab­ins and cot­tages; and the far­ther in­land he came, the big­ger and bet­ter be­came the dwelling houses. Fi­nally, they grew into large, white manors. Along the shores there was gen­er­ally a bor­der of trees; and within this lay field-plots, and on the tops of the lit­tle hills there were trees again. He could not help but think of Blekinge. Here again was a place where land and sea met, in such a pretty and peace­ful sort of way, just as if they tried to show each other the best and loveli­est which they pos­sessed.

The wild geese alighted upon a lime­stone is­land a good way in on Goose-fjord. With the first glance at the shore they ob­served that spring had made rapid strides while they had been away on the is­lands. The big, fine trees were not as yet leaf-clad, but the ground un­der them was bro­caded with white anemones, gagea, and blue anemones.

When the wild geese saw the flower-car­pet they feared that they had lin­gered too long in the south­ern part of the coun­try. Akka said in­stantly that there was no time in which to hunt up any of the stop­ping places in Små­land. By the next morn­ing they must travel north­ward, over Östergöt­land.

The boy should then see noth­ing of Små­land, and this grieved him. He had heard more about Små­land than he had about any other prov­ince, and he had longed to see it with his own eyes.

The sum­mer be­fore, when he had served as goose-boy with a farmer in the neigh­bour­hood of Jord­berga, he had met a pair of Små­land chil­dren, al­most ev­ery day, who also tended geese. Th­ese chil­dren had ir­ri­tated him ter­ri­bly with their Små­land.

It wasn’t fair to say that Osa, the goose-girl, had an­noyed him. She was much too wise for that. But the one who could be ag­gra­vat­ing with a vengeance was her brother, lit­tle Mats.

“Have you heard, Nils Goose-boy, how it went when Små­land and Skåne were cre­ated?” he would ask, and if Nils Hol­gers­son said no, he be­gan im­me­di­ately to re­late the old joke-leg­end.

“Well, it was at that time when our Lord was cre­at­ing the world. While he was do­ing his best work, Saint Peter came walk­ing by. He stopped and looked on, and then he asked if it was hard to do. ‘Well, it isn’t ex­actly easy,’ said our Lord. Saint Peter stood there a lit­tle longer, and when he no­ticed how easy it was to lay out one land­scape af­ter an­other, he too wanted to try his hand at it. ‘Per­haps you need to rest your­self a lit­tle,’ said Saint Peter, ‘I could at­tend to the work in the mean­time for you.’ But this our Lord did not wish. ‘I do not know if you are so much at home in this art that I can trust you to take hold where I leave off,’ he an­swered. Then Saint Peter was an­gry, and said that he be­lieved he could cre­ate just as fine coun­tries as our Lord him­self.

“It hap­pened that our Lord was just then cre­at­ing Små­land. It wasn’t even half-ready but it looked as though it would be an in­de­scrib­ably pretty and fer­tile land. It was dif­fi­cult for our Lord to say no to Saint Peter, and aside from this, he thought very likely that a thing so well be­gun no one could spoil. There­fore he said: ‘If you like, we will prove which one of us two un­der­stands this sort of work the bet­ter. You, who are only a novice, shall go on with this which I have be­gun, and I will cre­ate a new land.’ To this Saint Peter agreed at once; and so they went to work—each one in his place.

“Our Lord moved south­ward a bit, and there he un­der­took to cre­ate Skåne. It wasn’t long be­fore he was through with it, and soon he asked if Saint Peter had fin­ished, and would come and look at his work. ‘I had mine ready long ago,’ said Saint Peter; and from the sound of his voice it could be heard how pleased he was with what he had ac­com­plished.

“When Saint Peter saw Skåne, he had to ac­knowl­edge that there was noth­ing but good to be said of that land. It was a fer­tile land and easy to cul­ti­vate, with wide plains wher­ever one looked, and hardly a sign of hills. It was ev­i­dent that our Lord had re­ally con­tem­plated mak­ing it such that peo­ple should feel at home there. ‘Yes, this is a good coun­try,’ said Saint Peter, ‘but I think that mine is bet­ter.’ ‘Then we’ll take a look at it,’ said our Lord.

“The land was al­ready fin­ished in the north and east when Saint Peter be­gan the work, but the south­ern and west­ern parts; and the whole in­te­rior, he had cre­ated all by him­self. Now when our Lord came up there, where Saint Peter had been at work, he was so hor­ri­fied that he stopped short and ex­claimed: ‘What on earth have you been do­ing with this land, Saint Peter?’

“Saint Peter, too, stood and looked around—per­fectly as­ton­ished. He had had the idea that noth­ing could be so good for a land as a great deal of warmth. There­fore he had gath­ered to­gether an enor­mous mass of stones and moun­tains, and erected a high­land, and this he had done so that it should be near the sun, and re­ceive much help from the sun’s heat. Over the stone-heaps he had spread a thin layer of soil, and then he had thought that ev­ery­thing was well ar­ranged.

“But while he was down in Skåne, a cou­ple of heavy show­ers had come up, and more was not needed to show what his work amounted to. When our Lord came to in­spect the land, all the soil had been washed away, and the naked moun­tain foun­da­tion shone forth all over. Where it was about the best, lay clay and heavy gravel over the rocks, but it looked so poor that it was easy to un­der­stand that hardly any­thing ex­cept spruce and ju­niper and moss and heather could grow there. But what there was plenty of was wa­ter. It had filled up all the clefts in the moun­tain; and lakes and rivers and brooks; these one saw ev­ery­where, to say noth­ing of swamps and morasses, which spread over large tracts. And the most ex­as­per­at­ing thing of all was, that while some tracts had too much wa­ter, it was so scarce in oth­ers, that whole fields lay like dry moors, where sand and earth whirled up in clouds with the least lit­tle breeze.

“ ‘What can have been your mean­ing in cre­at­ing such a land as this?’ said our Lord. Saint Peter made ex­cuses, and de­clared he had wished to build up a land so high that it should have plenty of warmth from the sun. ‘But then you will also get much of the night chill,’ said our Lord, ‘for that too comes from heaven. I am very much afraid the lit­tle that can grow here will freeze.’

“This, to be sure, Saint Peter hadn’t thought about.

“ ‘Yes, here it will be a poor and frost-bound land,’ said our Lord, ‘it can’t be helped.’ ”

When lit­tle Mats had got­ten this far in his story, Osa, the goose-girl, protested: “I can­not bear, lit­tle Mats, to hear you say that it is so mis­er­able in Små­land,” said she. “You for­get en­tirely how much good soil there is there. Only think of Möre dis­trict, by Kal­mar Sound! I won­der where you’ll find a richer grain re­gion. There are fields upon fields, just like here in Skåne. The soil is so good that I can­not imag­ine any­thing that couldn’t grow there.”

“I can’t help that,” said lit­tle Mats. “I’m only re­lat­ing what oth­ers have said be­fore.”

“And I have heard many say that there is not a more beau­ti­ful coast land than Tjust. Think of the bays and islets, and the manors, and the groves!” said Osa.

“Yes, that’s true enough,” lit­tle Mats ad­mit­ted.

“And don’t you re­mem­ber,” con­tin­ued Osa, “the school teacher said that such a lively and pic­turesque dis­trict as that bit of Små­land which lies south of Lake Vet­tern is not to be found in all Swe­den? Think of the beau­ti­ful sea and the yel­low coast-moun­tains, and of Grenna and Jönköping, with its match fac­tory, and think of Huskvarna, and all the big es­tab­lish­ments there!”

“Yes, that’s true enough,” said lit­tle Mats once again.

“And think of Vis­ingsö, lit­tle Mats, with the ru­ins and the oak forests and the leg­ends! Think of the val­ley through which Emån flows, with all the vil­lages and flour-mills and sawmills, and the car­pen­ter shops!”

“Yes, that is true enough,” said lit­tle Mats, and looked trou­bled.

All of a sud­den he had looked up. “Now we are pretty stupid,” said he. “All this, of course, lies in our Lord’s Små­land, in that part of the land which was al­ready fin­ished when Saint Peter un­der­took the job. It’s only nat­u­ral that it should be pretty and fine there. But in Saint Peter’s Små­land it looks as it says in the leg­end. And it wasn’t sur­pris­ing that our Lord was dis­tressed when he saw it,” con­tin­ued lit­tle Mats, as he took up the thread of his story again. “Saint Peter didn’t lose his courage, at all events, but tried to com­fort our Lord. ‘Don’t be so grieved over this!’ said he. ‘Only wait un­til I have cre­ated peo­ple who can till the swamps and break up fields from the stone hills.’

“That was the end of our Lord’s pa­tience—and he said: ‘No! you can go down to Skåne and make the Skåninge, but the Små­lan­der I will cre­ate my­self.’ And so our Lord cre­ated the Små­lan­der, and made him quick-wit­ted and con­tented and happy and thrifty and en­ter­pris­ing and ca­pa­ble, that he might be able to get his liveli­hood in his poor coun­try.”

Then lit­tle Mats was silent; and if Nils Hol­gers­son had also kept still, all would have gone well; but he couldn’t pos­si­bly re­frain from ask­ing how Saint Peter had suc­ceeded in cre­at­ing the Skåninge.

“Well, what do you think your­self?” said lit­tle Mats, and looked so scorn­ful that Nils Hol­gers­son threw him­self upon him, to thrash him. But Mats was only a lit­tle tot, and Osa, the goose-girl, who was a year older than he, ran for­ward in­stantly to help him. Good-na­tured though she was, she sprang like a lion as soon as any­one touched her brother. And Nils Hol­gers­son did not care to fight a girl, but turned his back, and didn’t look at those Små­land chil­dren for the rest of the day.




The Crows


The Earthen Crock

In the south­west cor­ner of Små­land lies a town­ship called Son­nerbo. It is a rather smooth and even coun­try. And one who sees it in win­ter, when it is cov­ered with snow, can­not imag­ine that there is any­thing un­der the snow but gar­den-plots, rye-fields and clover-mead­ows, as is gen­er­ally the case in flat coun­tries. But, in the be­gin­ning of April when the snow fi­nally melts away in Son­nerbo, it is ap­par­ent that that which lies hid­den un­der it is only dry, sandy heaths, bare rocks, and big, marshy swamps. There are fields here and there, to be sure, but they are so small that they are scarcely worth men­tion­ing; and one also finds a few lit­tle red or gray farm­houses hid­den away in some beech-cop­pice—al­most as if they were afraid to show them­selves.

Where Son­nerbo town­ship touches the bound­aries of Hal­land, there is a sandy heath which is so far-reach­ing that he who stands upon one edge of it can­not look across to the other. Noth­ing ex­cept heather grows on the heath, and it wouldn’t be easy ei­ther to coax other growths to thrive there. To start with one would have to up­root the heather; for it is thus with heather: al­though it has only a lit­tle shrunken root, small shrunken branches, and dry, shrunken leaves it fan­cies that it’s a tree. There­fore it acts just like real trees—spreads it­self out in for­est fash­ion over wide ar­eas; holds to­gether faith­fully, and causes all for­eign growths that wish to crowd in upon its ter­ri­tory to die out.

The only place on the heath where the heather is not all-pow­er­ful, is a low, stony ridge which passes over it. There you’ll find ju­niper bushes, moun­tain ash, and a few large, fine oaks. At the time when Nils Hol­gers­son trav­elled around with the wild geese, a lit­tle cabin stood there, with a bit of cleared ground around it. But the peo­ple who had lived there at one time, had, for some rea­son or other, moved away. The lit­tle cabin was empty, and the ground lay un­used.

When the ten­ants left the cabin they closed the damper, fas­tened the win­dow-hooks, and locked the door. But no one had thought of the bro­ken win­dow­pane which was only stuffed with a rag. After the show­ers of a cou­ple of sum­mers, the rag had moulded and shrunk, and, fi­nally, a crow had suc­ceeded in pok­ing it out.

The ridge on the heather-heath was re­ally not as des­o­late as one might think, for it was in­hab­ited by a large crow-folk. Nat­u­rally, the crows did not live there all the year round. They moved to for­eign lands in the win­ter; in the au­tumn they trav­elled from one grain­field to an­other all over Gö­ta­land, and picked grain; dur­ing the sum­mer, they spread them­selves over the farms in Son­nerbo town­ship, and lived upon eggs and berries and birdlings; but ev­ery spring, when nest­ing time came, they came back to the heather-heath.

The one who had poked the rag from the win­dow was a crow-cock named Garm White­feather; but he was never called any­thing but Fumle or Drumle, or out and out Fumle-Drumle, be­cause he al­ways acted awk­wardly and stupidly, and wasn’t good for any­thing ex­cept to make fun of. Fumle-Drumle was big­ger and stronger than any of the other crows, but that didn’t help him in the least; he was—and re­mained—a butt for ridicule. And it didn’t profit him, ei­ther, that he came from very good stock. If ev­ery­thing had gone smoothly, he should have been leader for the whole flock, be­cause this hon­our had, from time im­memo­rial, be­longed to the old­est White­feather. But long be­fore Fumle-Drumle was born, the power had gone from his fam­ily, and was now wielded by a cruel wild crow, named Wind-Rush.

This trans­fer­ence of power was due to the fact that the crows on crow-ridge de­sired to change their man­ner of liv­ing. Pos­si­bly there are many who think that ev­ery­thing in the shape of crow lives in the same way; but this is not so. There are en­tire crow-folk who lead hon­ourable lives—that is to say, they only eat grain, worms, cater­pil­lars, and dead an­i­mals; and there are oth­ers who lead a reg­u­lar ban­dit’s life, who throw them­selves upon baby-hares and small birds, and plun­der ev­ery sin­gle bird’s nest they set eyes on.

The an­cient White­feath­ers had been strict and tem­per­ate; and as long as they had led the flock, the crows had been com­pelled to con­duct them­selves in such a way that other birds could speak no ill of them. But the crows were nu­mer­ous, and poverty was great among them. They didn’t care to go the whole length of liv­ing a strictly moral life, so they re­belled against the White­feath­ers, and gave the power to Wind-Rush, who was the worst nest-plun­derer and rob­ber that could be imag­ined—if his wife, Wind-Air, wasn’t worse still. Un­der their gov­ern­ment the crows had be­gun to lead such a life that now they were more feared than pi­geon-hawks and leech-owls.

Nat­u­rally, Fumle-Drumle had noth­ing to say in the flock. The crows were all of the opin­ion that he did not in the least take af­ter his fore­fa­thers, and that he wouldn’t suit as a leader. No one would have men­tioned him, if he hadn’t con­stantly com­mit­ted fresh blun­ders. A few, who were quite sen­si­ble, some­times said per­haps it was lucky for Fumle-Drumle that he was such a bungling id­iot, oth­er­wise Wind-Rush and Wind-Air would hardly have al­lowed him—who was of the old chief­tain stock—to re­main with the flock.

Now, on the other hand, they were rather friendly to­ward him, and will­ingly took him along with them on their hunt­ing ex­pe­di­tions. There all could ob­serve how much more skil­ful and dar­ing they were than he.

None of the crows knew that it was Fumle-Drumle who had pecked the rag out of the win­dow; and had they known of this, they would have been very much as­ton­ished. Such a thing as dar­ing to ap­proach a hu­man be­ing’s dwelling, they had never be­lieved of him. He kept the thing to him­self very care­fully; and he had his own good rea­sons for it. Wind-Rush al­ways treated him well in the day­time, and when the oth­ers were around; but one very dark night, when the com­rades sat on the night branch, he was at­tacked by a cou­ple of crows and nearly mur­dered. After that he moved ev­ery night, af­ter dark, from his usual sleep­ing quar­ters into the empty cabin.

Now one af­ter­noon, when the crows had put their nests in or­der on crow-ridge, they hap­pened upon a re­mark­able find. Wind-Rush, Fumle-Drumle, and a cou­ple of oth­ers had flown down into a big hol­low in one cor­ner of the heath. The hol­low was noth­ing but a gravel-pit, but the crows could not be sat­is­fied with such a sim­ple ex­pla­na­tion; they flew down in it con­tin­u­ally, and turned ev­ery sin­gle sand-grain to get at the rea­son why hu­man be­ings had digged it. While the crows were pot­ter­ing around down there, a mass of gravel fell from one side. They rushed up to it, and had the good for­tune to find amongst the fallen stones and stub­ble—a large earthen crock, which was locked with a wooden clasp! Nat­u­rally they wanted to know if there was any­thing in it, and they tried both to peck holes in the crock, and to bend up the clasp, but they had no suc­cess.

They stood per­fectly help­less and ex­am­ined the crock, when they heard some­one say: “Shall I come down and as­sist you crows?” They glanced up quickly. On the edge of the hol­low sat a fox and blinked down at them. He was one of the pret­ti­est foxes—both in colour and form—that they had ever seen. The only fault with him was that he had lost an ear.

“If you de­sire to do us a ser­vice,” said Wind-Rush, “we shall not say nay.” At the same time, both he and the oth­ers flew up from the hol­low. Then the fox jumped down in their place, bit at the jar, and pulled at the lock—but he couldn’t open it ei­ther.

“Can you make out what there is in it?” said Wind-Rush.

The fox rolled the jar back and forth, and lis­tened at­ten­tively. “It must be sil­ver money,” said he.

This was more than the crows had ex­pected. “Do you think it can be sil­ver?” said they, and their eyes were ready to pop out of their heads with greed; for re­mark­able as it may sound, there is noth­ing in the world which crows love as much as sil­ver money.

“Hear how it rat­tles!” said the fox and rolled the crock around once more. “Only I can’t un­der­stand how we shall get at it.”

“That will surely be im­pos­si­ble,” said the crows.

The fox stood and rubbed his head against his left leg, and pon­dered. Now per­haps he might suc­ceed, with the help of the crows, in be­com­ing mas­ter of that lit­tle imp who al­ways eluded him. “Oh! I know some­one who could open the crock for you,” said the fox.

“Then tell us! Tell us!” cried the crows; and they were so ex­cited that they tum­bled down into the pit.

“That I will do, if you’ll first prom­ise me that you will agree to my terms,” said he.

Then the fox told the crows about Thumbi­etot, and said that if they could bring him to the heath he would open the crock for them. But in pay­ment for this coun­sel, he de­manded that they should de­liver Thumbi­etot to him, as soon as he had got­ten the sil­ver money for them. The crows had no rea­son to spare Thumbi­etot, so agreed to the com­pact at once. It was easy enough to agree to this; but it was harder to find out where Thumbi­etot and the wild geese were stop­ping.

Wind-Rush him­self trav­elled away with fifty crows, and said that he should soon re­turn. But one day af­ter an­other passed with­out the crows on crow-ridge see­ing a shadow of him.



Kidnapped by Crows

Wed­nes­day, April thir­teenth.

The wild geese were up at day­break, so they should have time to get them­selves a bite of food be­fore start­ing out on the jour­ney to­ward Östergöt­land. The is­land in Goose­fjord, where they had slept, was small and bar­ren, but in the wa­ter all around it were growths which they could eat their fill upon. It was worse for the boy, how­ever. He couldn’t man­age to find any­thing eat­able.

As he stood there hun­gry and drowsy, and looked around in all di­rec­tions, his glance fell upon a pair of squir­rels, who played upon the wooded point, di­rectly op­po­site the rock is­land. He won­dered if the squir­rels still had any of their win­ter sup­plies left, and asked the white goosey-gan­der to take him over to the point, that he might beg them for a cou­ple of hazel­nuts.

In­stantly the white one swam across the sound with him; but as luck would have it the squir­rels had so much fun chas­ing each other from tree to tree, that they didn’t bother about lis­ten­ing to the boy. They drew far­ther into the grove. He hur­ried af­ter them, and was soon out of the goosey-gan­der’s sight—who stayed be­hind and waited on the shore.

The boy waded for­ward be­tween some white anemone-stems—which were so high they reached to his chin—when he felt that some­one caught hold of him from be­hind, and tried to lift him up. He turned round and saw that a crow had grabbed him by the shirt-band. He tried to break loose, but be­fore this was pos­si­ble, an­other crow ran up, gripped him by the stock­ing, and knocked him over.

If Nils Hol­gers­son had im­me­di­ately cried for help, the white goosey-gan­der cer­tainly would have been able to save him; but the boy prob­a­bly thought that he could pro­tect him­self, un­aided, against a cou­ple of crows. He kicked and struck out, but the crows didn’t let go their hold, and they soon suc­ceeded in rais­ing them­selves into the air with him. To make mat­ters worse, they flew so reck­lessly that his head struck against a branch. He re­ceived a hard knock over the head, it grew black be­fore his eyes, and he lost con­scious­ness.

When he opened his eyes once more, he found him­self high above the ground. He re­gained his senses slowly; at first he knew nei­ther where he was, nor what he saw. When he glanced down, he saw that un­der him was spread a tremen­dously big woolly car­pet, which was wo­ven in greens and reds, and in large ir­reg­u­lar pat­terns. The car­pet was very thick and fine, but he thought it was a pity that it had been so badly used. It was ac­tu­ally ragged; long tears ran through it; in some places large pieces were torn away. And the strangest of all was that it ap­peared to be spread over a mir­ror floor; for un­der the holes and tears in the car­pet shone bright and glit­ter­ing glass.

The next thing the boy ob­served was that the sun un­rolled it­self in the heav­ens. In­stantly, the mir­ror-glass un­der the holes and tears in the car­pet be­gan to shim­mer in red and gold. It looked very gor­geous, and the boy was de­lighted with the pretty colour-scheme, al­though he didn’t ex­actly un­der­stand what it was that he saw. But now the crows de­scended, and he saw at once that the big car­pet un­der him was the earth, which was dressed in green and brown cone-trees and naked leaf-trees, and that the holes and tears were shin­ing fjords and lit­tle lakes.

He re­mem­bered that the first time he had trav­elled up in the air, he had thought that the earth in Skåne looked like a piece of checked cloth. But this coun­try which re­sem­bled a torn car­pet—what might this be?

He be­gan to ask him­self a lot of ques­tions. Why wasn’t he sit­ting on the goosey-gan­der’s back? Why did a great swarm of crows fly around him? And why was he be­ing pulled and knocked hither and thither so that he was about to break to pieces?

Then, all at once, the whole thing dawned on him. He had been kid­napped by a cou­ple of crows. The white goosey-gan­der was still on the shore, wait­ing, and to­day the wild geese were go­ing to travel to Östergöt­land. He was be­ing car­ried south­west; this he un­der­stood be­cause the sun’s disc was be­hind him. The big for­est-car­pet which lay be­neath him was surely Små­land.

“What will be­come of the goosey-gan­der now, when I can­not look af­ter him?” thought the boy, and be­gan to call to the crows to take him back to the wild geese in­stantly. He wasn’t at all un­easy on his own ac­count. He be­lieved that they were car­ry­ing him off sim­ply in a spirit of mis­chief.

The crows didn’t pay the slight­est at­ten­tion to his ex­hor­ta­tions, but flew on as fast as they could. After a bit, one of them flapped his wings in a man­ner which meant: “Look out! Danger!” Soon there­after they came down in a spruce for­est, pushed their way be­tween prickly branches to the ground, and put the boy down un­der a thick spruce, where he was so well con­cealed that not even a fal­con could have sighted him.

Fifty crows sur­rounded him, with bills pointed to­ward him to guard him. “Now per­haps I may hear, crows, what your pur­pose is in car­ry­ing me off,” said he. But he was hardly per­mit­ted to fin­ish the sen­tence be­fore a big crow hissed at him: “Keep still! or I’ll bore your eyes out.”

It was ev­i­dent that the crow meant what she said; and there was noth­ing for the boy to do but obey. So he sat there and stared at the crows, and the crows stared at him.

The longer he looked at them, the less he liked them. It was dread­ful how dusty and un­kempt their feather dresses were—as though they knew nei­ther baths nor oil­ing. Their toes and claws were grimy with dried-in mud, and the cor­ners of their mouths were cov­ered with food drip­pings. Th­ese were very dif­fer­ent birds from the wild geese—that he ob­served. He thought they had a cruel, sneaky, watch­ful and bold ap­pear­ance, just like cut­throats and vagabonds.

“It is cer­tainly a real rob­ber-band that I’ve fallen in with,” thought he.

Just then he heard the wild geese’s call above him. “Where are you? Here am I. Where are you? Here am I.”

He un­der­stood that Akka and the oth­ers had gone out to search for him; but be­fore he could an­swer them the big crow who ap­peared to be the leader of the band hissed in his ear: “Think of your eyes!” And there was noth­ing else for him to do but to keep still.

The wild geese may not have known that he was so near them, but had just hap­pened, in­ci­den­tally, to travel over this for­est. He heard their call a cou­ple of times more, then it died away. “Well, now you’ll have to get along by your­self, Nils Hol­gers­son,” he said to him­self. “Now you must prove whether you have learned any­thing dur­ing these weeks in the open.”

A mo­ment later the crows gave the sig­nal to break up; and since it was still their in­ten­tion, ap­par­ently, to carry him along in such a way that one held on to his shirt-band, and one to a stock­ing, the boy said: “Is there not one among you so strong that he can carry me on his back? You have al­ready trav­elled so badly with me that I feel as if I were in pieces. Only let me ride! I’ll not jump from the crow’s back, that I prom­ise you.”

“Oh! you needn’t think that we care how you have it,” said the leader. But now the largest of the crows—a di­shev­elled and un­couth one, who had a white feather in his wing—came for­ward and said: “It would cer­tainly be best for all of us, Wind-Rush, if Thumbi­etot got there whole, rather than half, and there­fore, I shall carry him on my back.”

“If you can do it, Fumle-Drumle, I have no ob­jec­tion,” said Wind-Rush. “But don’t lose him!”

With this, much was al­ready gained, and the boy ac­tu­ally felt pleased again. “There is noth­ing to be gained by los­ing my grit be­cause I have been kid­napped by the crows,” thought he. “I’ll surely be able to man­age those poor lit­tle things.”

The crows con­tin­ued to fly south­west, over Små­land. It was a glo­ri­ous morn­ing—sunny and calm; and the birds down on the earth were singing their best love songs. In a high, dark for­est sat the thrush him­self with droop­ing wings and swelling throat, and struck up tune af­ter tune. “How pretty you are! How pretty you are! How pretty you are!” sang he. “No one is so pretty. No one is so pretty. No one is so pretty.” As soon as he had fin­ished this song, he be­gan it all over again.

But just then the boy rode over the for­est; and when he had heard the song a cou­ple of times, and marked that the thrush knew no other, he put both hands up to his mouth as a speak­ing trum­pet, and called down: “We’ve heard all this be­fore. We’ve heard all this be­fore.”

“Who is it? Who is it? Who is it? Who makes fun of me?” asked the thrush, and tried to catch a glimpse of the one who called.

“It is Kid­napped-by-Crows who makes fun of your song,” an­swered the boy. At that, the crow-chief turned his head and said: “Be care­ful of your eyes, Thumbi­etot!” But the boy thought, “Oh! I don’t care about that. I want to show you that I’m not afraid of you!”

Farther and far­ther in­land they trav­elled; and there were woods and lakes ev­ery­where. In a birch-grove sat the wood-dove on a naked branch, and be­fore him stood the lady-dove. He blew up his feath­ers, cocked his head, raised and low­ered his body, un­til the breast-feath­ers rat­tled against the branch. All the while he cooed: “Thou, thou, thou art the loveli­est in all the for­est. No one in the for­est is so lovely as thou, thou, thou!”

But up in the air the boy rode past, and when he heard Mr. Dove he couldn’t keep still. “Don’t you be­lieve him! Don’t you be­lieve him!” cried he.

“Who, who, who is it that lies about me?” cooed Mr. Dove, and tried to get a sight of the one who shrieked at him. “It is Caught-by-Crows that lies about you,” replied the boy. Again Wind-Rush turned his head to­ward the boy and com­manded him to shut up, but Fumle-Drumle, who was car­ry­ing him, said: “Let him chat­ter, then all the lit­tle birds will think that we crows have be­come quick-wit­ted and funny birds.”

“Oh! they’re not such fools, ei­ther,” said Wind-Rush; but he liked the idea just the same, for af­ter that he let the boy call out as much as he liked.

They flew mostly over forests and wood­lands, but there were churches and parishes and lit­tle cab­ins in the out­skirts of the for­est. In one place they saw a pretty old manor. It lay with the for­est back of it, and the sea in front of it; had red walls and a tur­reted roof; great sycamores about the grounds, and big, thick goose­berry-bushes in the or­chard. On the top of the weath­er­cock sat the star­ling, and sang so loud that ev­ery note was heard by the wife, who sat on an egg in the heart of a pear tree. “We have four pretty lit­tle eggs,” sang the star­ling. “We have four pretty lit­tle round eggs. We have the whole nest filled with fine eggs.”

When the star­ling sang the song for the thou­sandth time, the boy rode over the place. He put his hands up to his mouth, as a pipe, and called: “The mag­pie will get them. The mag­pie will get them.”

“Who is it that wants to frighten me?” asked the star­ling, and flapped his wings un­easily.

“It is Cap­tured-by-Crows that fright­ens you,” said the boy. This time the crow-chief didn’t at­tempt to hush him up. In­stead, both he and his flock were hav­ing so much fun that they cawed with sat­is­fac­tion.

The far­ther in­land they came, the larger were the lakes, and the more plen­ti­ful were the is­lands and points. And on a lake-shore stood a drake and kow­towed be­fore the duck. “I’ll be true to you all the days of my life. I’ll be true to you all the days of my life,” said the drake.

“It won’t last un­til the sum­mer’s end,” shrieked the boy.

“Who are you?” called the drake.

“My name’s Stolen-by-Crows,” shrieked the boy.

At din­ner time the crows lighted in a food-grove. They walked about and pro­cured food for them­selves, but none of them thought about giv­ing the boy any­thing. Then Fumle-Drumle came rid­ing up to the chief with a dog-rose branch, with a few dried buds on it. “Here’s some­thing for you, Wind-Rush,” said he. “This is pretty food, and suit­able for you.”

Wind-Rush sniffed con­temp­tu­ously. “Do you think that I want to eat old, dry buds?” said he.

“And I who thought that you would be pleased with them!” said Fumle-Drumle; and threw away the dog-rose branch as if in de­spair. But it fell right in front of the boy, and he wasn’t slow about grab­bing it and eat­ing un­til he was sat­is­fied.

When the crows had eaten, they be­gan to chat­ter. “What are you think­ing about, Wind-Rush? You are so quiet to­day,” said one of them to the leader.

“I’m think­ing that in this dis­trict there lived, once upon a time, a hen, who was very fond of her mis­tress; and in or­der to re­ally please her, she went and laid a nest full of eggs, which she hid un­der the store­house floor. The mis­tress of the house won­dered, of course, where the hen was keep­ing her­self such a long time. She searched for her, but did not find her. Can you guess, Long­bill, who it was that found her and the eggs?”

“I think I can guess it, Wind-Rush, but when you have told about this, I will tell you some­thing like it. Do you re­mem­ber the big, black cat in Hin­neryd’s parish house? She was dis­sat­is­fied be­cause they al­ways took the new­born kit­tens from her, and drowned them. Just once did she suc­ceed in keep­ing them con­cealed, and that was when she had laid them in a haystack, out doors. She was pretty well pleased with those young kit­tens, but I be­lieve that I got more plea­sure out of them than she did.”

Now they be­came so ex­cited that they all talked at once. “What kind of an ac­com­plish­ment is that—to steal lit­tle kit­tens?” said one. “I once chased a young hare who was al­most full-grown. That meant to fol­low him from covert to covert.” He got no fur­ther be­fore an­other took the words from him. “It may be fun, per­haps, to an­noy hens and cats, but I find it still more re­mark­able that a crow can worry a hu­man be­ing. I once stole a sil­ver spoon—”

But now the boy thought he was too good to sit and lis­ten to such gab­ble. “Now lis­ten to me, you crows!” said he. “I think you ought to be ashamed of your­selves to talk about all your wicked­ness. I have lived amongst wild geese for three weeks, and of them I have never heard or seen any­thing but good. You must have a bad chief, since he per­mits you to rob and mur­der in this way. You ought to be­gin to lead new lives, for I can tell you that hu­man be­ings have grown so tired of your wicked­ness they are try­ing with all their might to root you out. And then there will soon be an end of you.”

When Wind-Rush and the crows heard this, they were so fu­ri­ous that they in­tended to throw them­selves upon him and tear him in pieces. But Fumle-Drumle laughed and cawed, and stood in front of him. “Oh, no, no!” said he, and seemed ab­so­lutely ter­ri­fied. “What think you that Wind-Air will say if you tear Thumbi­etot in pieces be­fore he has got­ten that sil­ver money for us?”

“It has to be you, Fumle-Drumle, that’s afraid of women-folk,” said Rush. But, at any rate, both he and the oth­ers left Thumbi­etot in peace.

Shortly af­ter that the crows went fur­ther. Un­til now the boy thought that Små­land wasn’t such a poor coun­try as he had heard. Of course it was woody and full of moun­tain-ridges, but along­side the is­lands and lakes lay cul­ti­vated grounds, and any real des­o­la­tion he hadn’t come upon. But the far­ther in­land they came, the fewer were the vil­lages and cot­tages. Toward the last, he thought that he was rid­ing over a ver­i­ta­ble wilder­ness where he saw noth­ing but swamps and heaths and ju­niper-hills.

The sun had gone down, but it was still per­fect day­light when the crows reached the large heather-heath. Wind-Rush sent a crow on ahead, to say that he had met with suc­cess; and when it was known, Wind-Air, with sev­eral hun­dred crows from Crow-Ridge, flew to meet the ar­rivals. In the midst of the deaf­en­ing caw­ing which the crows emit­ted, Fumle-Drumle said to the boy: “You have been so com­i­cal and so jolly dur­ing the trip that I am re­ally fond of you. There­fore I want to give you some good ad­vice. As soon as we light, you’ll be re­quested to do a bit of work which may seem very easy to you; but be­ware of do­ing it!”

Soon there­after Fumle-Drumle put Nils Hol­gers­son down in the bot­tom of a sand­pit. The boy flung him­self down, rolled over, and lay there as though he was sim­ply done up with fa­tigue. Such a lot of crows flut­tered about him that the air rus­tled like a wind­storm, but he didn’t look up.

“Thumbi­etot,” said Wind-Rush, “get up now! You shall help us with a mat­ter which will be very easy for you.”

The boy didn’t move, but pre­tended to be asleep. Then Wind-Rush took him by the arm, and dragged him over the sand to an earthen crock of old-time make, that was stand­ing in the pit. “Get up, Thumbi­etot,” said he, “and open this crock!”

“Why can’t you let me sleep?” said the boy. “I’m too tired to do any­thing tonight. Wait un­til to­mor­row!”

“Open the crock!” said Wind-Rush, shak­ing him.

“How shall a poor lit­tle child be able to open such a crock? Why, it’s quite as large as I am my­self.”

“Open it!” com­manded Wind-Rush once more, “or it will be a sorry thing for you.” The boy got up, tot­tered over to the crock, fum­bled the clasp, and let his arms fall. “I’m not usu­ally so weak,” said he. “If you will only let me sleep un­til morn­ing, I think that I’ll be able to man­age with that clasp.”

But Wind-Rush was im­pa­tient, and he rushed for­ward and pinched the boy in the leg. That sort of treat­ment the boy didn’t care to suf­fer from a crow. He jerked him­self loose quickly, ran a cou­ple of paces back­ward, drew his knife from the sheath, and held it ex­tended in front of him. “You’d bet­ter be care­ful!” he cried to Wind-Rush.

This one too was so en­raged that he didn’t dodge the dan­ger. He rushed at the boy, just as though he’d been blind, and ran so straight against the knife, that it en­tered through his eye into the head. The boy drew the knife back quickly, but Wind-Rush only struck out with his wings, then he fell down—dead.

“Wind-Rush is dead! The stranger has killed our chief­tain, Wind-Rush!” cried the near­est crows, and then there was a ter­ri­ble up­roar. Some wailed, oth­ers cried for vengeance. They all ran or flut­tered up to the boy, with Fumle-Drumle in the lead. But he acted badly as usual. He only flut­tered and spread his wings over the boy, and pre­vented the oth­ers from com­ing for­ward and run­ning their bills into him.

The boy thought that things looked very bad for him now. He couldn’t run away from the crows, and there was no place where he could hide. Then he hap­pened to think of the earthen crock. He took a firm hold on the clasp, and pulled it off. Then he hopped into the crock to hide in it. But the crock was a poor hid­ing place, for it was nearly filled to the brim with lit­tle, thin sil­ver coins. The boy couldn’t get far enough down, so he stooped and be­gan to throw out the coins.

Un­til now the crows had flut­tered around him in a thick swarm and pecked at him, but when he threw out the coins they im­me­di­ately for­got their thirst for vengeance, and hur­ried to gather the money. The boy threw out hand­fuls of it, and all the crows—yes, even Wind-Air her­self—picked them up. And ev­ery­one who suc­ceeded in pick­ing up a coin ran off to the nest with the ut­most speed to con­ceal it.

When the boy had thrown out all the sil­ver pen­nies from the crock he glanced up. Not more than a sin­gle crow was left in the sand­pit. That was Fumle-Drumle, with the white feather in his wing; he who had car­ried Thumbi­etot. “You have ren­dered me a greater ser­vice than you un­der­stand,” said the crow—with a very dif­fer­ent voice, and a dif­fer­ent in­to­na­tion than the one he had used hereto­fore—“and I want to save your life. Sit down on my back, and I’ll take you to a hid­ing place where you can be se­cure for tonight. To­mor­row, I’ll ar­range it so that you will get back to the wild geese.”



The Cabin

Thurs­day, April four­teenth.

The fol­low­ing morn­ing when the boy awoke, he lay in a bed. When he saw that he was in a house with four walls around him, and a roof over him, he thought that he was at home. “I won­der if mother will come soon with some cof­fee,” he mut­tered to him­self where he lay half-awake. Then he re­mem­bered that he was in a de­serted cabin on the crow-ridge, and that Fumle-Drumle with the white feather had borne him there the night be­fore.

The boy was sore all over af­ter the jour­ney he had made the day be­fore, and he thought it was lovely to lie still while he waited for Fumle-Drumle who had promised to come and fetch him.

Cur­tains of checked cot­ton hung be­fore the bed, and he drew them aside to look out into the cabin. It dawned upon him in­stantly that he had never seen the mate to a cabin like this. The walls con­sisted of noth­ing but a cou­ple of rows of logs; then the roof be­gan. There was no in­te­rior ceil­ing, so he could look clear up to the rooftree. The cabin was so small that it ap­peared to have been built rather for such as he than for real peo­ple. How­ever, the fire­place and chim­ney were so large, he thought that he had never seen larger. The en­trance door was in a gable-wall at the side of the fire­place, and was so nar­row that it was more like a wicket than a door. In the other gable-wall he saw a low and broad win­dow with many panes. There was scarcely any mov­able fur­ni­ture in the cabin. The bench on one side, and the ta­ble un­der the win­dow, were also sta­tion­ary—also the big bed where he lay, and the many-coloured cup­board.

The boy could not help won­der­ing who owned the cabin, and why it was de­serted. It cer­tainly looked as though the peo­ple who had lived there ex­pected to re­turn. The cof­fee-urn and the gruel-pot stood on the hearth, and there was some wood in the fire­place; the oven-rake and baker’s peel stood in a cor­ner; the spin­ning wheel was raised on a bench; on the shelf over the win­dow lay oakum and flax, a cou­ple of skeins of yarn, a can­dle, and a bunch of matches.

Yes, it surely looked as if those who had lived there had in­tended to come back. There were bed­clothes on the bed; and on the walls there still hung long strips of cloth, upon which three rid­ers named Kasper, Mel­chior, and Bal­tasar were painted. The same horses and rid­ers were pic­tured many times. They rode around the whole cabin, and con­tin­ued their ride even up to­ward the joists.

But in the roof the boy saw some­thing which brought him to his senses in a jiffy. It was a cou­ple of loaves of big bread-cakes that hung there upon a spit. They looked old and mouldy, but it was bread all the same. He gave them a knock with the oven-rake and one piece fell to the floor. He ate, and stuffed his bag full. It was in­cred­i­ble how good bread was, any­way.

He looked around the cabin once more, to try and dis­cover if there was any­thing else which he might find use­ful to take along. “I may as well take what I need, since no one else cares about it,” thought he. But most of the things were too big and heavy. The only things that he could carry might be a few matches per­haps.

He clam­bered up on the ta­ble, and swung with the help of the cur­tains up to the win­dow-shelf. While he stood there and stuffed the matches into his bag, the crow with the white feather came in through the win­dow. “Well here I am at last,” said Fumle-Drumle as he lit on the ta­ble. “I couldn’t get here any sooner be­cause we crows have elected a new chief­tain in Wind-Rush’s place.”

“Whom have you cho­sen?” said the boy.

“Well, we have cho­sen one who will not per­mit rob­bery and in­jus­tice. We have elected Garm White­feather, lately called Fumle-Drumle,” an­swered he, draw­ing him­self up un­til he looked ab­so­lutely re­gal.

“That was a good choice,” said the boy and con­grat­u­lated him.

“You may well wish me luck,” said Garm; then he told the boy about the time they had had with Wind-Rush and Wind-Air.

Dur­ing this recital the boy heard a voice out­side the win­dow which he thought sounded fa­mil­iar. “Is he here?”—in­quired the fox. “Yes, he’s hid­den in there,” an­swered a crow-voice. “Be care­ful, Thumbi­etot!” cried Garm. “Wind-Air stands with­out with that fox who wants to eat you.” More he didn’t have time to say, for Smirre dashed against the win­dow. The old, rot­ten win­dow-frame gave way, and the next sec­ond Smirre stood upon the win­dow-ta­ble. Garm White­feather, who didn’t have time to fly away, he killed in­stantly. There­upon he jumped down to the floor, and looked around for the boy. He tried to hide be­hind a big oakum-spi­ral, but Smirre had al­ready spied him, and was crouched for the fi­nal spring. The cabin was so small, and so low, the boy un­der­stood that the fox could reach him with­out the least dif­fi­culty. But just at that mo­ment the boy was not with­out weapons of de­fence. He struck a match quickly, touched the cur­tains, and when they were in flames, he threw them down upon Smirre Fox. When the fire en­veloped the fox, he was seized with a mad ter­ror. He thought no more about the boy, but rushed wildly out of the cabin.

But it looked as if the boy had es­caped one dan­ger to throw him­self into a greater one. From the tuft of oakum which he had flung at Smirre the fire had spread to the bed-hang­ings. He jumped down and tried to smother it, but it blazed too quickly now. The cabin was soon filled with smoke, and Smirre Fox, who had re­mained just out­side the win­dow, be­gan to grasp the state of af­fairs within. “Well, Thumbi­etot,” he called out, “which do you choose now: to be broiled alive in there, or to come out here to me? Of course, I should pre­fer to have the plea­sure of eat­ing you; but in which­ever way death meets you it will be dear to me.”

The boy could not think but what the fox was right, for the fire was mak­ing rapid head­way. The whole bed was now in a blaze, and smoke rose from the floor; and along the painted wall-strips the fire crept from rider to rider. The boy jumped up in the fire­place, and tried to open the oven door, when he heard a key which turned around slowly in the lock. It must be hu­man be­ings com­ing. And in the dire ex­trem­ity in which he found him­self, he was not afraid, but only glad. He was al­ready on the thresh­old when the door opened. He saw a cou­ple of chil­dren fac­ing him; but how they looked when they saw the cabin in flames, he took no time to find out; but rushed past them into the open.

He didn’t dare run far. He knew, of course, that Smirre Fox lay in wait for him, and he un­der­stood that he must re­main near the chil­dren. He turned round to see what sort of folk they were, but he hadn’t looked at them a sec­ond be­fore he ran up to them and cried: “Oh, good day, Osa goose-girl! Oh, good day, lit­tle Mats!”

For when the boy saw those chil­dren he for­got en­tirely where he was. Crows and burn­ing cabin and talk­ing an­i­mals had van­ished from his mem­ory. He was walk­ing on a stub­ble-field, in West Vem­minghög, tend­ing a goose-flock; and be­side him, on the field, walked those same Små­land chil­dren, with their geese. As soon as he saw them, he ran up on the stone-hedge and shouted: “Oh, good day, Osa goose-girl! Oh, good day, lit­tle Mats!”

But when the chil­dren saw such a lit­tle crea­ture com­ing up to them with out­stretched hands, they grabbed hold of each other, took a cou­ple of steps back­ward, and looked scared to death.

When the boy no­ticed their ter­ror he woke up and re­mem­bered who he was. And then it seemed to him that noth­ing worse could hap­pen to him than that those chil­dren should see how he had been be­witched. Shame and grief be­cause he was no longer a hu­man be­ing over­pow­ered him. He turned and fled. He knew not whither.

But a glad meet­ing awaited the boy when he came down to the heath. For there, in the heather, he spied some­thing white, and to­ward him came the white goosey-gan­der, ac­com­pa­nied by Dun­fin. When the white one saw the boy run­ning with such speed, he thought that dread­ful fiends were pur­su­ing him. He flung him in all haste upon his back and flew off with him.





The Old Peasant Woman

Thurs­day, April four­teenth.

Three tired wan­der­ers were out in the late evening in search of a night har­bour. They trav­elled over a poor and des­o­late por­tion of north­ern Små­land. But the sort of rest­ing place which they wanted, they should have been able to find; for they were no weak­lings who asked for soft beds or com­fort­able rooms.

“If one of these long moun­tain-ridges had a peak so high and steep that a fox couldn’t in any way climb up to it, then we should have a good sleep­ing-place,” said one of them.

“If a sin­gle one of the big swamps was thawed out, and was so marshy and wet that a fox wouldn’t dare ven­ture out on it, this, too, would be a right good night har­bour,” said the sec­ond.

“If the ice on one of the large lakes we travel past were loose, so that a fox could not come out on it, then we should have found just what we are seek­ing,” said the third.

The worst of it was that when the sun had gone down, two of the trav­ellers be­came so sleepy that ev­ery sec­ond they were ready to fall to the ground. The third one, who could keep him­self awake, grew more and more un­easy as night ap­proached. “Then it was a mis­for­tune that we came to a land where lakes and swamps are frozen, so that a fox can get around ev­ery­where. In other places the ice has melted away; but now we’re well up in the very cold­est Små­land, where spring has not as yet ar­rived. I don’t know how I shall ever man­age to find a good sleep­ing-place! Un­less I find some spot that is well pro­tected, Smirre Fox will be upon us be­fore morn­ing.”

He gazed in all di­rec­tions, but he saw no shel­ter where he could lodge. It was a dark and chilly night, with wind and driz­zle. It grew more ter­ri­ble and dis­agree­able around him ev­ery sec­ond.

This may sound strange, per­haps, but the trav­ellers didn’t seem to have the least de­sire to ask for house­room on any farm. They had al­ready passed many parishes with­out knock­ing at a sin­gle door. Lit­tle hill­side cab­ins on the out­skirts of the forests, which all poor wan­der­ers are glad to run across, they took no no­tice of ei­ther. One might al­most be tempted to say they de­served to have a hard time of it, since they did not seek help where it was to be had for the ask­ing.

But fi­nally, when it was so dark that there was scarcely a glim­mer of light left un­der the skies and the two who needed sleep jour­neyed on in a kind of half-sleep, they hap­pened into a farm­yard which was a long way off from all neigh­bours. And not only did it lie there des­o­late, but it ap­peared to be un­in­hab­ited as well. No smoke rose from the chim­ney; no light shone through the win­dows; no hu­man be­ing moved on the place. When the one among the three who could keep awake, saw the place, he thought: “Now come what may, we must try to get in here. Any­thing bet­ter we are not likely to find.”

Soon af­ter that, all three stood in the house-yard. Two of them fell asleep the in­stant they stood still, but the third looked about him ea­gerly, to find where they could get un­der cover. It was not a small farm. Be­side the dwelling house and sta­ble and smoke­house, there were long ranges with gra­naries and store­houses and cat­tlesheds. But it all looked aw­fully poor and di­lap­i­dated. The houses had gray, moss-grown, lean­ing walls, which seemed ready to top­ple over. In the roofs were yawn­ing holes, and the doors hung aslant on bro­ken hinges. It was ap­par­ent that no one had taken the trou­ble to drive a nail into a wall on this place for a long time.

Mean­while, he who was awake had fig­ured out which house was the cow­shed. He roused his trav­el­ling com­pan­ions from their sleep, and con­ducted them to the cow­shed door. Luck­ily, this was not fas­tened with any­thing but a hook, which he could eas­ily push up with a rod. He heaved a sigh of re­lief at the thought that they should soon be in safety. But when the cow­shed door swung open with a sharp creak­ing, he heard a cow be­gin to bel­low. “Are you com­ing at last, mis­tress?” said she. “I thought that you didn’t pro­pose to give me any sup­per tonight.”

The one who was awake stopped in the door­way, ab­so­lutely ter­ri­fied when he dis­cov­ered that the cow­shed was not empty. But he soon saw that there was not more than one cow, and three or four chick­ens; and then he took courage again. “We are three poor trav­ellers who want to come in some­where, where no fox can as­sail us, and no hu­man be­ing cap­ture us,” said he. “We won­der if this can be a good place for us.”

“I can­not be­lieve but what it is,” an­swered the cow. “To be sure the walls are poor, but the fox does not walk through them as yet; and no one lives here ex­cept an old peas­ant woman, who isn’t at all likely to make a cap­tive of any­one. But who are you?” she con­tin­ued, as she twisted in her stall to get a sight of the new­com­ers.

“I am Nils Hol­gers­son from Vem­minghög, who has been trans­formed into an elf,” replied the first of the in­com­ers, “and I have with me a tame goose, whom I gen­er­ally ride, and a gray goose.”

“Such rare guests have never be­fore been within my four walls,” said the cow, “and you shall be wel­come, al­though I would have pre­ferred that it had been my mis­tress, come to give me my sup­per.”

The boy led the geese into the cow­shed, which was rather large, and placed them in an empty manger, where they fell asleep in­stantly. For him­self, he made a lit­tle bed of straw and ex­pected that he, too, should go to sleep at once.

But this was im­pos­si­ble, for the poor cow, who hadn’t had her sup­per, wasn’t still an in­stant. She shook her flanks, moved around in the stall, and com­plained of how hun­gry she was. The boy couldn’t get a wink of sleep, but lay there and lived over all the things that had hap­pened to him dur­ing these last days.

He thought of Osa, the goose-girl, and lit­tle Mats, whom he had en­coun­tered so un­ex­pect­edly; and he fan­cied that the lit­tle cabin which he had set on fire must have been their old home in Små­land. Now he re­called that he had heard them speak of just such a cabin, and of the big heather-heath which lay be­low it. Now Osa and Mats had wan­dered back there to see their old home again, and then, when they had reached it, it was in flames.

It was in­deed a great sor­row which he had brought upon them, and it hurt him very much. If he ever again be­came a hu­man be­ing, he would try to com­pen­sate them for the dam­age and mis­cal­cu­la­tion.

Then his thoughts wan­dered to the crows. And when he thought of Fumle-Drumle who had saved his life, and had met his own death so soon af­ter he had been elected chief­tain, he was so dis­tressed that tears filled his eyes. He had had a pretty rough time of it these last few days. But, any­way, it was a rare stroke of luck that the goosey-gan­der and Dun­fin had found him. The goosey-gan­der had said that as soon as the geese dis­cov­ered that Thumbi­etot had dis­ap­peared, they had asked all the small an­i­mals in the for­est about him. They soon learned that a flock of Små­land crows had car­ried him off. But the crows were al­ready out of sight, and whither they had di­rected their course no one had been able to say. That they might find the boy as soon as pos­si­ble, Akka had com­manded the wild geese to start out—two and two—in dif­fer­ent di­rec­tions, to search for him. But af­ter a two days’ hunt, whether or not they had found him, they were to meet in north­west­ern Små­land on a high moun­tain-top, which re­sem­bled an abrupt, chopped-off tower, and was called Taberg. After Akka had given them the best di­rec­tions, and de­scribed care­fully how they should find Taberg, they had sep­a­rated.

The white goosey-gan­der had cho­sen Dun­fin as trav­el­ling com­pan­ion, and they had flown about hither and thither with the great­est anx­i­ety for Thumbi­etot. Dur­ing this ram­ble they had heard a thrush, who sat in a tree­top, cry and wail that some­one, who called him­self Kid­napped-by-Crows, had made fun of him. They had talked with the thrush, and he had shown them in which di­rec­tion that Kid­napped-by-Crows had trav­elled. After­ward, they had met a dove-cock, a star­ling and a drake; they had all wailed about a lit­tle cul­prit who had dis­turbed their song, and who was named Caught-by-Crows, Cap­tured-by-Crows, and Stolen-by-Crows. In this way, they were en­abled to trace Thumbi­etot all the way to the heather-heath in Son­nerbo town­ship.

As soon as the goosey-gan­der and Dun­fin had found Thumbi­etot, they had started to­ward the north, in or­der to reach Taberg. But it had been a long road to travel, and the dark­ness was upon them be­fore they had sighted the moun­tain top. “If we only get there by to­mor­row, surely all our trou­bles will be over,” thought the boy, and dug down into the straw to have it warmer. All the while the cow fussed and fumed in the stall.

Then, all of a sud­den, she be­gan to talk to the boy. “Every­thing is wrong with me,” said the cow. “I am nei­ther milked nor tended. I have no night fod­der in my manger, and no bed has been made un­der me. My mis­tress came here at dusk, to put things in or­der for me, but she felt so ill, that she had to go in soon again, and she has not re­turned.”

“It’s dis­tress­ing that I should be lit­tle and pow­er­less,” said the boy. “I don’t be­lieve that I am able to help you.”

“You can’t make me be­lieve that you are pow­er­less be­cause you are lit­tle,” said the cow. “All the elves that I’ve ever heard of, were so strong that they could pull a whole load of hay and strike a cow dead with one fist.”

The boy couldn’t help laugh­ing at the cow. “They were a very dif­fer­ent kind of elf from me,” said he. “But I’ll loosen your hal­ter and open the door for you, so that you can go out and drink in one of the pools on the place, and then I’ll try to climb up to the hayloft and throw down some hay in your manger.”

“Yes, that would be some help,” said the cow.

The boy did as he had said; and when the cow stood with a full manger in front of her, he thought that at last he should get some sleep. But he had hardly crept down in the bed be­fore she be­gan, anew, to talk to him.

“You’ll be clean put out with me if I ask you for one thing more,” said the cow.

“Oh, no I won’t, if it’s only some­thing that I’m able to do,” said the boy.

“Then I will ask you to go into the cabin, di­rectly op­po­site, and find out how my mis­tress is get­ting along. I fear some mis­for­tune has come to her.”

“No! I can’t do that,” said the boy. “I dare not show my­self be­fore hu­man be­ings.”

“Surely you’re not afraid of an old and sick woman,” said the cow. “But you do not need to go into the cabin. Just stand out­side the door and peep in through the crack!”

“Oh! if that is all you ask of me, I’ll do it of course,” said the boy.

With that he opened the cow­shed door and went out in the yard. It was a fear­ful night! Nei­ther moon nor stars shone; the wind blew a gale, and the rain came down in tor­rents. And the worst of all was that seven great owls sat in a row on the eaves of the cabin. It was aw­ful just to hear them, where they sat and grum­bled at the weather; but it was even worse to think what would hap­pen to him if one of them should set eyes on him. That would be the last of him.

“Pity him who is lit­tle!” said the boy as he ven­tured out in the yard. And he had a right to say this, for he was blown down twice be­fore he got to the house: once the wind swept him into a pool, which was so deep that he came near drown­ing. But he got there nev­er­the­less.

He clam­bered up a pair of steps, scram­bled over a thresh­old, and came into the hall­way. The cabin door was closed, but down in one cor­ner a large piece had been cut away, that the cat might go in and out. It was no dif­fi­culty what­ever for the boy to see how things were in the cabin.

He had hardly cast a glance in there be­fore he stag­gered back and turned his head away. An old, gray-haired woman lay stretched out on the floor within. She nei­ther moved nor moaned; and her face shone strangely white. It was as if an in­vis­i­ble moon had thrown a fee­ble light over it.

The boy re­mem­bered that when his grand­fa­ther had died, his face had also be­come so strangely white-like. And he un­der­stood that the old woman who lay on the cabin floor must be dead. Death had prob­a­bly come to her so sud­denly that she didn’t even have time to lie down on her bed.

As he thought of be­ing alone with the dead in the mid­dle of the dark night, he was ter­ri­bly afraid. He threw him­self head­long down the steps, and rushed back to the cow­shed.

When he told the cow what he had seen in the cabin, she stopped eat­ing. “So my mis­tress is dead,” said she. “Then it will soon be over for me as well.”

“There will al­ways be some­one to look out for you,” said the boy com­fort­ingly.

“Ah! you don’t know,” said the cow, “that I am al­ready twice as old as a cow usu­ally is be­fore she is laid upon the slaugh­ter-bench. But then I do not care to live any longer, since she, in there, can come no more to care for me.”

She said noth­ing more for a while, but the boy ob­served, no doubt, that she nei­ther slept nor ate. It was not long be­fore she be­gan to speak again. “Is she ly­ing on the bare floor?” she asked.

“She is,” said the boy.

“She had a habit of com­ing out to the cow­shed,” she con­tin­ued, “and talk­ing about ev­ery­thing that trou­bled her. I un­der­stood what she said, al­though I could not an­swer her. Th­ese last few days she talked of how afraid she was lest there would be no one with her when she died. She was anx­ious for fear no one should close her eyes and fold her hands across her breast, af­ter she was dead. Per­haps you’ll go in and do this?” The boy hes­i­tated. He re­mem­bered that when his grand­fa­ther had died, mother had been very care­ful about putting ev­ery­thing to rights. He knew this was some­thing which had to be done. But, on the other hand, he felt that he didn’t care go to the dead, in the ghastly night. He didn’t say no; nei­ther did he take a step to­ward the cow­shed door. For a cou­ple of sec­onds the old cow was silent—just as if she had ex­pected an an­swer. But when the boy said noth­ing, she did not re­peat her re­quest. In­stead, she be­gan to talk with him of her mis­tress.

There was much to tell, first and fore­most, about all the chil­dren which she had brought up. They had been in the cow­shed ev­ery day, and in the sum­mer they had taken the cat­tle to pas­ture on the swamp and in the groves, so the old cow knew all about them. They had been splen­did, all of them, and happy and in­dus­tri­ous. A cow knew well enough what her care­tak­ers were good for.

There was also much to be said about the farm. It had not al­ways been as poor as it was now. It was very large—al­though the greater part of it con­sisted of swamps and stony groves. There was not much room for fields, but there was plenty of good fod­der ev­ery­where. At one time there had been a cow for ev­ery stall in the cow­shed; and the oxshed, which was now empty, had at one time been filled with oxen. And then there was life and gayety, both in cabin and cow­house. When the mis­tress opened the cow­shed door she would hum and sing, and all the cows lowed with glad­ness when they heard her com­ing.

But the good man had died when the chil­dren were so small that they could not be of any as­sis­tance, and the mis­tress had to take charge of the farm, and all the work and re­spon­si­bil­ity. She had been as strong as a man, and had both ploughed and reaped. In the evenings, when she came into the cow­shed to milk, some­times she was so tired that she wept. Then she dashed away her tears, and was cheer­ful again. “It doesn’t mat­ter. Good times are com­ing again for me too, if only my chil­dren grow up. Yes, if they only grow up.”

But as soon as the chil­dren were grown, a strange long­ing came over them. They didn’t want to stay at home, but went away to a strange coun­try. Their mother never got any help from them. A cou­ple of her chil­dren were mar­ried be­fore they went away, and they had left their chil­dren be­hind, in the old home. And now these chil­dren fol­lowed the mis­tress in the cow­shed, just as her own had done. They tended the cows, and were fine, good folk. And, in the evenings, when the mis­tress was so tired out that she could fall asleep in the mid­dle of the milk­ing, she would rouse her­self again to re­newed courage by think­ing of them. “Good times are com­ing for me, too,” said she—and shook off sleep—“when once they are grown.”

But when these chil­dren grew up, they went away to their par­ents in the strange land. No one came back—no one stayed at home—the old mis­tress was left alone on the farm.

Prob­a­bly she had never asked them to re­main with her. “Think you, Rödlinna, that I would ask them to stay here with me, when they can go out in the world and have things com­fort­able?” she would say as she stood in the stall with the old cow. “Here in Små­land they have only poverty to look for­ward to.”

But when the last grand­child was gone, it was all up with the mis­tress. All at once she be­came bent and gray, and tot­tered as she walked; as if she no longer had the strength to move about. She stopped work­ing. She did not care to look af­ter the farm, but let ev­ery­thing go to rack and ruin. She didn’t re­pair the houses; and she sold both the cows and the oxen. The only one that she kept was the old cow who now talked with Thumbi­etot. Her she let live be­cause all the chil­dren had tended her.

She could have taken maids and farmhands into her ser­vice, who would have helped her with the work, but she couldn’t bear to see strangers around her, since her own had de­serted her. Per­haps she was bet­ter sat­is­fied to let the farm go to ruin, since none of her chil­dren were com­ing back to take it af­ter she was gone. She did not mind that she her­self be­came poor, be­cause she didn’t value that which was only hers. But she was trou­bled lest the chil­dren should find out how hard she had it. “If only the chil­dren do not hear of this! If only the chil­dren do not hear of this!” she sighed as she tot­tered through the cow­house.

The chil­dren wrote con­stantly, and begged her to come out to them; but this she did not wish. She didn’t want to see the land that had taken them from her. She was an­gry with it. “It’s fool­ish of me, per­haps, that I do not like that land which has been so good for them,” said she. “But I don’t want to see it.”

She never thought of any­thing but the chil­dren, and of this—that they must needs have gone. When sum­mer came, she led the cow out to graze in the big swamp. All day she would sit on the edge of the swamp, her hands in her lap; and on the way home she would say: “You see, Rödlinna, if there had been large, rich fields here, in place of these bar­ren swamps, then there would have been no need for them to leave.”

She could be­come fu­ri­ous with the swamp which spread out so big, and did no good. She could sit and talk about how it was the swamp’s fault that the chil­dren had left her.

This last evening she had been more trem­bly and fee­ble than ever be­fore. She could not even do the milk­ing. She had leaned against the manger and talked about two strangers who had been to see her, and had asked if they might buy the swamp. They wanted to drain it, and sow and raise grain on it. This had made her both anx­ious and glad. “Do you hear, Rödlinna,” she had said, “do you hear they said that grain can grow on the swamp? Now I shall write to the chil­dren to come home. Now they’ll not have to stay away any longer; for now they can get their bread here at home.” It was this that she had gone into the cabin to do—

The boy heard no more of what the old cow said. He had opened the cow­house door and gone across the yard, and in to the dead whom he had but lately been so afraid of.

It was not so poor in the cabin as he had ex­pected. It was well sup­plied with the sort of things one gen­er­ally finds among those who have rel­a­tives in Amer­ica. In a cor­ner there was an Amer­i­can rock­ing chair; on the ta­ble be­fore the win­dow lay a bro­caded plush cover; there was a pretty spread on the bed; on the walls, in carved-wood frames, hung the pho­to­graphs of the chil­dren and grand­chil­dren who had gone away; on the bu­reau stood high vases and a cou­ple of can­dle­sticks, with thick, spi­ral can­dles in them.

The boy searched for a match­box and lighted these can­dles, not be­cause he needed more light than he al­ready had; but be­cause he thought that this was one way to hon­our the dead.

Then he went up to her, closed her eyes, folded her hands across her breast, and stroked back the thin gray hair from her face.

He thought no more about be­ing afraid of her. He was so deeply grieved be­cause she had been forced to live out her old age in lone­li­ness and long­ing. He, at least, would watch over her dead body this night.

He hunted up the psalm book, and seated him­self to read a cou­ple of psalms in an un­der­tone. But in the mid­dle of the read­ing he paused—be­cause he had be­gun to think about his mother and fa­ther.

Think, that par­ents can long so for their chil­dren! This he had never known. Think, that life can be as though it was over for them when the chil­dren are away! Think, if those at home longed for him in the same way that this old peas­ant woman had longed!

This thought made him happy, but he dared not be­lieve in it. He had not been such a one that any­body could long for him.

But what he had not been, per­haps he could be­come.

Round about him he saw the por­traits of those who were away. They were big, strong men and women with earnest faces. There were brides in long veils, and gen­tle­men in fine clothes; and there were chil­dren with waved hair and pretty white dresses. And he thought that they all stared blindly into va­cancy—and did not want to see.

“Poor you!” said the boy to the por­traits. “Your mother is dead. You can­not make repa­ra­tion now, be­cause you went away from her. But my mother is liv­ing!”

Here he paused, and nod­ded and smiled to him­self. “My mother is liv­ing,” said he. “Both fa­ther and mother are liv­ing.”




From Taberg to Huskvarna

Fri­day, April fif­teenth.

The boy sat awake nearly all night, but to­ward morn­ing he fell asleep and then he dreamed of his fa­ther and mother. He could hardly recog­nise them. They had both grown gray, and had old and wrin­kled faces. He asked how this had come about, and they an­swered that they had aged so be­cause they had longed for him. He was both touched and as­ton­ished, for he had never be­lieved but what they were glad to be rid of him.

When the boy awoke the morn­ing was come, with fine, clear weather. First, he him­self ate a bit of bread which he found in the cabin; then he gave morn­ing feed to both geese and cow, and opened the cow­house door so that the cow could go over to the near­est farm. When the cow came along all by her­self the neigh­bours would no doubt un­der­stand that some­thing was wrong with her mis­tress. They would hurry over to the des­o­late farm to see how the old woman was get­ting along, and then they would find her dead body and bury it.

The boy and the geese had barely raised them­selves into the air, when they caught a glimpse of a high moun­tain, with al­most per­pen­dic­u­lar walls, and an abrupt, bro­ken-off top; and they un­der­stood that this must be Taberg. On the sum­mit stood Akka, with Yksi and Kaksi, Kolmi and Neljä, Vi­isi and Knusi, and all six goslings and waited for them. There was a re­joic­ing, and a cack­ling, and a flut­ter­ing, and a call­ing which no one can de­scribe, when they saw that the goosey-gan­der and Dun­fin had suc­ceeded in find­ing Thumbi­etot.

The woods grew pretty high up on Taberg’s sides, but her high­est peak was bar­ren; and from there one could look out in all di­rec­tions. If one gazed to­ward the east, or south, or west, then there was hardly any­thing to be seen but a poor high­land with dark spruce-trees, brown morasses, ice-clad lakes, and bluish moun­tain-ridges. The boy couldn’t keep from think­ing it was true that the one who had cre­ated this hadn’t taken very great pains with his work, but had thrown it to­gether in a hurry. But if one glanced to the north, it was al­to­gether dif­fer­ent. Here it looked as if it had been worked out with the ut­most care and af­fec­tion. In this di­rec­tion one saw only beau­ti­ful moun­tains, soft val­leys, and wind­ing rivers, all the way to the big Lake Vet­tern, which lay ice-free and trans­par­ently clear, and shone as if it wasn’t filled with wa­ter but with blue light.

It was Vet­tern that made it so pretty to look to­ward the north, be­cause it looked as though a blue stream had risen up from the lake, and spread it­self over land also. Groves and hills and roofs, and the spires of Jönköping City—which shim­mered along Vet­tern’s shores—lay en­veloped in pale blue which ca­ressed the eye. If there were coun­tries in heaven, they, too, must be blue like this, thought the boy, and imag­ined that he had got­ten a faint idea of how it must look in Par­adise.

Later in the day, when the geese con­tin­ued their jour­ney, they flew up to­ward the blue val­ley. They were in hol­i­day hu­mour; shrieked and made such a racket that no one who had ears could help hear­ing them.

This hap­pened to be the first re­ally fine spring day they had had in this sec­tion. Un­til now, the spring had done its work un­der rain and blus­ter; and now, when it had all of a sud­den be­come fine weather, the peo­ple were filled with such a long­ing af­ter sum­mer warmth and green woods that they could hardly per­form their tasks. And when the wild geese rode by, high above the ground, cheer­ful and free, there wasn’t one who did not drop what he had in hand, and glance at them.

The first ones who saw the wild geese that day were min­ers on Taberg, who were dig­ging ore at the mouth of the mine. When they heard them cackle, they paused in their drilling for ore, and one of them called to the birds: “Where are you go­ing? Where are you go­ing?”

The geese didn’t un­der­stand what he said, but the boy leaned for­ward over the goose-back, and an­swered for them: “Where there is nei­ther pick nor ham­mer.”

When the min­ers heard the words, they thought it was their own long­ing that made the goose-cackle sound like hu­man speech. “Take us along with you! Take us along with you!” they cried.

“Not this year,” shrieked the boy. “Not this year.”

The wild geese fol­lowed Taberg River down to­ward Monk Lake, and all the while they made the same racket. Here, on the nar­row land-strip be­tween Monk and Vet­tern lakes, lay Jönköping with its great fac­to­ries. The wild geese rode first over Monksjö pa­per mills. The noon rest hour was just over, and the big work­men were stream­ing down to the mill-gate. When they heard the wild geese, they stopped a mo­ment to lis­ten to them. “Where are you go­ing? Where are you go­ing?” called the work­men.

The wild geese un­der­stood noth­ing of what they said, but the boy an­swered for them: “There, where there are nei­ther ma­chines nor steam-boxes.”

When the work­men heard the an­swer, they be­lieved it was their own long­ing that made the goose-cackle sound like hu­man speech. “Take us along with you!”

“Not this year,” an­swered the boy. “Not this year.”

Next, the geese rode over the well-known match fac­tory, which lies on the shores of Vet­tern—large as a fortress—and lifts its high chim­neys to­ward the sky. Not a soul moved out in the yards; but in a large hall young work­ing-women sat and filled match­boxes. They had opened a win­dow on ac­count of the beau­ti­ful weather, and through it came the wild geese’s call. The one who sat near­est the win­dow, leaned out with a match­box in her hand, and cried: “Where are you go­ing? Where are you go­ing?”

“To that land where there is no need of ei­ther light or matches,” said the boy. The girl thought that what she had heard was only goose-cackle; but since she thought she had dis­tin­guished a cou­ple of words, she called out in an­swer: “Take me along with you!”

“Not this year,” replied the boy. “Not this year.”

East of the fac­to­ries rises Jönköping, on the most glo­ri­ous spot that any city can oc­cupy. The nar­row Vet­tern has high, steep sand-shores, both on the east­ern and west­ern sides; but straight south, the sand-walls are bro­ken down, just as if to make room for a large gate, through which one reaches the lake. And in the mid­dle of the gate—with moun­tains to the left, and moun­tains to the right, with Monk Lake be­hind it, and Vet­tern in front of it—lies Jönköping.

The wild geese trav­elled for­ward over the long, nar­row city, and be­haved them­selves here just as they had done in the coun­try. But in the city there was no one who an­swered them. It was not to be ex­pected that city folks should stop out in the streets, and call to the wild geese.

The trip ex­tended fur­ther along Vet­tern’s shores; and af­ter a lit­tle they came to Sanna San­i­tar­ium. Some of the pa­tients had gone out on the ve­randa to en­joy the spring air, and in this way they heard the goose-cackle. “Where are you go­ing?” asked one of them with such a fee­ble voice that he was scarcely heard.

“To that land where there is nei­ther sor­row nor sick­ness,” an­swered the boy.

“Take us along with you!” said the sick ones.

“Not this year,” an­swered the boy. “Not this year.”

When they had trav­elled still far­ther on, they came to Huskvarna. It lay in a val­ley. The moun­tains around it were steep and beau­ti­fully formed. A river rushed along the heights in long and nar­row falls. Big work­shops and fac­to­ries lay be­low the moun­tain walls; and scat­tered over the val­ley-bot­tom were the work­ing­mens’ homes, en­cir­cled by lit­tle gar­dens; and in the cen­tre of the val­ley lay the school­house. Just as the wild geese came along, a bell rang, and a crowd of school chil­dren marched out in line. They were so nu­mer­ous that the whole school­yard was filled with them. “Where are you go­ing? Where are you go­ing?” the chil­dren shouted when they heard the wild geese.

“Where there are nei­ther books nor lessons to be found,” an­swered the boy.

“Take us along!” shrieked the chil­dren.

“Not this year, but next,” cried the boy. “Not this year, but next.”




The Big Bird Lake


Jarro, the Wild Duck

On the east­ern shore of Vet­tern lies Mount Om­berg; east of Om­berg lies Dag­mosse; east of Dag­mosse lies Lake Tak­ern. Around the whole of Tak­ern spreads the big, even Östergöta plain.

Tak­ern is a pretty large lake and in olden times it must have been still larger. But then the peo­ple thought it cov­ered en­tirely too much of the fer­tile plain, so they at­tempted to drain the wa­ter from it, that they might sow and reap on the lake-bot­tom. But they did not suc­ceed in lay­ing waste the en­tire lake—which had ev­i­dently been their in­ten­tion—there­fore it still hides a lot of land. Since the drain­ing the lake has be­come so shal­low that hardly at any point is it more than a cou­ple of me­tres deep. The shores have be­come marshy and muddy; and out in the lake, lit­tle mud-islets stick up above the wa­ter’s sur­face.

Now, there is one who loves to stand with his feet in the wa­ter, if he can just keep his body and head in the air, and that is the reed. And it can­not find a bet­ter place to grow upon, than the long, shal­low Tak­ern shores, and around the lit­tle mud-islets. It thrives so well that it grows taller than a man’s height, and so thick that it is al­most im­pos­si­ble to push a boat through it. It forms a broad green en­clo­sure around the whole lake, so that it is only ac­ces­si­ble in a few places where the peo­ple have taken away the reeds.

But if the reeds shut the peo­ple out, they give, in re­turn, shel­ter and pro­tec­tion to many other things. In the reeds there are a lot of lit­tle dams and canals with green, still wa­ter, where duck­weed and pondweed run to seed; and where gnat-eggs and black­fish and worms are hatched out in un­count­able masses. And all along the shores of these lit­tle dams and canals, there are many well-con­cealed places, where seabirds hatch their eggs, and bring up their young with­out be­ing dis­turbed, ei­ther by en­e­mies or food wor­ries.

An in­cred­i­ble num­ber of birds live in the Tak­ern reeds; and more and more gather there ev­ery year, as it be­comes known what a splen­did abode it is. The first who set­tled there were the wild ducks; and they still live there by thou­sands. But they no longer own the en­tire lake, for they have been obliged to share it with swans, grebes, coots, loons, fen-ducks, and a lot of oth­ers.

Tak­ern is cer­tainly the largest and choic­est bird lake in the whole coun­try; and the birds may count them­selves lucky as long as they own such a re­treat. But it is un­cer­tain just how long they will be in con­trol of reeds and mud-banks, for hu­man be­ings can­not for­get that the lake ex­tends over a con­sid­er­able por­tion of good and fer­tile soil; and ev­ery now and then the propo­si­tion to drain it comes up among them. And if these propo­si­tions were car­ried out, the many thou­sands of wa­ter­birds would be forced to move from this quar­ter.

At the time when Nils Hol­gers­son trav­elled around with the wild geese, there lived at Tak­ern a wild duck named Jarro. He was a young bird, who had only lived one sum­mer, one fall, and a win­ter; now, it was his first spring. He had just re­turned from South Africa, and had reached Tak­ern in such good sea­son that the ice was still on the lake.

One evening, when he and the other young wild ducks played at rac­ing back­ward and for­ward over the lake, a hunter fired a cou­ple of shots at them, and Jarro was wounded in the breast. He thought he should die; but in or­der that the one who had shot him shouldn’t get him into his power, he con­tin­ued to fly as long as he pos­si­bly could. He didn’t think whither he was di­rect­ing his course, but only strug­gled to get far away. When his strength failed him, so that he could not fly any far­ther, he was no longer on the lake. He had flown a bit in­land, and now he sank down be­fore the en­trance to one of the big farms which lie along the shores of Tak­ern.

A mo­ment later a young farm­hand hap­pened along. He saw Jarro, and came and lifted him up. But Jarro, who asked for noth­ing but to be let die in peace, gath­ered his last pow­ers and nipped the farm­hand in the fin­ger, so he should let go of him.

Jarro didn’t suc­ceed in free­ing him­self. The en­counter had this good in it at any rate: the farm­hand no­ticed that the bird was alive. He car­ried him very gen­tly into the cot­tage, and showed him to the mis­tress of the house—a young woman with a kindly face. At once she took Jarro from the farm­hand, stroked him on the back and wiped away the blood which trick­led down through the neck-feath­ers. She looked him over very care­fully; and when she saw how pretty he was, with his dark-green, shin­ing head, his white neck­band, his brown­ish-red back, and his blue wing-mir­ror, she must have thought that it was a pity for him to die. She promptly put a bas­ket in or­der, and tucked the bird into it.

All the while Jarro flut­tered and strug­gled to get loose; but when he un­der­stood that the peo­ple didn’t in­tend to kill him, he set­tled down in the bas­ket with a sense of plea­sure. Now it was ev­i­dent how ex­hausted he was from pain and loss of blood. The mis­tress car­ried the bas­ket across the floor to place it in the cor­ner by the fire­place; but be­fore she put it down Jarro was al­ready fast asleep.

In a lit­tle while Jarro was awak­ened by some­one who nudged him gen­tly. When he opened his eyes he ex­pe­ri­enced such an aw­ful shock that he al­most lost his senses. Now he was lost; for there stood the one who was more dan­ger­ous than ei­ther hu­man be­ings or birds of prey. It was no less a thing than Cae­sar him­self—the long-haired dog—who nosed around him in­quis­i­tively.

How piti­fully scared had he not been last sum­mer, when he was still a lit­tle yel­low-down duck­ling, ev­ery time it had sounded over the reed-stems: “Cae­sar is com­ing! Cae­sar is com­ing!” When he had seen the brown and white spot­ted dog with the teeth-filled jowls come wad­ing through the reeds, he had be­lieved that he be­held death it­self. He had al­ways hoped that he would never have to live through that mo­ment when he should meet Cae­sar face to face.

But, to his sor­row, he must have fallen down in the very yard where Cae­sar lived, for there he stood right over him. “Who are you?” he growled. “How did you get into the house? Don’t you be­long down among the reed banks?”

It was with great dif­fi­culty that he gained the courage to an­swer. “Don’t be an­gry with me, Cae­sar, be­cause I came into the house!” said he. “It isn’t my fault. I have been wounded by a gun­shot. It was the peo­ple them­selves who laid me in this bas­ket.”

“Oho! so it’s the folks them­selves that have placed you here,” said Cae­sar. “Then it is surely their in­ten­tion to cure you; al­though, for my part, I think it would be wiser for them to eat you up, since you are in their power. But, at any rate, you are tabooed in the house. You needn’t look so scared. Now, we’re not down on Tak­ern.”

With that Cae­sar laid him­self to sleep in front of the blaz­ing log-fire. As soon as Jarro un­der­stood that this ter­ri­ble dan­ger was past, ex­treme las­si­tude came over him, and he fell asleep anew.

The next time Jarro awoke, he saw that a dish with grain and wa­ter stood be­fore him. He was still quite ill, but he felt hun­gry nev­er­the­less, and be­gan to eat. When the mis­tress saw that he ate, she came up and pet­ted him, and looked pleased. After that, Jarro fell asleep again. For sev­eral days he did noth­ing but eat and sleep.

One morn­ing Jarro felt so well that he stepped from the bas­ket and wan­dered along the floor. But he hadn’t gone very far be­fore he keeled over, and lay there. Then came Cae­sar, opened his big jaws and grabbed him. Jarro be­lieved, of course, that the dog was go­ing to bite him to death; but Cae­sar car­ried him back to the bas­ket with­out harm­ing him. Be­cause of this, Jarro ac­quired such a con­fi­dence in the dog Cae­sar, that on his next walk in the cot­tage, he went over to the dog and lay down be­side him. There­after Cae­sar and he be­came good friends, and ev­ery day, for sev­eral hours, Jarro lay and slept be­tween Cae­sar’s paws.

But an even greater af­fec­tion than he felt for Cae­sar, did Jarro feel to­ward his mis­tress. Of her he had not the least fear; but rubbed his head against her hand when she came and fed him. When­ever she went out of the cot­tage he sighed with re­gret; and when she came back he cried wel­come to her in his own lan­guage.

Jarro for­got en­tirely how afraid he had been of both dogs and hu­mans in other days. He thought now that they were gen­tle and kind, and he loved them. He wished that he were well, so he could fly down to Tak­ern and tell the wild ducks that their en­e­mies were not dan­ger­ous, and that they need not fear them.

He had ob­served that the hu­man be­ings, as well as Cae­sar, had calm eyes, which it did one good to look into. The only one in the cot­tage whose glance he did not care to meet, was Claw­ina, the house cat. She did him no harm, ei­ther, but he couldn’t place any con­fi­dence in her. Then, too, she quar­relled with him con­stantly, be­cause he loved hu­man be­ings. “You think they pro­tect you be­cause they are fond of you,” said Claw­ina. “You just wait un­til you are fat enough! Then they’ll wring the neck off you. I know them, I do.”

Jarro, like all birds, had a ten­der and af­fec­tion­ate heart; and he was un­ut­ter­ably dis­tressed when he heard this. He couldn’t imag­ine that his mis­tress would wish to wring the neck off him, nor could he be­lieve any such thing of her son, the lit­tle boy who sat for hours be­side his bas­ket, and bab­bled and chat­tered. He seemed to think that both of them had the same love for him that he had for them.

One day, when Jarro and Cae­sar lay on the usual spot be­fore the fire, Claw­ina sat on the hearth and be­gan to tease the wild duck.

“I won­der, Jarro, what you wild ducks will do next year, when Tak­ern is drained and turned into grain fields?” said Claw­ina.

“What’s that you say, Claw­ina?” cried Jarro, and jumped up—scared through and through.

“I al­ways for­get, Jarro, that you do not un­der­stand hu­man speech, like Cae­sar and my­self,” an­swered the cat. “Or else you surely would have heard how the men, who were here in the cot­tage yes­ter­day, said that all the wa­ter was go­ing to be drained from Tak­ern, and that next year the lake-bot­tom would be as dry as a house-floor. And now I won­der where you wild ducks will go.”

When Jarro heard this talk he was so fu­ri­ous that he hissed like a snake. “You are just as mean as a com­mon coot!” he screamed at Claw­ina. “You only want to in­cite me against hu­man be­ings. I don’t be­lieve they want to do any­thing of the sort. They must know that Tak­ern is the wild ducks’ prop­erty. Why should they make so many birds home­less and un­happy? You have cer­tainly hit upon all this to scare me. I hope that you may be torn in pieces by Gorgo, the ea­gle! I hope that my mis­tress will chop off your whiskers!”

But Jarro couldn’t shut Claw­ina up with this out­burst. “So you think I’m ly­ing,” said she. “Ask Cae­sar, then! He was also in the house last night. Cae­sar never lies.”

“Cae­sar,” said Jarro, “you un­der­stand hu­man speech much bet­ter than Claw­ina. Say that she hasn’t heard aright! Think how it would be if the peo­ple drained Tak­ern, and changed the lake-bot­tom into fields! Then there would be no more pondweed or duck-food for the grown wild ducks, and no black­fish or worms or gnat-eggs for the duck­lings. Then the reed-banks would dis­ap­pear—where now the duck­lings con­ceal them­selves un­til they are able to fly. All ducks would be com­pelled to move away from here and seek an­other home. But where shall they find a re­treat like Tak­ern? Cae­sar, say that Claw­ina has not heard aright!”

It was ex­tra­or­di­nary to watch Cae­sar’s be­hav­iour dur­ing this con­ver­sa­tion. He had been wide-awake the whole time be­fore, but now, when Jarro turned to him, he panted, laid his long nose on his forepaws, and was sound asleep within the wink of an eye­lid.

The cat looked down at Cae­sar with a know­ing smile. “I be­lieve that Cae­sar doesn’t care to an­swer you,” she said to Jarro. “It is with him as with all dogs; they will never ac­knowl­edge that hu­mans can do any wrong. But you can rely upon my word, at any rate. I shall tell you why they wish to drain the lake just now. As long as you wild ducks still had the power on Tak­ern, they did not wish to drain it, for, at least, they got some good out of you; but now, grebes and coots and other birds who are no good as food, have in­fested nearly all the reed-banks, and the peo­ple don’t think they need let the lake re­main on their ac­count.”

Jarro didn’t trou­ble him­self to an­swer Claw­ina, but raised his head, and shouted in Cae­sar’s ear: “Cae­sar! You know that on Tak­ern there are still so many ducks left that they fill the air like clouds. Say it isn’t true that hu­man be­ings in­tend to make all of these home­less!”

Then Cae­sar sprang up with such a sud­den out­burst at Claw­ina that she had to save her­self by jump­ing up on a shelf. “I’ll teach you to keep quiet when I want to sleep,” bawled Cae­sar. “Of course I know that there is some talk about drain­ing the lake this year. But there’s been talk of this many times be­fore with­out any­thing com­ing of it. And that drain­ing busi­ness is a mat­ter in which I take no stock what­ever. For how would it go with the game if Tak­ern were laid waste. You’re a don­key to gloat over a thing like that. What will you and I have to amuse our­selves with, when there are no more birds on Tak­ern?”



The Decoy-Duck

Sun­day, April sev­en­teenth.

A cou­ple of days later Jarro was so well that he could fly all about the house. Then he was pet­ted a good deal by the mis­tress, and the lit­tle boy ran out in the yard and plucked the first grass-blades for him which had sprung up. When the mis­tress ca­ressed him, Jarro thought that, al­though he was now so strong that he could fly down to Tak­ern at any time, he shouldn’t care to be sep­a­rated from the hu­man be­ings. He had no ob­jec­tion to re­main­ing with them all his life.

But early one morn­ing the mis­tress placed a hal­ter, or noose, over Jarro, which pre­vented him from us­ing his wings, and then she turned him over to the farm­hand who had found him in the yard. The farm­hand poked him un­der his arm, and went down to Tak­ern with him.

The ice had melted away while Jarro had been ill. The old, dry fall leaves still stood along the shores and islets, but all the wa­ter-growths had be­gun to take root down in the deep; and the green stems had al­ready reached the sur­face. And now nearly all the mi­gra­tory birds were at home. The curlews’ hooked bills peeped out from the reeds. The grebes glided about with new feather-col­lars around the neck; and the jack-snipes were gath­er­ing straws for their nests.

The farm­hand got into a scow, laid Jarro in the bot­tom of the boat, and be­gan to pole him­self out on the lake. Jarro, who had now ac­cus­tomed him­self to ex­pect only good of hu­man be­ings, said to Cae­sar, who was also in the party, that he was very grate­ful to­ward the farm­hand for tak­ing him out on the lake. But there was no need to keep him so closely guarded, for he did not in­tend to fly away. To this Cae­sar made no re­ply. He was very close­mouthed that morn­ing.

The only thing which struck Jarro as be­ing a bit pe­cu­liar was that the farm­hand had taken his gun along. He couldn’t be­lieve that any of the good folk in the cot­tage would want to shoot birds. And, be­side, Cae­sar had told him that the peo­ple didn’t hunt at this time of the year. “It is a pro­hib­ited time,” he had said, “al­though this doesn’t con­cern me, of course.”

The farm­hand went over to one of the lit­tle reed-en­closed mud-islets. There he stepped from the boat, gath­ered some old reeds into a pile, and lay down be­hind it. Jarro was per­mit­ted to wan­der around on the ground, with the hal­ter over his wings, and teth­ered to the boat, with a long string.

Sud­denly Jarro caught sight of some young ducks and drakes, in whose com­pany he had for­merly raced back­ward and for­ward over the lake. They were a long way off, but Jarro called them to him with a cou­ple of loud shouts. They re­sponded, and a large and beau­ti­ful flock ap­proached. Be­fore they got there, Jarro be­gan to tell them about his mar­vel­lous res­cue, and of the kind­ness of hu­man be­ings. Just then, two shots sounded be­hind him. Three ducks sank down in the reeds—life­less—and Cae­sar bounced out and cap­tured them.

Then Jarro un­der­stood. The hu­man be­ings had only saved him that they might use him as a de­coy-duck. And they had also suc­ceeded. Three ducks had died on his ac­count. He thought he should die of shame. He thought that even his friend Cae­sar looked con­temp­tu­ously at him; and when they came home to the cot­tage, he didn’t dare lie down and sleep be­side the dog.

The next morn­ing Jarro was again taken out on the shal­lows. This time, too, he saw some ducks. But when he ob­served that they flew to­ward him, he called to them: “Away! Away! Be care­ful! Fly in an­other di­rec­tion! There’s a hunter hid­den be­hind the reed-pile. I’m only a de­coy-bird!” And he ac­tu­ally suc­ceeded in pre­vent­ing them from com­ing within shoot­ing dis­tance.

Jarro had scarcely had time to taste of a grass-blade, so busy was he in keep­ing watch. He called out his warn­ing as soon as a bird drew nigh. He even warned the grebes, al­though he de­tested them be­cause they crowded the ducks out of their best hid­ing-places. But he did not wish that any bird should meet with mis­for­tune on his ac­count. And, thanks to Jarro’s vig­i­lance, the farm­hand had to go home with­out fir­ing off a sin­gle shot.

De­spite this fact, Cae­sar looked less dis­pleased than on the pre­vi­ous day; and when evening came he took Jarro in his mouth, car­ried him over to the fire­place, and let him sleep be­tween his forepaws.

Nev­er­the­less Jarro was no longer con­tented in the cot­tage, but was griev­ously un­happy. His heart suf­fered at the thought that hu­mans never had loved him. When the mis­tress, or the lit­tle boy, came for­ward to ca­ress him, he stuck his bill un­der his wing and pre­tended that he slept.

For sev­eral days Jarro con­tin­ued his dis­tress­ful watch-ser­vice; and al­ready he was known all over Tak­ern. Then it hap­pened one morn­ing, while he called as usual: “Have a care, birds! Don’t come near me! I’m only a de­coy-duck,” that a grebe-nest came float­ing to­ward the shal­lows where he was tied. This was noth­ing es­pe­cially re­mark­able. It was a nest from the year be­fore; and since grebe-nests are built in such a way that they can move on wa­ter like boats, it of­ten hap­pens that they drift out to­ward the lake. Still Jarro stood there and stared at the nest, be­cause it came so straight to­ward the islet that it looked as though some­one had steered its course over the wa­ter.

As the nest came nearer, Jarro saw that a lit­tle hu­man be­ing—the tini­est he had ever seen—sat in the nest and rowed it for­ward with a pair of sticks. And this lit­tle hu­man called to him: “Go as near the wa­ter as you can, Jarro, and be ready to fly. You shall soon be freed.”

A few sec­onds later the grebe-nest lay near land, but the lit­tle oars­man did not leave it, but sat hud­dled up be­tween branches and straw. Jarro too held him­self al­most im­mov­able. He was ac­tu­ally paral­ysed with fear lest the res­cuer should be dis­cov­ered.

The next thing which oc­curred was that a flock of wild geese came along. Then Jarro woke up to busi­ness, and warned them with loud shrieks; but in spite of this they flew back­ward and for­ward over the shal­lows sev­eral times. They held them­selves so high that they were be­yond shoot­ing dis­tance; still the farm­hand let him­self be tempted to fire a cou­ple of shots at them. Th­ese shots were hardly fired be­fore the lit­tle crea­ture ran up on land, drew a tiny knife from its sheath, and, with a cou­ple of quick strokes, cut loose Jarro’s hal­ter. “Now fly away, Jarro, be­fore the man has time to load again!” cried he, while he him­self ran down to the grebe-nest and poled away from the shore.

The hunter had had his gaze fixed upon the geese, and hadn’t ob­served that Jarro had been freed; but Cae­sar had fol­lowed more care­fully that which hap­pened; and just as Jarro raised his wings, he dashed for­ward and grabbed him by the neck.

Jarro cried piti­fully; and the boy who had freed him said qui­etly to Cae­sar: “If you are just as hon­ourable as you look, surely you can­not wish to force a good bird to sit here and en­tice oth­ers into trou­ble.”

When Cae­sar heard these words, he grinned vi­ciously with his up­per lip, but the next sec­ond he dropped Jarro. “Fly, Jarro!” said he. “You are cer­tainly too good to be a de­coy-duck. It wasn’t for this that I wanted to keep you here; but be­cause it will be lonely in the cot­tage with­out you.”



The Lowering of the Lake

Wed­nes­day, April twen­ti­eth.

It was in­deed very lonely in the cot­tage with­out Jarro. The dog and the cat found the time long, when they didn’t have him to wran­gle over; and the house­wife missed the glad quack­ing which he had in­dulged in ev­ery time she en­tered the house. But the one who longed most for Jarro, was the lit­tle boy, Per Ola. He was but three years old, and the only child; and in all his life he had never had a play­mate like Jarro. When he heard that Jarro had gone back to Tak­ern and the wild ducks, he couldn’t be sat­is­fied with this, but thought con­stantly of how he should get him back again.

Per Ola had talked a good deal with Jarro while he lay still in his bas­ket, and he was cer­tain that the duck un­der­stood him. He begged his mother to take him down to the lake that he might find Jarro, and per­suade him to come back to them. Mother wouldn’t lis­ten to this; but the lit­tle one didn’t give up his plan on that ac­count.

The day af­ter Jarro had dis­ap­peared, Per Ola was run­ning about in the yard. He played by him­self as usual, but Cae­sar lay on the stoop; and when mother let the boy out, she said: “Take care of Per Ola, Cae­sar!”

Now if all had been as usual, Cae­sar would also have obeyed the com­mand, and the boy would have been so well guarded that he couldn’t have run the least risk. But Cae­sar was not like him­self these days. He knew that the farm­ers who lived along Tak­ern had held fre­quent con­fer­ences about the low­er­ing of the lake; and that they had al­most set­tled the mat­ter. The ducks must leave, and Cae­sar should nev­er­more be­hold a glo­ri­ous chase. He was so pre­oc­cu­pied with thoughts of this mis­for­tune, that he did not re­mem­ber to watch over Per Ola.

And the lit­tle one had scarcely been alone in the yard a minute, be­fore he re­alised that now the right mo­ment was come to go down to Tak­ern and talk with Jarro. He opened a gate, and wan­dered down to­ward the lake on the nar­row path which ran along the banks. As long as he could be seen from the house, he walked slowly; but af­ter­ward he in­creased his pace. He was very much afraid that mother, or some­one else, should call to him that he couldn’t go. He didn’t wish to do any­thing naughty, only to per­suade Jarro to come home; but he felt that those at home would not have ap­proved of the un­der­tak­ing.

When Per Ola came down to the lake-shore, he called Jarro sev­eral times. There­upon he stood for a long time and waited, but no Jarro ap­peared. He saw sev­eral birds that re­sem­bled the wild duck, but they flew by with­out notic­ing him, and he could un­der­stand that none among them was the right one.

When Jarro didn’t come to him, the lit­tle boy thought that it would be eas­ier to find him if he went out on the lake. There were sev­eral good craft ly­ing along the shore, but they were tied. The only one that lay loose, and at lib­erty, was an old leaky scow which was so un­fit that no one thought of us­ing it. But Per Ola scram­bled up in it with­out car­ing that the whole bot­tom was filled with wa­ter. He had not strength enough to use the oars, but in­stead, he seated him­self to swing and rock in the scow. Cer­tainly no grown per­son would have suc­ceeded in mov­ing a scow out on Tak­ern in that man­ner; but when the tide is high—and ill-luck to the fore—lit­tle chil­dren have a mar­vel­lous fac­ulty for get­ting out to sea. Per Ola was soon rid­ing around on Tak­ern, and call­ing for Jarro.

When the old scow was rocked like this—out to sea—its Cracks opened wider and wider, and the wa­ter ac­tu­ally streamed into it. Per Ola didn’t pay the slight­est at­ten­tion to this. He sat upon the lit­tle bench in front and called to ev­ery bird he saw, and won­dered why Jarro didn’t ap­pear.

At last Jarro caught sight of Per Ola. He heard that some­one called him by the name which he had borne among hu­man be­ings, and he un­der­stood that the boy had gone out on Tak­ern to search for him. Jarro was un­speak­ably happy to find that one of the hu­mans re­ally loved him. He shot down to­ward Per Ola, like an ar­row, seated him­self be­side him, and let him ca­ress him. They were both very happy to see each other again. But sud­denly Jarro no­ticed the con­di­tion of the scow. It was half-filled with wa­ter, and was al­most ready to sink. Jarro tried to tell Per Ola that he, who could nei­ther fly nor swim, must try to get upon land; but Per Ola didn’t un­der­stand him. Then Jarro did not wait an in­stant, but hur­ried away to get help.

Jarro came back in a lit­tle while, and car­ried on his back a tiny thing, who was much smaller than Per Ola him­self. If he hadn’t been able to talk and move, the boy would have be­lieved that it was a doll. In­stantly, the lit­tle one or­dered Per Ola to pick up a long, slen­der pole that lay in the bot­tom of the scow, and try to pole it to­ward one of the reed-is­lands. Per Ola obeyed him, and he and the tiny crea­ture, to­gether, steered the scow. With a cou­ple of strokes they were on a lit­tle reed-en­cir­cled is­land, and now Per Ola was told that he must step on land. And just the very mo­ment that Per Ola set foot on land, the scow was filled with wa­ter, and sank to the bot­tom. When Per Ola saw this he was sure that fa­ther and mother would be very an­gry with him. He would have started in to cry if he hadn’t found some­thing else to think about soon; namely, a flock of big, gray birds, who lighted on the is­land. The lit­tle midget took him up to them, and told him their names, and what they said. And this was so funny that Per Ola for­got ev­ery­thing else.

Mean­while the folks on the farm had dis­cov­ered that the boy had dis­ap­peared, and had started to search for him. They searched the out­houses, looked in the well, and hunted through the cel­lar. Then they went out into the high­ways and by­paths; wan­dered to the neigh­bour­ing farm to find out if he had strayed over there, and searched for him also down by Tak­ern. But no mat­ter how much they sought they did not find him.

Cae­sar, the dog, un­der­stood very well that the farmer-folk were look­ing for Per Ola, but he did noth­ing to lead them on the right track; in­stead, he lay still as though the mat­ter didn’t con­cern him.

Later in the day, Per Ola’s foot­prints were dis­cov­ered down by the boat-land­ing. And then came the thought that the old, leaky scow was no longer on the strand. Then one be­gan to un­der­stand how the whole af­fair had come about.

The farmer and his helpers im­me­di­ately took out the boats and went in search of the boy. They rowed around on Tak­ern un­til way late in the evening, with­out see­ing the least shadow of him. They couldn’t help be­liev­ing that the old scow had gone down, and that the lit­tle one lay dead on the lake-bot­tom.

In the evening, Per Ola’s mother hunted around on the strand. Every­one else was con­vinced that the boy was drowned, but she could not bring her­self to be­lieve this. She searched all the while. She searched be­tween reeds and bul­rushes; tramped and tramped on the muddy shore, never think­ing of how deep her foot sank, and how wet she had be­come. She was un­speak­ably des­per­ate. Her heart ached in her breast. She did not weep, but wrung her hands and called for her child in loud pierc­ing tones.

Round about her she heard swans’ and ducks’ and curlews’ shrieks. She thought that they fol­lowed her, and moaned and wailed—they too. “Surely, they, too, must be in trou­ble, since they moan so,” thought she. Then she re­mem­bered: these were only birds that she heard com­plain. They surely had no wor­ries.

It was strange that they did not quiet down af­ter sun­set. But she heard all these un­count­able bird-throngs, which lived along Tak­ern, send forth cry upon cry. Sev­eral of them fol­lowed her wher­ever she went; oth­ers came rustling past on light wings. All the air was filled with moans and lamen­ta­tions.

But the an­guish which she her­self was suf­fer­ing, opened her heart. She thought that she was not as far re­moved from all other liv­ing crea­tures as peo­ple usu­ally think. She un­der­stood much bet­ter than ever be­fore, how birds fared. They had their con­stant wor­ries for home and chil­dren; they, as she. There was surely not such a great dif­fer­ence be­tween them and her as she had hereto­fore be­lieved.

Then she hap­pened to think that it was as good as set­tled that these thou­sands of swans and ducks and loons would lose their homes here by Tak­ern. “It will be very hard for them,” she thought. “Where shall they bring up their chil­dren now?”

She stood still and mused on this. It ap­peared to be an ex­cel­lent and agree­able ac­com­plish­ment to change a lake into fields and mead­ows, but let it be some other lake than Tak­ern; some other lake, which was not the home of so many thou­sand crea­tures.

She re­mem­bered how on the fol­low­ing day the propo­si­tion to lower the lake was to be de­cided, and she won­dered if this was why her lit­tle son had been lost—just to­day.

Was it God’s mean­ing that sor­row should come and open her heart—just to­day—be­fore it was too late to avert the cruel act?

She walked rapidly up to the house, and be­gan to talk with her hus­band about this. She spoke of the lake, and of the birds, and said that she be­lieved it was God’s judg­ment on them both. And she soon found that he was of the same opin­ion.

They al­ready owned a large place, but if the lake-drain­ing was car­ried into ef­fect, such a goodly por­tion of the lake-bot­tom would fall to their share that their prop­erty would be nearly dou­bled. For this rea­son they had been more ea­ger for the un­der­tak­ing than any of the other shore own­ers. The oth­ers had been wor­ried about ex­penses, and anx­ious lest the drain­ing should not prove any more suc­cess­ful this time than it was the last. Per Ola’s fa­ther knew in his heart that it was he who had in­flu­enced them to un­der­take the work. He had ex­er­cised all his elo­quence, so that he might leave to his son a farm as large again as his fa­ther had left to him.

He stood and pon­dered if God’s hand was back of the fact that Tak­ern had taken his son from him on the day be­fore he was to draw up the con­tract to lay it waste. The wife didn’t have to say many words to him, be­fore he an­swered: “It may be that God does not want us to in­ter­fere with His or­der. I’ll talk with the oth­ers about this to­mor­row, and I think we’ll con­clude that all may re­main as it is.”

While the farmer-folk were talk­ing this over, Cae­sar lay be­fore the fire. He raised his head and lis­tened very at­ten­tively. When he thought that he was sure of the out­come, he walked up to the mis­tress, took her by the skirt, and led her to the door. “But Cae­sar!” said she, and wanted to break loose. “Do you know where Per Ola is?” she ex­claimed. Cae­sar barked joy­fully, and threw him­self against the door. She opened it, and Cae­sar dashed down to­ward Tak­ern. The mis­tress was so pos­i­tive he knew where Per Ola was, that she rushed af­ter him. And no sooner had they reached the shore than they heard a child’s cry out on the lake.

Per Ola had had the best day of his life, in com­pany with Thumbi­etot and the birds; but now he had be­gun to cry be­cause he was hun­gry and afraid of the dark­ness. And he was glad when fa­ther and mother and Cae­sar came for him.





Ulvåsa-Lady


The Prophecy

Fri­day, April twenty-sec­ond.

One night when the boy lay and slept on an is­land in Tak­ern, he was awak­ened by oar-strokes. He had hardly got­ten his eyes open be­fore there fell such a daz­zling light on them that he be­gan to blink.

At first he couldn’t make out what it was that shone so brightly out here on the lake; but he soon saw that a scow with a big burn­ing torch stuck up on a spike, aft, lay near the edge of the reeds. The red flame from the torch was clearly re­flected in the night-dark lake; and the bril­liant light must have lured the fish, for round about the flame in the deep a mass of dark specks were seen, that moved con­tin­u­ally, and changed places.

There were two old men in the scow. One sat at the oars, and the other stood on a bench in the stern and held in his hand a short spear which was coarsely barbed. The one who rowed was ap­par­ently a poor fish­er­man. He was small, dried-up and weather-beaten, and wore a thin, thread­bare coat. One could see that he was so used to be­ing out in all sorts of weather that he didn’t mind the cold. The other was well fed and well dressed, and looked like a pros­per­ous and self-com­pla­cent farmer.

“Now, stop!” said the farmer, when they were op­po­site the is­land where the boy lay. At the same time he plunged the spear into the wa­ter. When he drew it out again, a long, fine eel came with it.

“Look at that!” said he as he re­leased the eel from the spear. “That was one who was worth while. Now I think we have so many that we can turn back.”

His com­rade did not lift the oars, but sat and looked around. “It is lovely out here on the lake tonight,” said he. And so it was. It was ab­so­lutely still, so that the en­tire wa­ter-sur­face lay in undis­turbed rest with the ex­cep­tion of the streak where the boat had gone for­ward. This lay like a path of gold, and shim­mered in the fire­light. The sky was clear and dark blue and thickly stud­ded with stars. The shores were hid­den by the reed is­lands ex­cept to­ward the west. There Mount Om­berg loomed up high and dark, much more im­pres­sive than usual, and, cut away a big, three-cor­nered piece of the vaulted heav­ens.

The other one turned his head to get the light out of his eyes, and looked about him. “Yes, it is lovely here in Öster­gylln,” said he. “Still the best thing about the prov­ince is not its beauty.”

“Then what is it that’s best?” asked the oars­man.

“That it has al­ways been a re­spected and hon­oured prov­ince.”

“That may be true enough.”

“And then this, that one knows it will al­ways con­tinue to be so.”

“But how in the world can one know this?” said the one who sat at the oars.

The farmer straight­ened up where he stood and braced him­self with the spear. “There is an old story which has been handed down from fa­ther to son in my fam­ily; and in it one learns what will hap­pen to Östergöt­land.”

“Then you may as well tell it to me,” said the oars­man.

“We do not tell it to any­one and ev­ery­one, but I do not wish to keep it a se­cret from an old com­rade.

“At Ulvåsa, here in Östergöt­land,” he con­tin­ued (and one could tell by the tone of his voice that he talked of some­thing which he had heard from oth­ers, and knew by heart), “many, many years ago, there lived a lady who had the gift of look­ing into the fu­ture, and telling peo­ple what was go­ing to hap­pen to them—just as cer­tainly and ac­cu­rately as though it had al­ready oc­curred. For this she be­came widely noted; and it is easy to un­der­stand that peo­ple would come to her, both from far and near, to find out what they were go­ing to pass through of good or evil.

“One day, when Ulvåsa-lady sat in her hall and spun, as was cus­tom­ary in for­mer days, a poor peas­ant came into the room and seated him­self on the bench near the door.

“ ‘I won­der what you are sit­ting and think­ing about, dear lady,’ said the peas­ant af­ter a lit­tle.

“ ‘I am sit­ting and think­ing about high and holy things,’ an­swered she.

“ ‘Then it is not fit­ting, per­haps, that I ask you about some­thing which weighs on my heart,’ said the peas­ant.

“ ‘It is prob­a­bly noth­ing else that weighs on your heart than that you may reap much grain on your field. But I am ac­cus­tomed to re­ceive com­mu­ni­ca­tions from the Em­peror about how it will go with his crown; and from the Pope, about how it will go with his keys.’

“ ‘Such things can­not be easy to an­swer,’ said the peas­ant. ‘I have also heard that no one seems to go from here with­out be­ing dis­sat­is­fied with what he has heard.’

“When the peas­ant said this, he saw that Ulvåsa-lady bit her lip, and moved higher up on the bench. ‘So this is what you have heard about me,’ said she. ‘Then you may as well tempt for­tune by ask­ing me about the thing you wish to know; and you shall see if I can an­swer so that you will be sat­is­fied.’

“After this the peas­ant did not hes­i­tate to state his er­rand. He said that he had come to ask how it would go with Östergöt­land in the fu­ture. There was noth­ing which was so dear to him as his na­tive prov­ince, and he felt that he should be happy un­til his dy­ing day if he could get a sat­is­fac­tory re­ply to his query.

“ ‘Oh! is that all you wish to know,’ said the wise lady; ‘then I think that you will be con­tent. For here where I now sit, I can tell you that it will be like this with Östergöt­land: it will al­ways have some­thing to boast of ahead of other prov­inces.’

“ ‘Yes, that was a good an­swer, dear lady,’ said the peas­ant, ‘and now I would be en­tirely at peace if I could only com­pre­hend how such a thing should be pos­si­ble.’

“ ‘Why should it not be pos­si­ble?’ said Ulvåsa-lady. ‘Don’t you know that Östergöt­land is al­ready renowned? Or think you there is any place in Swe­den that can boast of own­ing, at the same time, two such clois­ters as the ones in Al­vas­tra and Vreta, and such a beau­ti­ful cathe­dral as the one in Linköping?’

“ ‘That may be so,’ said the peas­ant. ‘But I’m an old man, and I know that peo­ple’s minds are change­able. I fear that there will come a time when they won’t want to give us any glory, ei­ther for Al­vas­tra or Vreta or for the cathe­dral.’

“ ‘Herein you may be right,’ said Ulvåsa-lady, ‘but you need not doubt prophecy on that ac­count. I shall now build up a new clois­ter on Vad­stena, and that will be­come the most cel­e­brated in the North. Thither both the high and the lowly shall make pil­grim­ages, and all shall sing the praises of the prov­ince be­cause it has such a holy place within its con­fines.’

“The peas­ant replied that he was right glad to know this. But he also knew, of course, that ev­ery­thing was per­ish­able; and he won­dered much what would give dis­tinc­tion to the prov­ince, if Vad­stena Clois­ter should once fall into dis­re­pute.

“ ‘You are not easy to sat­isfy,’ said Ulvåsa-lady, ‘but surely I can see so far ahead that I can tell you, be­fore Vad­stena Clois­ter shall have lost its splen­dour, there will be a cas­tle erected close by, which will be the most mag­nif­i­cent of its pe­riod. Kings and dukes will be guests there, and it shall be ac­counted an hon­our to the whole prov­ince, that it owns such an or­na­ment.’

“ ‘This I am also glad to hear,’ said the peas­ant. ‘But I’m an old man, and I know how it gen­er­ally turns out with this world’s glo­ries. And if the cas­tle goes to ruin, I won­der much what there will be that can at­tract the peo­ple’s at­ten­tion to this prov­ince.’

“ ‘It’s not a lit­tle that you want to know,’ said Ulvåsa-lady, ‘but, cer­tainly, I can look far enough into the fu­ture to see that there will be life and move­ment in the forests around Fin­spång. I see how cab­ins and smithies arise there, and I be­lieve that the whole prov­ince shall be renowned be­cause iron will be moulded within its con­fines.’

“The peas­ant didn’t deny that he was de­lighted to hear this. ‘But if it should go so badly that even Fin­spång’s foundry went down in im­por­tance, then it would hardly be pos­si­ble that any new thing could arise of which Östergöt­land might boast.’

“ ‘You are not easy to please,’ said Ulvåsa-lady, ‘but I can see so far into the fu­ture that I mark how, along the lake-shores, great manors—large as cas­tles—are built by gen­tle­men who have car­ried on wars in for­eign lands. I be­lieve that the manors will bring the prov­ince just as much hon­our as any­thing else that I have men­tioned.’

“ ‘But if there comes a time when no one lauds the great manors?’ in­sisted the peas­ant.

“ ‘You need not be un­easy at all events,’ said Ulvåsa-lady. I see how health-springs bub­ble on Medevi mead­ows, by Vät­ter’s shores. I be­lieve that the wells at Medevi will bring the land as much praise as you can de­sire.’

“ ‘That is a mighty good thing to know,’ said the peas­ant. ‘But if there comes a time when peo­ple will seek their health at other springs?’

“ ‘You must not give your­self any anx­i­ety on that ac­count,’ an­swered Ulvåsa-lady. ‘I see how peo­ple dig and labour, from Mo­tala to Mem. They dig a canal right through the coun­try, and then Östergöt­land’s praise is again on ev­ery­one’s lips.’

“But, nev­er­the­less, the peas­ant looked dis­traught.

“ ‘I see that the rapids in Mo­tala stream be­gin to draw wheels,’ said Ulvåsa-lady—and now two bright red spots came to her cheeks, for she be­gan to be im­pa­tient—‘I hear ham­mers re­sound in Mo­tala, and looms clat­ter in Nor­rköping.’

“ ‘Yes, that’s good to know,’ said the peas­ant, ‘but ev­ery­thing is per­ish­able, and I’m afraid that even this can be for­got­ten, and go into obliv­ion.’

“When the peas­ant was not sat­is­fied even now, there was an end to the lady’s pa­tience. ‘You say that ev­ery­thing is per­ish­able,’ said she, ‘but now I shall still name some­thing which will al­ways be like it­self; and that is that such ar­ro­gant and pig­headed peas­ants as you will al­ways be found in this prov­ince—un­til the end of time.’

“Hardly had Ulvåsa-lady said this be­fore the peas­ant rose—happy and sat­is­fied—and thanked her for a good an­swer. Now, at last, he was sat­is­fied, he said.

“ ‘Ver­ily, I un­der­stand now how you look at it,’ then said Ulvåsa-lady.

“ ‘Well, I look at it in this way, dear lady,’ said the peas­ant, ‘that ev­ery­thing which kings and priests and no­ble­men and mer­chants build and ac­com­plish, can only en­dure for a few years. But when you tell me that in Östergöt­land there will al­ways be peas­ants who are hon­our-lov­ing and per­se­ver­ing, then I know also that it will be able to keep its an­cient glory. For it is only those who go bent un­der the eter­nal labour with the soil, who can hold this land in good re­pute and hon­our—from one time to an­other.’ ”





The Homespun Cloth

Satur­day, April twenty-third.

The boy rode for­ward—way up in the air. He had the great Östergöt­land plain un­der him, and sat and counted the many white churches which tow­ered above the small leafy groves around them. It wasn’t long be­fore he had counted fifty. After that he be­came con­fused and couldn’t keep track of the count­ing.

Nearly all the farms were built up with large, white­washed two-story houses, which looked so im­pos­ing that the boy couldn’t help ad­mir­ing them. “There can’t be any peas­ants in this land,” he said to him­self, “since I do not see any peas­ant farms.”

Im­me­di­ately all the wild geese shrieked: “Here the peas­ants live like gen­tle­men. Here the peas­ants live like gen­tle­men.”

On the plains the ice and snow had dis­ap­peared, and the spring work had be­gun. “What kind of long crabs are those that creep over the fields?” asked the boy af­ter a bit.

“Ploughs and oxen. Ploughs and oxen,” an­swered the wild geese.

The oxen moved so slowly down on the fields, that one could scarcely per­ceive they were in mo­tion, and the geese shouted to them: “You won’t get there be­fore next year. You won’t get there be­fore next year.” But the oxen were equal to the oc­ca­sion. They raised their muz­zles in the air and bel­lowed: “We do more good in an hour than such as you do in a whole life­time.”

In a few places the ploughs were drawn by horses. They went along with much more ea­ger­ness and haste than the oxen; but the geese couldn’t keep from teas­ing these ei­ther. “Ar’n’t you ashamed to be do­ing ox-duty?” cried the wild geese. “Ar’n’t you ashamed your­selves to be do­ing lazy man’s duty?” the horses neighed back at them.

But while horses and oxen were at work in the fields, the sta­ble ram walked about in the barn­yard. He was newly clipped and touchy, knocked over the small boys, chased the shep­herd dog into his ken­nel, and then strut­ted about as though he alone were lord of the whole place. “Ram­mie, ram­mie, what have you done with your wool?” asked the wild geese, who rode by up in the air.

“That I have sent to Drag’s woollen mills in Nor­rköping,” replied the ram with a long, drawn-out bleat.

“Ram­mie, ram­mie, what have you done with your horns?” asked the geese. But any horns the ram­mie had never pos­sessed, to his sor­row, and one couldn’t of­fer him a greater in­sult than to ask af­ter them. He ran around a long time, and butted at the air, so fu­ri­ous was he.

On the coun­try road came a man who drove a flock of Skåne pigs that were not more than a few weeks old, and were go­ing to be sold up coun­try. They trot­ted along bravely, as lit­tle as they were, and kept close to­gether—as if they sought pro­tec­tion. “Nuff, nuff, nuff, we came away too soon from fa­ther and mother. Nuff, nuff, nuff, how will it go with us poor chil­dren?” said the lit­tle pigs. The wild geese didn’t have the heart to tease such poor lit­tle crea­tures. “It will be bet­ter for you than you can ever be­lieve,” they cried as they flew past them.

The wild geese were never so merry as when they flew over a flat coun­try. Then they did not hurry them­selves, but flew from farm to farm, and joked with the tame an­i­mals.

As the boy rode over the plain, he hap­pened to think of a leg­end which he had heard a long time ago. He didn’t re­mem­ber it ex­actly, but it was some­thing about a pet­ti­coat—half of which was made of gold-wo­ven vel­vet, and half of gray home­spun cloth. But the one who owned the pet­ti­coat adorned the home­spun cloth with such a lot of pearls and pre­cious stones that it looked richer and more gor­geous than the gold-cloth.

He re­mem­bered this about the home­spun cloth, as he looked down on Östergöt­land, be­cause it was made up of a large plain, which lay wedged in be­tween two moun­tain­ous for­est-tracts—one to the north, the other to the south. The two for­est-heights lay there, a lovely blue, and shim­mered in the morn­ing light, as if they were decked with golden veils; and the plain, which sim­ply spread out one win­ter-naked field af­ter an­other, was, in and of it­self, pret­tier to look upon than gray home­spun.

But the peo­ple must have been con­tented on the plain, be­cause it was gen­er­ous and kind, and they had tried to dec­o­rate it in the best way pos­si­ble. High up—where the boy rode by—he thought that cities and farms, churches and fac­to­ries, cas­tles and rail­way sta­tions were scat­tered over it, like large and small trin­kets. It shone on the roofs, and the win­dow­panes glit­tered like jew­els. Yel­low coun­try roads, shin­ing rail­way-tracks and blue canals ran along be­tween the dis­tricts like em­broi­dered loops. Linköping lay around its cathe­dral like a pearl-set­ting around a pre­cious stone; and the gar­dens in the coun­try were like lit­tle brooches and but­tons. There was not much reg­u­la­tion in the pat­tern, but it was a dis­play of grandeur which one could never tire of look­ing at.

The geese had left Öberg dis­trict, and trav­elled to­ward the east along Göta Canal. This was also get­ting it­self ready for the sum­mer. Work­men laid canal-banks, and tarred the huge lock-gates. They were work­ing ev­ery­where to re­ceive spring fit­tingly, even in the cities. There, ma­sons and painters stood on scaf­fold­ings and made fine the ex­te­ri­ors of the houses while maids were clean­ing the win­dows. Down at the har­bour, sail­boats and steam­ers were be­ing washed and dressed up.

At Nor­rköping the wild geese left the plain, and flew up to­ward Kolmår­den. For a time they had fol­lowed an old, hilly coun­try road, which wound around cliffs, and ran for­ward un­der wild moun­tain-walls—when the boy sud­denly let out a shriek. He had been sit­ting and swing­ing his foot back and forth, and one of his wooden shoes had slipped off.

“Goosey-gan­der, goosey-gan­der, I have dropped my shoe!” cried the boy. The goosey-gan­der turned about and sank to­ward the ground; then the boy saw that two chil­dren, who were walk­ing along the road, had picked up his shoe. “Goosey-gan­der, goosey-gan­der,” screamed the boy ex­cit­edly, “fly up­ward again! It is too late. I can­not get my shoe back again.”

Down on the road stood Osa, the goose-girl, and her brother, lit­tle Mats, look­ing at a tiny wooden shoe that had fallen from the skies.

Osa, the goose-girl, stood silent a long while, and pon­dered over the find. At last she said, slowly and thought­fully: “Do you re­mem­ber, lit­tle Mats, that when we went past Övid Clois­ter, we heard that the folks in a farm­yard had seen an elf who was dressed in leather breeches, and had wooden shoes on his feet, like any other work­ing man? And do you rec­ol­lect when we came to Vittskövle, a girl told us that she had seen a Goa-Nisse with wooden shoes, who flew away on the back of a goose? And when we our­selves came home to our cabin, lit­tle Mats, we saw a gob­lin who was dressed in the same way, and who also strad­dled the back of a goose—and flew away. Maybe it was the same one who rode along on his goose up here in the air and dropped his wooden shoe.”

“Yes, it must have been,” said lit­tle Mats.

They turned the wooden shoe about and ex­am­ined it care­fully—for it isn’t ev­ery day that one hap­pens across a Goa-Nisse’s wooden shoe on the high­way.

“Wait, wait, lit­tle Mats!” said Osa, the goose-girl. “There is some­thing writ­ten on one side of it.”

“Why, so there is! but they are such tiny let­ters.”

“Let me see! It says—it says: ‘Nils Hol­gers­son from W. Vem­minghög.’ That’s the most won­der­ful thing I’ve ever heard!” said lit­tle Mats.




The Story of Karr and Grayskin


Karr

About twelve years be­fore Nils Hol­gers­son started on his trav­els with the wild geese there was a man­u­fac­turer at Kolmår­den who wanted to be rid of one of his dogs. He sent for his game­keeper and said to him that it was im­pos­si­ble to keep the dog be­cause he could not be bro­ken of the habit of chas­ing all the sheep and fowl he set eyes on, and he asked the man to take the dog into the for­est and shoot him.

The game­keeper slipped the leash on the dog to lead him to a spot in the for­est where all the su­per­an­nu­ated dogs from the manor were shot and buried. He was not a cruel man, but he was very glad to shoot that dog, for he knew that sheep and chick­ens were not the only crea­tures he hunted. Times with­out num­ber he had gone into the for­est and helped him­self to a hare or a grouse-chick.

The dog was a lit­tle black-and-tan set­ter. His name was Karr, and he was so wise he un­der­stood all that was said.

As the game­keeper was lead­ing him through the thick­ets, Karr knew only too well what was in store for him. But this no one could have guessed by his be­hav­iour, for he nei­ther hung his head nor dragged his tail, but seemed as un­con­cerned as ever.

It was be­cause they were in the for­est that the dog was so care­ful not to ap­pear the least bit anx­ious.

There were great stretches of wood­land on ev­ery side of the fac­tory, and this for­est was famed both among an­i­mals and hu­man be­ings be­cause for many, many years the own­ers had been so care­ful of it that they had be­grudged them­selves even the trees needed for fire­wood. Nor had they had the heart to thin or train them. The trees had been al­lowed to grow as they pleased. Nat­u­rally a for­est thus pro­tected was a beloved refuge for wild an­i­mals, which were to be found there in great num­bers. Among them­selves they called it Lib­erty For­est, and re­garded it as the best re­treat in the whole coun­try.

As the dog was be­ing led through the woods he thought of what a buga­boo he had been to all the small an­i­mals and birds that lived there.

“Now, Karr, wouldn’t they be happy in their lairs if they only knew what was await­ing you?” he thought, but at the same time he wagged his tail and barked cheer­fully, so that no one should think that he was wor­ried or de­pressed.

“What fun would there have been in liv­ing had I not hunted oc­ca­sion­ally?” he rea­soned. “Let him who will, re­gret; it’s not go­ing to be Karr!”

But the in­stant the dog said this, a sin­gu­lar change came over him. He stretched his neck as though he had a mind to howl. He no longer trot­ted along­side the game­keeper, but walked be­hind him. It was plain that he had be­gun to think of some­thing un­pleas­ant.

It was early sum­mer; the elk cows had just given birth to their young, and, the night be­fore, the dog had suc­ceeded in part­ing from its mother an elk calf not more than five days old, and had driven it down into the marsh. There he had chased it back and forth over the knolls—not with the idea of cap­tur­ing it, but merely for the sport of see­ing how he could scare it. The elk cow knew that the marsh was bot­tom­less so soon af­ter the thaw, and that it could not as yet hold up so large an an­i­mal as her­self, so she stood on the solid earth for the long­est time, watch­ing! But when Karr kept chas­ing the calf far­ther and far­ther away, she rushed out on the marsh, drove the dog off, took the calf with her, and turned back to­ward firm land. Elk are more skilled than other an­i­mals in travers­ing dan­ger­ous, marshy ground, and it seemed as if she would reach solid land in safety; but when she was al­most there a knoll which she had stepped upon sank into the mire, and she went down with it. She tried to rise, but could get no se­cure foothold, so she sank and sank. Karr stood and looked on, not dar­ing to move. When he saw that the elk could not save her­self, he ran away as fast as he could, for he had be­gun to think of the beat­ing he would get if it were dis­cov­ered that he had brought a mother elk to grief. He was so ter­ri­fied that he dared not pause for breath un­til he reached home.

It was this that the dog re­called; and it trou­bled him in a way very dif­fer­ent from the rec­ol­lec­tion of all his other mis­deeds. This was doubt­less be­cause he had not re­ally meant to kill ei­ther the elk cow or her calf, but had de­prived them of life with­out wish­ing to do so.

“But maybe they are alive yet!” thought the dog. “They were not dead when I ran away; per­haps they saved them­selves.”

He was seized with an ir­re­sistible long­ing to know for a cer­tainty while yet there was time for him to find out. He no­ticed that the game­keeper did not have a firm hold on the leash; so he made a sud­den spring, broke loose, and dashed through the woods down to the marsh with such speed that he was out of sight be­fore the game­keeper had time to level his gun.

There was noth­ing for the game­keeper to do but to rush af­ter him. When he got to the marsh he found the dog stand­ing upon a knoll, howl­ing with all his might.

The man thought he had bet­ter find out the mean­ing of this, so he dropped his gun and crawled out over the marsh on hands and knees. He had not gone far when he saw an elk cow ly­ing dead in the quag­mire. Close be­side her lay a lit­tle calf. It was still alive, but so much ex­hausted that it could not move. Karr was stand­ing be­side the calf, now bend­ing down and lick­ing it, now howl­ing shrilly for help.

The game­keeper raised the calf and be­gan to drag it to­ward land. When the dog un­der­stood that the calf would be saved he was wild with joy. He jumped round and round the game­keeper, lick­ing his hands and bark­ing with de­light.

The man car­ried the baby elk home and shut it up in a calf stall in the cow shed. Then he got help to drag the mother elk from the marsh. Only af­ter this had been done did he re­mem­ber that he was to shoot Karr. He called the dog to him, and again took him into the for­est.

The game­keeper walked straight on to­ward the dog’s grave; but all the while he seemed to be think­ing deeply. Sud­denly he turned and walked to­ward the manor.

Karr had been trot­ting along qui­etly; but when the game­keeper turned and started for home, he be­came anx­ious. The man must have dis­cov­ered that it was he that had caused the death of the elk, and now he was go­ing back to the manor to be thrashed be­fore he was shot!

To be beaten was worse than all else! With that prospect Karr could no longer keep up his spir­its, but hung his head. When he came to the manor he did not look up, but pre­tended that he knew no one there.

The mas­ter was stand­ing on the stairs lead­ing to the hall when the game­keeper came for­ward.

“Where on earth did that dog come from?” he ex­claimed. “Surely it can’t be Karr? He must be dead this long time!”

Then the man be­gan to tell his mas­ter all about the mother elk, while Karr made him­self as lit­tle as he could, and crouched be­hind the game­keeper’s legs.

Much to his sur­prise the man had only praise for him. He said it was plain the dog knew that the elk were in dis­tress, and wished to save them.

“You may do as you like, but I can’t shoot that dog!” de­clared the game­keeper.

Karr raised him­self and pricked up his ears. He could hardly be­lieve that he heard aright. Although he did not want to show how anx­ious he had been, he couldn’t help whin­ing a lit­tle. Could it be pos­si­ble that his life was to be spared sim­ply be­cause he had felt un­easy about the elk?

The mas­ter thought that Karr had con­ducted him­self well, but as he did not want the dog, he could not de­cide at once what should be done with him.

“If you will take charge of him and an­swer for his good be­hav­iour in the fu­ture, he may as well live,” he said, fi­nally.

This the game­keeper was only too glad to do, and that was how Karr came to move to the game­keeper’s lodge.



Grayskin’s Flight

From the day that Karr went to live with the game­keeper he aban­doned en­tirely his for­bid­den chase in the for­est. This was due not only to his hav­ing been thor­oughly fright­ened, but also to the fact that he did not wish to make the game­keeper an­gry at him. Ever since his new mas­ter saved his life the dog loved him above ev­ery­thing else. He thought only of fol­low­ing him and watch­ing over him. If he left the house, Karr would run ahead to make sure that the way was clear, and if he sat at home, Karr would lie be­fore the door and keep a close watch on ev­ery­one who came and went.

When all was quiet at the lodge, when no foot­steps were heard on the road, and the game­keeper was work­ing in his gar­den, Karr would amuse him­self play­ing with the baby elk.

At first the dog had no de­sire to leave his mas­ter even for a mo­ment. Since he ac­com­pa­nied him ev­ery­where, he went with him to the cow shed. When he gave the elk calf its milk, the dog would sit out­side the stall and gaze at it. The game­keeper called the calf Grayskin be­cause he thought it did not merit a pret­tier name, and Karr agreed with him on that point.

Every time the dog looked at it he thought that he had never seen any­thing so ugly and mis­shapen as the baby elk, with its long, sham­bly legs, which hung down from the body like loose stilts. The head was large, old, and wrin­kled, and it al­ways drooped to one side. The skin lay in tucks and folds, as if the an­i­mal had put on a coat that had not been made for him. Al­ways dole­ful and dis­con­tented, cu­ri­ously enough he jumped up ev­ery time Karr ap­peared as if glad to see him.

The elk calf be­came less hope­ful from day to day, did not grow any, and at last he could not even rise when he saw Karr. Then the dog jumped up into the crib to greet him, and there­upon a light kin­dled in the eyes of the poor crea­ture—as if a cher­ished long­ing were ful­filled.

After that Karr vis­ited the elk calf ev­ery day, and spent many hours with him, lick­ing his coat, play­ing and rac­ing with him, till he taught him a lit­tle of ev­ery­thing a for­est an­i­mal should know.

It was re­mark­able that, from the time Karr be­gan to visit the elk calf in his stall, the lat­ter seemed more con­tented, and be­gan to grow. After he was fairly started, he grew so rapidly that in a cou­ple of weeks the stall could no longer hold him, and he had to be moved into a grove.

When he had been in the grove two months his legs were so long that he could step over the fence when­ever he wished. Then the lord of the manor gave the game­keeper per­mis­sion to put up a higher fence and to al­low him more space. Here the elk lived for sev­eral years, and grew up into a strong and hand­some an­i­mal. Karr kept him com­pany as of­ten as he could; but now it was no longer through pity, for a great friend­ship had sprung up be­tween the two. The elk was al­ways in­clined to be melan­choly, list­less, and, in­dif­fer­ent, but Karr knew how to make him play­ful and happy.

Grayskin had lived for five sum­mers on the game­keeper’s place, when his owner re­ceived a let­ter from a zoö­log­i­cal gar­den abroad ask­ing if the elk might be pur­chased.

The mas­ter was pleased with the pro­posal, the game­keeper was dis­tressed, but had not the power to say no; so it was de­cided that the elk should be sold. Karr soon dis­cov­ered what was in the air and ran over to the elk to have a chat with him. The dog was very much dis­tressed at the thought of los­ing his friend, but the elk took the mat­ter calmly, and seemed nei­ther glad nor sorry.

“Do you think of let­ting them send you away with­out of­fer­ing re­sis­tance?” asked Karr.

“What good would it do to re­sist?” asked Grayskin. “I should pre­fer to re­main where I am, nat­u­rally, but if I’ve been sold, I shall have to go, of course.”

Karr looked at Grayskin and mea­sured him with his eyes. It was ap­par­ent that the elk was not yet full grown. He did not have the broad antlers, high hump, and long mane of the ma­ture elk; but he cer­tainly had strength enough to fight for his free­dom.

“One can see that he has been in cap­tiv­ity all his life,” thought Karr, but said noth­ing.

Karr left and did not re­turn to the grove till long past mid­night. By that time he knew Grayskin would be awake and eat­ing his break­fast.

“Of course you are do­ing right, Grayskin, in let­ting them take you away,” re­marked Karr, who ap­peared now to be calm and sat­is­fied. “You will be a pris­oner in a large park and will have no re­spon­si­bil­i­ties. It seems a pity that you must leave here with­out hav­ing seen the for­est. You know your an­ces­tors have a say­ing that ‘the elk are one with the for­est.’ But you haven’t even been in a for­est!”

Grayskin glanced up from the clover which he stood munch­ing.

“In­deed, I should love to see the for­est, but how am I to get over the fence?” he said with his usual ap­a­thy.

“Oh, that is dif­fi­cult for one who has such short legs!” said Karr.

The elk glanced slyly at the dog, who jumped the fence many times a day—lit­tle as he was.

He walked over to the fence, and with one spring he was on the other side, with­out know­ing how it hap­pened.

Then Karr and Grayskin went into the for­est. It was a beau­ti­ful moon­light night in late sum­mer; but in among the trees it was dark, and the elk walked along slowly.

“Per­haps we had bet­ter turn back,” said Karr. “You, who have never be­fore tramped the wild for­est, might eas­ily break your legs.” Grayskin moved more rapidly and with more courage.

Karr con­ducted the elk to a part of the for­est where the pines grew so thickly that no wind could pen­e­trate them.

“It is here that your kind are in the habit of seek­ing shel­ter from cold and storm,” said Karr. “Here they stand un­der the open skies all win­ter. But you will fare much bet­ter where you are go­ing, for you will stand in a shed, with a roof over your head, like an ox.”

Grayskin made no com­ment, but stood qui­etly and drank in the strong, piney air.

“Have you any­thing more to show me, or have I now seen the whole for­est?” he asked.

Then Karr went with him to a big marsh, and showed him clods and quag­mire.

“Over this marsh the elk take flight when they are in peril,” said Karr. “I don’t know how they man­age it, but, large and heavy as they are, they can walk here with­out sink­ing. Of course you couldn’t hold your­self up on such dan­ger­ous ground, but then there is no oc­ca­sion for you to do so, for you will never be hounded by hunters.”

Grayskin made no re­tort, but with a leap he was out on the marsh, and happy when he felt how the clods rocked un­der him. He dashed across the marsh, and came back again to Karr, with­out hav­ing stepped into a mud­hole.

“Have we seen the whole for­est now?” he asked.

“No, not yet,” said Karr.

He next con­ducted the elk to the skirt of the for­est, where fine oaks, lin­dens, and as­pens grew.

“Here your kind eat leaves and bark, which they con­sider the choic­est of food; but you will prob­a­bly get bet­ter fare abroad.”

Grayskin was as­ton­ished when he saw the enor­mous leaf-trees spread­ing like a great canopy above him. He ate both oak leaves and as­pen bark.

“Th­ese taste de­li­ciously bit­ter and good!” he re­marked. “Bet­ter than clover!”

“Then wasn’t it well that you should taste them once?” said the dog.

There­upon he took the elk down to a lit­tle for­est lake. The wa­ter was as smooth as a mir­ror, and re­flected the shores, which were veiled in thin, light mists. When Grayskin saw the lake he stood en­tranced.

“What is this, Karr?” he asked.

It was the first time that he had seen a lake.

“It’s a large body of wa­ter—a lake,” said Karr. “Your peo­ple swim across it from shore to shore. One could hardly ex­pect you to be fa­mil­iar with this; but at least you should go in and take a swim!”

Karr, him­self, plunged into the wa­ter for a swim. Grayskin stayed back on the shore for some lit­tle time, but fi­nally fol­lowed. He grew breath­less with de­light as the cool wa­ter stole sooth­ingly around his body. He wanted it over his back, too, so went far­ther out. Then he felt that the wa­ter could hold him up, and be­gan to swim. He swam all around Karr, duck­ing and snort­ing, per­fectly at home in the wa­ter.

When they were on shore again, the dog asked if they had not bet­ter go home now.

“It’s a long time un­til morn­ing,” ob­served Grayskin, “so we can tramp around in the for­est a lit­tle longer.”

They went again into the pine wood. Presently they came to an open glade il­lu­mi­nated by the moon­light, where grass and flow­ers shim­mered be­neath the dew. Some large an­i­mals were graz­ing on this for­est meadow—an elk bull, sev­eral elk cows and a num­ber of elk calves. When Grayskin caught sight of them he stopped short. He hardly glanced at the cows or the young ones, but stared at the old bull, which had broad antlers with many taglets, a high hump, and a long-haired fur piece hang­ing down from his throat.

“What kind of an an­i­mal is that?” asked Grayskin in won­der­ment.

“He is called Antler-Crown,” said Karr, “and he is your kins­man. One of these days you, too, will have broad antlers, like those, and just such a mane; and if you were to re­main in the for­est, very likely you, also, would have a herd to lead.”

“If he is my kins­man, I must go closer and have a look at him,” said Grayskin. “I never dreamed that an an­i­mal could be so stately!”

Grayskin walked over to the elk, but al­most im­me­di­ately he came back to Karr, who had re­mained at the edge of the clear­ing.

“You were not very well re­ceived, were you?” said Karr.

“I told him that this was the first time I had run across any of my kins­men, and asked if I might walk with them on their meadow. But they drove me back, threat­en­ing me with their antlers.”

“You did right to re­treat,” said Karr. “A young elk bull with only a taglet crown must be care­ful about fight­ing with an old elk. Another would have dis­graced his name in the whole for­est by re­treat­ing with­out re­sis­tance, but such things needn’t worry you who are go­ing to move to a for­eign land.”

Karr had barely fin­ished speak­ing when Grayskin turned and walked down to the meadow. The old elk came to­ward him, and in­stantly they be­gan to fight. Their antlers met and clashed, and Grayskin was driven back­ward over the whole meadow. Ap­par­ently he did not know how to make use of his strength; but when he came to the edge of the for­est, he planted his feet on the ground, pushed hard with his antlers, and be­gan to force Antler-Crown back.

Grayskin fought qui­etly, while Antler-Crown puffed and snorted. The old elk, in his turn, was now be­ing forced back­ward over the meadow. Sud­denly a loud crash was heard! A taglet in the old elk’s antlers had snapped. He tore him­self loose, and dashed into the for­est.

Karr was still stand­ing at the for­est bor­der when Grayskin came along.

“Now that you have seen what there is in the for­est,” said Karr, “will you come home with me?”

“Yes, it’s about time,” ob­served the elk.

Both were silent on the way home. Karr sighed sev­eral times, as if he was dis­ap­pointed about some­thing; but Grayskin stepped along—his head in the air—and seemed de­lighted over the ad­ven­ture. He walked ahead un­hesi­tat­ingly un­til they came to the en­clo­sure. There he paused. He looked in at the nar­row pen where he had lived up till now; saw the beaten ground, the stale fod­der, the lit­tle trough where he had drunk wa­ter, and the dark shed in which he had slept.

“The elk are one with the for­est!” he cried. Then he threw back his head, so that his neck rested against his back, and rushed wildly into the woods.



Helpless, the Water-Snake

In a pine thicket in the heart of Lib­erty For­est, ev­ery year, in the month of Au­gust, there ap­peared a few gray­ish-white moths of the kind which are called nun moths. They were small and few in num­ber, and scarcely any­one no­ticed them. When they had flut­tered about in the depth of the for­est a cou­ple of nights, they laid a few thou­sand eggs on the branches of trees; and shortly af­ter­ward dropped life­less to the ground.

When spring came, lit­tle prickly cater­pil­lars crawled out from the eggs and be­gan to eat the pine nee­dles. They had good ap­petites, but they never seemed to do the trees any se­ri­ous harm, be­cause they were hotly pur­sued by birds. It was sel­dom that more than a few hun­dred cater­pil­lars es­caped the pur­suers.

The poor things that lived to be full grown crawled up on the branches, spun white webs around them­selves, and sat for a cou­ple of weeks as mo­tion­less pu­pae. Dur­ing this pe­riod, as a rule, more than half of them were ab­ducted. If a hun­dred nun moths came forth in Au­gust, winged and per­fect, it was reck­oned a good year for them.

This sort of un­cer­tain and ob­scure ex­is­tence did the moths lead for many years in Lib­erty For­est. There were no in­sect folk in the whole coun­try that were so scarce, and they would have re­mained quite harm­less and pow­er­less had they not, most un­ex­pect­edly, re­ceived a helper.

This fact has some con­nec­tion with Grayskin’s flight from the game­keeper’s pad­dock. Grayskin roamed the for­est that he might be­come more fa­mil­iar with the place. Late in the af­ter­noon he hap­pened to squeeze through some thick­ets be­hind a clear­ing where the soil was muddy and slimy, and in the cen­tre of it was a murky pool. This open space was en­cir­cled by tall pines al­most bare from age and mi­as­mic air. Grayskin was dis­pleased with the place and would have left it at once had he not caught sight of some bright green calla leaves which grew near the pool.

As he bent his head to­ward the calla stalks, he hap­pened to dis­turb a big black snake, which lay sleep­ing un­der them. Grayskin had heard Karr speak of the poi­sonous adders that were to be found in the for­est. So, when the snake raised its head, shot out its tongue and hissed at him, he thought he had en­coun­tered an aw­fully dan­ger­ous rep­tile. He was ter­ri­fied and, rais­ing his foot, he struck so hard with his hoof that he crushed the snake’s head. Then, away he ran in hot haste!

As soon as Grayskin had gone, an­other snake, just as long and as black as the first, came up from the pool. It crawled over to the dead one, and licked the poor, crushed-in head.

“Can it be true that you are dead, old Harm­less?” hissed the snake. “We two have lived to­gether so many years; we two have been so happy with each other, and have fared so well here in the swamp, that we have lived to be older than all the other wa­ter-snakes in the for­est! This is the worst sor­row that could have be­fallen me!”

The snake was so bro­ken­hearted that his long body writhed as if it had been wounded. Even the frogs, who lived in con­stant fear of him, were sorry for him.

“What a wicked crea­ture he must be to mur­der a poor wa­ter-snake that can­not de­fend it­self!” hissed the snake. “He cer­tainly de­serves a se­vere pun­ish­ment. As sure as my name is Help­less and I’m the old­est wa­ter-snake in the whole for­est, I’ll be avenged! I shall not rest un­til that elk lies as dead on the ground as my poor old snake-wife.”

When the snake had made this vow he curled up into a hoop and be­gan to pon­der. One can hardly imag­ine any­thing that would be more dif­fi­cult for a poor wa­ter-snake than to wreak vengeance upon a big, strong elk; and old Help­less pon­dered day and night with­out find­ing any so­lu­tion.

One night, as he lay there with his vengeance-thoughts, he heard a slight rus­tle over his head. He glanced up and saw a few light nun moths play­ing in among the trees.

He fol­lowed them with his eyes a long while; then be­gan to hiss loudly to him­self, ap­par­ently pleased with the thought that had oc­curred to him—then he fell asleep.

The next morn­ing the wa­ter-snake went over to see Crawlie, the adder, who lived in a stony and hilly part of Lib­erty For­est. He told him all about the death of the old wa­ter-snake, and begged that he who could deal such deadly thrusts would un­der­take the work of vengeance. But Crawlie was not ex­actly dis­posed to go to war with an elk.

“If I were to at­tack an elk,” said the adder, “he would in­stantly kill me. Old Harm­less is dead and gone, and we can’t bring her back to life, so why should I rush into dan­ger on her ac­count?”

When the wa­ter-snake got this re­ply he raised his head a whole foot from the ground, and hissed fu­ri­ously:

“Vish vash! Vish vash!” he said. “It’s a pity that you, who have been blessed with such weapons of de­fence, should be so cow­ardly that you don’t dare use them!”

When the adder heard this, he, too, got an­gry.

“Crawl away, old Help­less!” he hissed. “The poi­son is in my fangs, but I would rather spare one who is said to be my kins­man.”

But the wa­ter-snake did not move from the spot, and for a long time the snakes lay there hiss­ing abu­sive ep­i­thets at each other.

When Crawlie was so an­gry that he couldn’t hiss, but could only dart his tongue out, the wa­ter-snake changed the sub­ject, and be­gan to talk in a very dif­fer­ent tone.

“I had still an­other er­rand, Crawlie,” he said, low­er­ing his voice to a mild whis­per. “But now I sup­pose you are so an­gry that you wouldn’t care to help me?”

“If you don’t ask any­thing fool­ish of me, I shall cer­tainly be at your ser­vice.”

“In the pine trees down by the swamp live a moth folk that fly around all night.”

“I know all about them,” re­marked Crawlie. “What’s up with them now?”

“They are the small­est in­sect fam­ily in the for­est,” said Help­less, “and the most harm­less, since the cater­pil­lars con­tent them­selves with gnaw­ing only pine nee­dles.”

“Yes, I know,” said Crawlie.

“I’m afraid those moths will soon be ex­ter­mi­nated,” sighed the wa­ter-snake. “There are so many who pick off the cater­pil­lars in the spring.”

Now Crawlie be­gan to un­der­stand that the wa­ter-snake wanted the cater­pil­lars for his own pur­pose, and he an­swered pleas­antly:

“Do you wish me to say to the owls that they are to leave those pine tree worms in peace?”

“Yes, it would be well if you who have some au­thor­ity in the for­est should do this,” said Help­less.

“I might also drop a good word for the pine nee­dle pick­ers among the thrushes?” vol­un­teered the adder. “I will gladly serve you when you do not de­mand any­thing un­rea­son­able.”

“Now you have given me a good prom­ise, Crawlie,” said Help­less, “and I’m glad that I came to you.”



The Nun Moths

One morn­ing—sev­eral years later—Karr lay asleep on the porch. It was in the early sum­mer, the sea­son of light nights, and it was as bright as day, al­though the sun was not yet up. Karr was awak­ened by some­one call­ing his name.

“Is it you, Grayskin?” he asked, for he was ac­cus­tomed to the elk’s nightly vis­its. Again he heard the call; then he rec­og­nized Grayskin’s voice, and has­tened in the di­rec­tion of the sound.

Karr heard the elk’s foot­falls in the dis­tance, as he dashed into the thick­est pine wood, and straight through the brush, fol­low­ing no trod­den path. Karr could not catch up with him, and he had great dif­fi­culty in even fol­low­ing the trail. “Karr, Karr!” came the cry, and the voice was cer­tainly Grayskin’s, al­though it had a ring now which the dog had never heard be­fore.

“I’m com­ing, I’m com­ing!” the dog re­sponded. “Where are you?”

“Karr, Karr! Don’t you see how it falls and falls?” said Grayskin.

Then Karr no­ticed that the pine nee­dles kept drop­ping and drop­ping from the trees, like a steady fall of rain.

“Yes, I see how it falls,” he cried, and ran far into the for­est in search of the elk.

Grayskin kept run­ning through the thick­ets, while Karr was about to lose the trail again.

“Karr, Karr!” roared Grayskin; “can’t you scent that pe­cu­liar odour in the for­est?”

Karr stopped and sniffed.

He had not thought of it be­fore, but now he re­marked that the pines sent forth a much stronger odour than usual.

“Yes, I catch the scent,” he said. He did not stop long enough to find out the cause of it, but hur­ried on af­ter Grayskin.

The elk ran ahead with such speed that the dog could not catch up with him.

“Karr, Karr!” he called; “can’t you hear the crunch­ing on the pines?” Now his tone was so plain­tive it would have melted a stone.

Karr paused to lis­ten. He heard a faint but dis­tinct “tap, tap,” on the trees. It sounded like the tick­ing of a watch.

“Yes, I hear how it ticks,” cried Karr, and ran no far­ther. He un­der­stood that the elk did not want him to fol­low, but to take no­tice of some­thing that was hap­pen­ing in the for­est.

Karr was stand­ing be­neath the droop­ing branches of a great pine. He looked care­fully at it; the nee­dles moved. He went closer and saw a mass of gray­ish-white cater­pil­lars creep­ing along the branches, gnaw­ing off the nee­dles. Every branch was cov­ered with them. The crunch, crunch in the trees came from the work­ing of their busy lit­tle jaws. Gnawed-off nee­dles fell to the ground in a con­tin­u­ous shower, and from the poor pines there came such a strong odour that the dog suf­fered from it.

“What can be the mean­ing of this?” won­dered Karr. “It’s too bad about the pretty trees! Soon they’ll have no beauty left.”

He walked from tree to tree, try­ing with his poor eye­sight to see if all was well with them.

“There’s a pine they haven’t touched,” he thought. But they had taken pos­ses­sion of it, too. “And here’s a birch—no, this also! The game­keeper will not be pleased with this,” ob­served Karr.

He ran deeper into the thick­ets, to learn how far the de­struc­tion had spread. Wher­ever he went, he heard the same tick­ing; scented the same odour; saw the same nee­dle rain. There was no need of his paus­ing to in­ves­ti­gate. He un­der­stood it all by these signs. The lit­tle cater­pil­lars were ev­ery­where. The whole for­est was be­ing rav­aged by them!

All of a sud­den he came to a tract where there was no odour, and where all was still.

“Here’s the end of their do­main,” thought the dog, as he paused and glanced about.

But here it was even worse; for the cater­pil­lars had al­ready done their work, and the trees were needle­less. They were like the dead. The only thing that cov­ered them was a net­work of ragged threads, which the cater­pil­lars had spun to use as roads and bridges.

In there, among the dy­ing trees, Grayskin stood wait­ing for Karr.

He was not alone. With him were four old elk—the most re­spected in the for­est. Karr knew them: They were Crooked-Back, who was a small elk, but had a larger hump than the oth­ers; Antler-Crown, who was the most dig­ni­fied of the elk; Rough-Mane, with the thick coat; and an old long-legged one, who, up till the au­tumn be­fore, when he got a bul­let in his thigh, had been ter­ri­bly hot-tem­pered and quar­rel­some.

“What in the world is hap­pen­ing to the for­est?” Karr asked when he came up to the elk. They stood with low­ered heads, far pro­trud­ing up­per lips, and looked puz­zled.

“No one can tell,” an­swered Grayskin. “This in­sect fam­ily used to be the least hurt­ful of any in the for­est, and never be­fore have they done any dam­age. But these last few years they have been mul­ti­ply­ing so fast that now it ap­pears as if the en­tire for­est would be de­stroyed.”

“Yes, it looks bad,” Karr agreed, “but I see that the wis­est an­i­mals in the for­est have come to­gether to hold a con­sul­ta­tion. Per­haps you have al­ready found some rem­edy?”

When the dog said this, Crooked-Back solemnly raised his heavy head, pricked up his long ears, and spoke:

“We have sum­moned you hither, Karr, that we may learn if the hu­mans know of this des­o­la­tion.”

“No,” said Karr, “no hu­man be­ing ever comes thus far into the for­est when it’s not hunt­ing time. They know noth­ing of this mis­for­tune.”

Then Antler-Crown said:

“We who have lived long in the for­est do not think that we can fight this in­sect pest all by our­selves.”

“After this there will be no peace in the for­est!” put in Rough-Mane.

“But we can’t let the whole Lib­erty For­est go to rack and ruin!” protested Big-and-Strong. “We’ll have to con­sult the hu­mans; there is no al­ter­na­tive.”

Karr un­der­stood that the elk had dif­fi­culty in ex­press­ing what they wished to say, and he tried to help them.

“Per­haps you want me to let the peo­ple know the con­di­tions here?” he sug­gested.

All the old elk nod­ded their heads.

“It’s most un­for­tu­nate that we are obliged to ask help of hu­man be­ings, but we have no choice.”

A mo­ment later Karr was on his way home. As he ran ahead, deeply dis­tressed over all that he had heard and seen, a big black wa­ter-snake ap­proached them.

“Well met in the for­est!” hissed the wa­ter-snake.

“Well met again!” snarled Karr, and rushed by with­out stop­ping.

The snake turned and tried to catch up to him.

“Per­haps that crea­ture also, is wor­ried about the for­est,” thought Karr, and waited.

Im­me­di­ately the snake be­gan to talk about the great dis­as­ter.

“There will be an end of peace and quiet in the for­est when hu­man be­ings are called hither,” said the snake.

“I’m afraid there will,” the dog agreed; “but the old­est for­est dwellers know what they’re about!” he added.

“I think I know a bet­ter plan,” said the snake, “if I can get the re­ward I wish.”

“Are you not the one whom ev­ery­one around here calls old Help­less?” said the dog, sneer­ingly.

“I’m an old in­hab­i­tant of the for­est,” said the snake, “and I know how to get rid of such plagues.”

“If you clear the for­est of that pest, I feel sure you can have any­thing you ask for,” said Karr.

The snake did not re­spond to this un­til he had crawled un­der a tree stump, where he was well pro­tected. Then he said:

“Tell Grayskin that if he will leave Lib­erty For­est for­ever, and go far north, where no oak tree grows, I will send sick­ness and death to all the creep­ing things that gnaw the pines and spruces!”

“What’s that you say?” asked Karr, bristling up. “What harm has Grayskin ever done you?”

“He has slain the one whom I loved best,” the snake de­clared, “and I want to be avenged.”

Be­fore the snake had fin­ished speak­ing, Karr made a dash for him; but the rep­tile lay safely hid­den un­der the tree stump.

“Stay where you are!” Karr con­cluded. “We’ll man­age to drive out the cater­pil­lars with­out your help.”



The Big War of the Moths

The fol­low­ing spring, as Karr was dash­ing through the for­est one morn­ing, he heard some­one be­hind him call­ing: “Karr! Karr!”

He turned and saw an old fox stand­ing out­side his lair.

“You must tell me if the hu­mans are do­ing any­thing for the for­est,” said the fox.

“Yes, you may be sure they are!” said Karr. “They are work­ing as hard as they can.”

“They have killed off all my kins­folk, and they’ll be killing me next,” protested the fox. “But they shall be par­doned for that if only they save the for­est.”

That year Karr never ran into the woods with­out some an­i­mal’s ask­ing if the hu­mans could save the for­est. It was not easy for the dog to an­swer; the peo­ple them­selves were not cer­tain that they could con­quer the moths. But con­sid­er­ing how feared and hated old Kolmår­den had al­ways been, it was re­mark­able that ev­ery day more than a hun­dred men went there, to work. They cleared away the un­der­brush. They felled dead trees, lopped off branches from the live ones so that the cater­pil­lars could not eas­ily crawl from tree to tree; they also dug wide trenches around the rav­aged parts and put up lime-washed fences to keep them out of new ter­ri­tory. Then they painted rings of lime around the trunks of trees to pre­vent the cater­pil­lars leav­ing those they had al­ready stripped. The idea was to force them to re­main where they were un­til they starved to death.

The peo­ple worked with the for­est un­til far into the spring. They were hope­ful, and could hardly wait for the cater­pil­lars to come out from their eggs, feel­ing cer­tain that they had shut them in so ef­fec­tu­ally that most of them would die of star­va­tion.

But in the early sum­mer the cater­pil­lars came out, more nu­mer­ous than ever.

They were ev­ery­where! They crawled on the coun­try roads, on fences, on the walls of the cab­ins. They wan­dered out­side the con­fines of Lib­erty For­est to other parts of Kolmår­den.

“They won’t stop till all our forests are de­stroyed!” sighed the peo­ple, who were in great de­spair, and could not en­ter the for­est with­out weep­ing.

Karr was so sick of the sight of all these creep­ing, gnaw­ing things that he could hardly bear to step out­side the door. But one day he felt that he must go and find out how Grayskin was get­ting on. He took the short­est cut to the elk’s haunts, and hur­ried along—his nose close to the earth. When he came to the tree stump where he had met Help­less the year be­fore, the snake was still there, and called to him:

“Have you told Grayskin what I said to you when last we met?” asked the wa­ter-snake.

Karr only growled and tried to get at him.

“If you haven’t told him, by all means do so!” in­sisted the snake. “You must see that the hu­mans know of no cure for this plague.”

“Nei­ther do you!” re­torted the dog, and ran on.

Karr found Grayskin, but the elk was so low-spir­ited that he scarcely greeted the dog. He be­gan at once to talk of the for­est.

“I don’t know what I wouldn’t give if this mis­ery were only at an end!” he said.

“Now I shall tell you that ’tis said you could save the for­est.” Then Karr de­liv­ered the wa­ter-snake’s mes­sage.

“If any­one but Help­less had promised this, I should im­me­di­ately go into ex­ile,” de­clared the elk. “But how can a poor wa­ter-snake have the power to work such a mir­a­cle?”

“Of course it’s only a bluff,” said Karr. “Water-snakes al­ways like to pre­tend that they know more than other crea­tures.”

When Karr was ready to go home, Grayskin ac­com­pa­nied him part of the way. Presently Karr heard a thrush, perched on a pine top, cry:

“There goes Grayskin, who has de­stroyed the for­est! There goes Grayskin, who has de­stroyed the for­est!”

Karr thought that he had not heard cor­rectly, but the next mo­ment a hare came dart­ing across the path. When the hare saw them, he stopped, flapped his ears, and screamed:

“Here comes Grayskin, who has de­stroyed the for­est!” Then he ran as fast as he could.

“What do they mean by that?” asked Karr.

“I re­ally don’t know,” said Grayskin. “I think that the small for­est an­i­mals are dis­pleased with me be­cause I was the one who pro­posed that we should ask help of hu­man be­ings. When the un­der­brush was cut down, all their lairs and hid­ing places were de­stroyed.”

They walked on to­gether a while longer, and Karr heard the same cry com­ing from all di­rec­tions:

“There goes Grayskin, who has de­stroyed the for­est!”

Grayskin pre­tended not to hear it; but Karr un­der­stood why the elk was so down­hearted.

“I say, Grayskin, what does the wa­ter-snake mean by say­ing you killed the one he loved best?”

“How can I tell?” said Grayskin. “You know very well that I never kill any­thing.”

Shortly af­ter that they met the four old elk—Crooked-Back, Antler-Crown, Rough-Mane, and Big-and-Strong, who were com­ing along slowly, one af­ter the other.

“Well met in the for­est!” called Grayskin.

“Well met in turn!” an­swered the elk.

“We were just look­ing for you, Grayskin, to con­sult with you about the for­est.”

“The fact is,” be­gan Crooked-Back, “we have been in­formed that a crime has been com­mit­ted here, and that the whole for­est is be­ing de­stroyed be­cause the crim­i­nal has not been pun­ished.”

“What kind of a crime was it?”

“Some­one killed a harm­less crea­ture that he couldn’t eat. Such an act is ac­counted a crime in Lib­erty For­est.”

“Who could have done such a cow­ardly thing?” won­dered Grayskin.

“They say that an elk did it, and we were just go­ing to ask if you knew who it was.”

“No,” said Grayskin, “I have never heard of an elk killing a harm­less crea­ture.”

Grayskin parted from the four old elk, and went on with Karr. He was silent and walked with low­ered head. They hap­pened to pass Crawlie, the adder, who lay on his shelf of rock.

“There goes Grayskin, who has de­stroyed the whole for­est!” hissed Crawlie, like all the rest.

By that time Grayskin’s pa­tience was ex­hausted. He walked up to the snake, and raised a fore­foot.

“Do you think of crush­ing me as you crushed the old wa­ter-snake?” hissed Crawlie.

“Did I kill a wa­ter-snake?” asked Grayskin, as­ton­ished.

“The first day you were in the for­est you killed the wife of poor old Help­less,” said Crawlie.

Grayskin turned quickly from the adder, and con­tin­ued his walk with Karr. Sud­denly he stopped.

“Karr, it was I who com­mit­ted that crime! I killed a harm­less crea­ture; there­fore it is on my ac­count that the for­est is be­ing de­stroyed.”

“What are you say­ing?” Karr in­ter­rupted.

“You may tell the wa­ter-snake, Help­less, that Grayskin goes into ex­ile tonight!”

“That I shall never tell him!” protested Karr. “The Far North is a dan­ger­ous coun­try for elk.”

“Do you think that I wish to re­main here, when I have caused a dis­as­ter like this?” protested Grayskin.

“Don’t be rash! Sleep over it be­fore you do any­thing!”

“It was you who taught me that the elk are one with the for­est,” said Grayskin, and so say­ing he parted from Karr.

The dog went home alone; but this talk with Grayskin trou­bled him, and the next morn­ing he re­turned to the for­est to seek him, but Grayskin was not to be found, and the dog did not search long for him. He re­al­ized that the elk had taken the snake at his word, and had gone into ex­ile.

On his walk home Karr was too un­happy for words! He could not un­der­stand why Grayskin should al­low that wretch of a wa­ter-snake to trick him away. He had never heard of such folly! “What power can that old Help­less have?”

As Karr walked along, his mind full of these thoughts, he hap­pened to see the game­keeper, who stood point­ing up at a tree.

“What are you look­ing at?” asked a man who stood be­side him.

“Sick­ness has come among the cater­pil­lars,” ob­served the game­keeper.

Karr was as­ton­ished, but he was even more an­gered at the snake’s hav­ing the power to keep his word. Grayskin would have to stay away a long long time, for, of course, that wa­ter-snake would never die.

At the very height of his grief a thought came to Karr which com­forted him a lit­tle.

“Per­haps the wa­ter-snake won’t live so long, af­ter all!” he thought. “Surely he can­not al­ways lie pro­tected un­der a tree root. As soon as he has cleaned out the cater­pil­lars, I know some­one who is go­ing to bite his head off!”

It was true that an ill­ness had made its ap­pear­ance among the cater­pil­lars. The first sum­mer it did not spread much. It had only just bro­ken out when it was time for the lar­vae to turn into pu­pae. From the lat­ter came mil­lions of moths. They flew around in the trees like a blind­ing snow­storm, and laid count­less num­bers of eggs. An even greater de­struc­tion was proph­e­sied for the fol­low­ing year.

The de­struc­tion came not only to the for­est, but also to the cater­pil­lars. The sick­ness spread quickly from for­est to for­est. The sick cater­pil­lars stopped eat­ing, crawled up to the branches of the trees, and died there.

There was great re­joic­ing among the peo­ple when they saw them die, but there was even greater re­joic­ing among the for­est an­i­mals.

From day to day the dog Karr went about with sav­age glee, think­ing of the hour when he might ven­ture to kill Help­less.

But the cater­pil­lars, mean­while, had spread over miles of pine woods. Not in one sum­mer did the dis­ease reach them all. Many lived to be­come pu­pas and moths.

Grayskin sent mes­sages to his friend Karr by the birds of pas­sage, to say that he was alive and far­ing well. But the birds told Karr con­fi­den­tially that on sev­eral oc­ca­sions Grayskin had been pur­sued by poach­ers, and that only with the great­est dif­fi­culty had he es­caped.

Karr lived in a state of con­tin­ual grief, yearn­ing, and anx­i­ety. Yet he had to wait two whole sum­mers more be­fore there was an end of the cater­pil­lars!

Karr no sooner heard the game­keeper say that the for­est was out of dan­ger than he started on a hunt for Help­less. But when he was in the thick of the for­est he made a fright­ful dis­cov­ery: He could not hunt any more, he could not run, he could not track his en­emy, and he could not see at all!

Dur­ing the long years of wait­ing, old age had over­taken Karr. He had grown old with­out hav­ing no­ticed it. He had not the strength even to kill a wa­ter-snake. He was not able to save his friend Grayskin from his en­emy.



Retribution

One af­ter­noon Akka from Keb­nekaise and her flock alighted on the shore of a for­est lake.

Spring was back­ward—as it al­ways is in the moun­tain dis­tricts. Ice cov­ered all the lake save a nar­row strip next the land. The geese at once plunged into the wa­ter to bathe and hunt for food. In the morn­ing Nils Hol­gers­son had dropped one of his wooden shoes, so he went down by the elms and birches that grew along the shore, to look for some­thing to bind around his foot.

The boy walked quite a dis­tance be­fore he found any­thing that he could use. He glanced about ner­vously, for he did not fancy be­ing in the for­est.

“Give me the plains and the lakes!” he thought. “There you can see what you are likely to meet. Now, if this were a grove of lit­tle birches, it would be well enough, for then the ground would be al­most bare; but how peo­ple can like these wild, path­less forests is in­com­pre­hen­si­ble to me. If I owned this land I would chop down ev­ery tree.”

At last he caught sight of a piece of birch bark, and just as he was fit­ting it to his foot he heard a rus­tle be­hind him. He turned quickly. A snake darted from the brush straight to­ward him!

The snake was un­com­monly long and thick, but the boy soon saw that it had a white spot on each cheek.

“Why, it’s only a wa­ter-snake,” he laughed; “it can’t harm me.”

But the next in­stant the snake gave him a pow­er­ful blow on the chest that knocked him down. The boy was on his feet in a sec­ond and run­ning away, but the snake was af­ter him! The ground was stony and scrubby; the boy could not pro­ceed very fast; and the snake was close at his heels.

Then the boy saw a big rock in front of him, and be­gan to scale it.

“I do hope the snake can’t fol­low me here!” he thought, but he had no sooner reached the top of the rock than he saw that the snake was fol­low­ing him.

Quite close to the boy, on a nar­row ledge at the top of the rock, lay a round stone as large as a man’s head. As the snake came closer, the boy ran be­hind the stone, and gave it a push. It rolled right down on the snake, draw­ing it along to the ground, where it landed on its head.

“That stone did its work well!” thought the boy with a sigh of re­lief, as he saw the snake squirm a lit­tle, and then lie per­fectly still.

“I don’t think I’ve been in greater peril on the whole jour­ney,” he said.

He had hardly re­cov­ered from the shock when he heard a rus­tle above him, and saw a bird cir­cling through the air to light on the ground right be­side the snake. The bird was like a crow in size and form, but was dressed in a pretty coat of shiny black feath­ers.

The boy cau­tiously re­treated into a crevice of the rock. His ad­ven­ture in be­ing kid­napped by crows was still fresh in his mem­ory, and he did not care to show him­self when there was no need of it.

The bird strode back and forth be­side the snake’s body, and turned it over with his beak. Fi­nally he spread his wings and be­gan to shriek in ear­split­ting tones:

“It is cer­tainly Help­less, the wa­ter-snake, that lies dead here!” Once more he walked the length of the snake; then he stood in a deep study, and scratched his neck with his foot.

“It isn’t pos­si­ble that there can be two such big snakes in the for­est,” he pon­dered. “It must surely be Help­less!”

He was just go­ing to thrust his beak into the snake, but sud­denly checked him­self.

“You mustn’t be a numb­skull, Bataki!” he re­marked to him­self. “Surely you can­not be think­ing of eat­ing the snake un­til you have called Karr! He wouldn’t be­lieve that Help­less was dead un­less he could see it with his own eyes.”

The boy tried to keep quiet, but the bird was so lu­di­crously solemn, as he stalked back and forth chat­ter­ing to him­self, that he had to laugh.

The bird heard him, and, with a flap of his wings, he was up on the rock. The boy rose quickly and walked to­ward him.

“Are you not the one who is called Bataki, the raven? and are you not a friend of Akka from Keb­nekaise?” asked the boy.

The bird re­garded him in­tently; then nod­ded three times.

“Surely, you’re not the lit­tle chap who flies around with the wild geese, and whom they call Thumbi­etot?”

“Oh, you’re not so far out of the way,” said the boy.

“What luck that I should have run across you! Per­haps you can tell me who killed this wa­ter-snake?”

“The stone which I rolled down on him killed him,” replied the boy, and re­lated how the whole thing hap­pened.

“That was clev­erly done for one who is as tiny as you are!” said the raven. “I have a friend in these parts who will be glad to know that this snake has been killed, and I should like to ren­der you a ser­vice in re­turn.”

“Then tell me why you are glad the wa­ter-snake is dead,” re­sponded the boy.

“It’s a long story,” said the raven; “you wouldn’t have the pa­tience to lis­ten to it.”

But the boy in­sisted that he had, and then the raven told him the whole story about Karr and Grayskin and Help­less, the wa­ter-snake. When he had fin­ished, the boy sat qui­etly for a mo­ment, look­ing straight ahead. Then he spoke:

“I seem to like the for­est bet­ter since hear­ing this. I won­der if there is any­thing left of the old Lib­erty For­est.”

“Most of it has been de­stroyed,” said Bataki. “The trees look as if they had passed through a fire. They’ll have to be cleared away, and it will take many years be­fore the for­est will be what it once was.”

“That snake de­served his death!” de­clared the boy. “But I won­der if it could be pos­si­ble that he was so wise he could send sick­ness to the cater­pil­lars?”

“Per­haps he knew that they fre­quently be­came sick in that way,” in­ti­mated Bataki.

“Yes, that may be; but all the same, I must say that he was a very wily snake.”

The boy stopped talk­ing be­cause he saw the raven was not lis­ten­ing to him, but sit­ting with gaze averted. “Hark!” he said. “Karr is in the vicin­ity. Won’t he be happy when he sees that Help­less is dead!”

The boy turned his head in the di­rec­tion of the sound.

“He’s talk­ing with the wild geese,” he said.

“Oh, you may be sure that he has dragged him­self down to the strand to get the lat­est news about Grayskin!”

Both the boy and the raven jumped to the ground, and has­tened down to the shore. All the geese had come out of the lake, and stood talk­ing with an old dog, who was so weak and de­crepit that it seemed as if he might drop dead at any mo­ment.

“There’s Karr,” said Bataki to the boy. “Let him hear first what the wild geese have to say to him; later we shall tell him that the wa­ter-snake is dead.”

Presently they heard Akka talk­ing to Karr.

“It hap­pened last year while we were mak­ing our usual spring trip,” re­marked the leader-goose. “We started out one morn­ing—Yksi, Kaksi, and I, and we flew over the great bound­ary forests be­tween Dale­car­lia and Häls­ing­land. Un­der us we, saw only thick pine forests. The snow was still deep among the trees, and the creeks were mostly frozen.

“Sud­denly we no­ticed three poach­ers down in the for­est! They were on skis, had dogs in leash, car­ried knives in their belts, but had no guns.

“As there was a hard crust on the snow, they did not bother to take the wind­ing for­est paths, but skied straight ahead. Ap­par­ently they knew very well where they must go to find what they were seek­ing.

“We wild geese flew on, high up in the air, so that the whole for­est un­der us was vis­i­ble. When we sighted the poach­ers we wanted to find out where the game was, so we cir­cled up and down, peer­ing through the trees. Then, in a dense thicket, we saw some­thing that looked like big, moss-cov­ered rocks, but couldn’t be rocks, for there was no snow on them.

“We shot down, sud­denly, and lit in the cen­tre of the thicket. The three rocks moved. They were three elk—a bull and two cows—rest­ing in the bleak for­est.

“When we alighted, the elk bull rose and came to­ward us. He was the most su­perb an­i­mal we had ever seen. When he saw that it was only some poor wild geese that had awak­ened him, he lay down again.

“ ‘No, old grand­daddy, you mustn’t go back to sleep!’ I cried. ‘Flee as fast as you can! There are poach­ers in the for­est, and they are bound for this very deer fold.’

“ ‘Thank you, goose mother!’ said the elk. He seemed to be drop­ping to sleep while he was speak­ing. ‘But surely you must know that we elk are un­der the pro­tec­tion of the law at this time of the year. Those poach­ers are prob­a­bly out for fox,’ he yawned.

“ ‘There are plenty of fox trails in the for­est, but the poach­ers are not look­ing for them. Believe me, old grand­daddy! They know that you are ly­ing here, and are com­ing to at­tack you. They have no guns with them—only spears and knives—for they dare not fire a shot at this sea­son.’

“The elk bull lay there calmly, but the elk cows seemed to feel un­easy.

“ ‘It may be as the geese say,’ they re­marked, be­gin­ning to be­stir them­selves.

“ ‘You just lie down!’ said the elk bull. ‘There are no poach­ers com­ing here; of that you may be cer­tain.’

“There was noth­ing more to be done, so we wild geese rose again into the air. But we con­tin­ued to cir­cle over the place, to see how it would turn out for the elk.

“We had hardly reached our reg­u­lar fly­ing al­ti­tude, when we saw the elk bull come out from the thicket. He sniffed the air a lit­tle, then walked straight to­ward the poach­ers. As he strode along he stepped upon dry twigs that crack­led nois­ily. A big bar­ren marsh lay just be­yond him. Thither he went and took his stand in the mid­dle, where there was noth­ing to hide him from view.

“There he stood un­til the poach­ers emerged from the woods. Then he turned and fled in the op­po­site di­rec­tion. The poach­ers let loose the dogs, and they them­selves skied af­ter him at full speed.

“The elk threw back his head and loped as fast as he could. He kicked up snow un­til it flew like a bliz­zard about him. Both dogs and men were left far be­hind. Then the elk stopped, as if to await their ap­proach. When they were within sight he dashed ahead again. We un­der­stood that he was pur­posely tempt­ing the hunters away from the place where the cows were. We thought it brave of him to face dan­ger him­self, in or­der that those who were dear to him might be left in safety. None of us wanted to leave the place un­til we had seen how all this was to end.

“Thus the chase con­tin­ued for two hours or more. We won­dered that the poach­ers went to the trou­ble of pur­su­ing the elk when they were not armed with ri­fles. They couldn’t have thought that they could suc­ceed in tir­ing out a run­ner like him!

“Then we no­ticed that the elk no longer ran so rapidly. He stepped on the snow more care­fully, and ev­ery time he lifted his feet, blood could be seen in his tracks.

“We un­der­stood why the poach­ers had been so per­sis­tent! They had counted on help from the snow. The elk was heavy, and with ev­ery step he sank to the bot­tom of the drift. The hard crust on the snow was scrap­ing his legs. It scraped away the fur, and tore out pieces of flesh, so that he was in tor­ture ev­ery time he put his foot down.

“The poach­ers and the dogs, who were so light that the ice crust could hold their weight, pur­sued him all the while. He ran on and on—his steps be­com­ing more and more un­cer­tain and fal­ter­ing. He gasped for breath. Not only did he suf­fer in­tense pain, but he was also ex­hausted from wad­ing through the deep snow­drifts.

“At last he lost all pa­tience. He paused to let poach­ers and dogs come upon him, and was ready to fight them. As he stood there wait­ing, he glanced up­ward. When he saw us wild geese cir­cling above him, he cried out:

“ ‘Stay here, wild geese, un­til all is over! And the next time you fly over Kolmår­den, look up Karr, and ask him if he doesn’t think that his friend Grayskin has met with a happy end?’ ”

When Akka had gone so far in her story the old dog rose and walked nearer to her.

“Grayskin led a good life,” he said. “He un­der­stands me. He knows that I’m a brave dog, and that I shall be glad to hear that he had a happy end. Now tell me how—”

He raised his tail and threw back his head, as if to give him­self a bold and proud bear­ing—then he col­lapsed.

“Karr! Karr!” called a man’s voice from the for­est.

The old dog rose obe­di­ently.

“My mas­ter is call­ing me,” he said, “and I must not tarry longer. I just saw him load his gun. Now we two are go­ing into the for­est for the last time.

“Many thanks, wild goose! I know ev­ery­thing that I need know to die con­tent!”





The Wind Witch


In Närke

In by­gone days there was some­thing in Närke the like of which was not to be found else­where: it was a witch, named Ysät­ter-Kaisa.

The name Kaisa had been given her be­cause she had a good deal to do with wind and storm—and these wind witches are al­ways so called. The sur­name was added be­cause she was sup­posed to have come from Ysät­ter swamp in Asker parish.

It seemed as though her real abode must have been at Asker; but she used also to ap­pear at other places. Nowhere in all Närke could one be sure of not meet­ing her.

She was no dark, mourn­ful witch, but gay and frol­ic­some; and what she loved most of all was a gale of wind. As soon as there was wind enough, off she would fly to the Närke plain for a good dance. On days when a whirl­wind swept the plain, Ysät­ter-Kaisa had fun! She would stand right in the wind and spin round, her long hair fly­ing up among the clouds and the long trail of her robe sweep­ing the ground, like a dust cloud, while the whole plain lay spread out un­der her, like a ball­room floor.

Of a morn­ing Ysät­ter-Kaisa would sit up in some tall pine at the top of a precipice, and look across the plain. If it hap­pened to be win­ter and she saw many teams on the roads she hur­riedly blew up a bliz­zard, pil­ing the drifts so high that peo­ple could barely get back to their homes by evening. If it chanced to be sum­mer and good har­vest weather, Ysät­ter-Kaisa would sit qui­etly un­til the first hayricks had been loaded, then down she would come with a cou­ple of heavy show­ers, which put an end to the work for that day.

It was only too true that she sel­dom thought of any­thing else than rais­ing mis­chief. The char­coal burn­ers up in the Kil moun­tains hardly dared take a cat­nap, for as soon as she saw an un­watched kiln, she stole up and blew on it un­til it be­gan to burn in a great flame. If the metal driv­ers from Laxå and Svartå were out late of an evening, Ysät­ter-Kaisa would veil the roads and the coun­try round about in such dark clouds that both men and horses lost their way and drove the heavy trucks down into swamps and morasses.

If, on a sum­mer’s day, the dean’s wife at Glan­sham­mar had spread the tea ta­ble in the gar­den and along would come a gust of wind that lifted the cloth from the ta­ble and turned over cups and saucers, they knew who had raised the mis­chief! If the mayor of Öre­bro’s hat blew off, so that he had to run across the whole square af­ter it; if the wash on the line blew away and got cov­ered with dirt, or if the smoke poured into the cab­ins and seemed un­able to find its way out through the chim­ney, it was easy enough to guess who was out mak­ing merry!

Although Ysät­ter-Kaisa was fond of all sorts of tan­ta­liz­ing games, there was noth­ing re­ally bad about her. One could see that she was hard­est on those who were quar­rel­some, stingy, or wicked; while hon­est folk and poor lit­tle chil­dren she would take un­der her wing. Old peo­ple say of her that, once, when Asker church was burn­ing, Ysät­ter-Kaisa swept through the air, lit amid fire and smoke on the church roof, and averted the dis­as­ter.

All the same the Närke folk were of­ten rather tired of Ysät­ter-Kaisa, but she never tired of play­ing her tricks on them. As she sat on the edge of a cloud and looked down upon Närke, which rested so peace­fully and com­fort­ably be­neath her, she must have thought: “The in­hab­i­tants would fare much too well if I were not in ex­is­tence. They would grow sleepy and dull. There must be some­one like my­self to rouse them and keep them in good spir­its.”

Then she would laugh wildly and, chat­ter­ing like a mag­pie, would rush off, danc­ing and spin­ning from one end of the plain to the other. When a Närke man saw her come drag­ging her dust trail over the plain, he could not help smil­ing. Pro­vok­ing and tire­some she cer­tainly was, but she had a merry spirit. It was just as re­fresh­ing for the peas­ants to meet Ysät­ter-Kaisa as it was for the plain to be lashed by the wind­storm.

Nowa­days ’tis said that Ysät­ter-Kaisa is dead and gone, like all other witches, but this one can hardly be­lieve. It is as if some­one were to come and tell you that hence­forth the air would al­ways be still on the plain, and the wind would never more dance across it with blus­ter­ing breezes and drench­ing show­ers.

He who fan­cies that Ysät­ter-Kaisa is dead and gone may as well hear what oc­curred in Närke the year that Nils Hol­gers­son trav­elled over that part of the coun­try. Then let him tell what he thinks about it.



Market Eve

Wed­nes­day, April twenty-sev­enth.

It was the day be­fore the big Cat­tle Fair at Öre­bro; it rained in tor­rents and peo­ple thought: “This is ex­actly as in Ysät­ter-Kaisa’s time! At fairs she used to be more prank­ish than usual. It was quite in her line to ar­range a down­pour like this on a mar­ket eve.”

As the day wore on, the rain in­creased, and to­ward evening came reg­u­lar cloud­bursts. The roads were like bot­tom­less swamps. The farm­ers who had started from home with their cat­tle early in the morn­ing, that they might ar­rive at a sea­son­able hour, fared badly. Cows and oxen were so tired they could hardly move, and many of the poor beasts dropped down in the mid­dle of the road, to show that they were too ex­hausted to go any far­ther. All who lived along the road­side had to open their doors to the mar­ket-bound trav­ellers, and har­bour them as best they could. Farm houses, barns, and sheds were soon crowded to their limit.

Mean­while, those who could strug­gle along to­ward the inn did so; but when they ar­rived they wished they had stopped at some cabin along the road. All the cribs in the barn and all the stalls in the sta­ble were al­ready oc­cu­pied. There was no other choice than to let horses and cat­tle stand out in the rain. Their mas­ters could barely man­age to get un­der cover.

The crush and mud and slush in the barn yard were fright­ful! Some of the an­i­mals were stand­ing in pud­dles and could not even lie down. There were thought­ful mas­ters, of course, who pro­cured straw for their an­i­mals to lie on, and spread blan­kets over them; but there were those, also, who sat in the inn, drink­ing and gam­bling, en­tirely for­get­ful of the dumb crea­tures which they should have pro­tected.

The boy and the wild geese had come to a lit­tle wooded is­land in Hjäl­mar Lake that evening. The is­land was sep­a­rated from the main land by a nar­row and shal­low stream, and at low tide one could pass over it dry-shod.

It rained just as hard on the is­land as it did ev­ery­where else. The boy could not sleep for the wa­ter that kept drip­ping down on him. Fi­nally he got up and be­gan to walk. He fan­cied that he felt the rain less when he moved about.

He had hardly cir­cled the is­land, when he heard a splash­ing in the stream. Presently he saw a soli­tary horse tramp­ing among the trees. Never in all his life had he seen such a wreck of a horse! He was bro­ken-winded and stiff-kneed and so thin that ev­ery rib could be seen un­der the hide. He bore nei­ther har­ness nor sad­dle—only an old bri­dle, from which dan­gled a half-rot­ted rope-end. Ob­vi­ously he had had no dif­fi­culty in break­ing loose.

The horse walked straight to­ward the spot where the wild geese were sleep­ing. The boy was afraid that he would step on them.

“Where are you go­ing? Feel your ground!” shouted the boy.

“Oh, there you are!” ex­claimed the horse. “I’ve walked miles to meet you!”

“Have you heard of me?” asked the boy, as­ton­ished.

“I’ve got ears, even if I am old! There are many who talk of you nowa­days.”

As he spoke, the horse bent his head that he might see bet­ter, and the boy no­ticed that he had a small head, beau­ti­ful eyes, and a soft, sen­si­tive nose.

“He must have been a good horse at the start, though he has come to grief in his old age,” he thought.

“I wish you would come with me and help me with some­thing,” pleaded the horse.

The boy thought it would be em­bar­rass­ing to ac­com­pany a crea­ture who looked so wretched, and ex­cused him­self on ac­count of the bad weather.

“You’ll be no worse off on my back than you are ly­ing here,” said the horse. “But per­haps you don’t dare to go with an old tramp of a horse like me.”

“Cer­tainly I dare!” said the boy.

“Then wake the geese, so that we can ar­range with them where they shall come for you to­mor­row,” said the horse.

The boy was soon seated on the an­i­mal’s back. The old nag trot­ted along bet­ter than he had thought pos­si­ble. It was a long ride in the rain and dark­ness be­fore they halted near a large inn, where ev­ery­thing looked ter­ri­bly un­invit­ing! The wheel tracks were so deep in the road that the boy feared he might drown should he fall down into them. Along­side the fence, which en­closed the yard, some thirty or forty horses and cat­tle were tied, with no pro­tec­tion against the rain, and in the yard were wag­ons piled with pack­ing cases, where sheep, calves, hogs, and chick­ens were shut in.

The horse walked over to the fence and sta­tioned him­self. The boy re­mained seated upon his back, and, with his good night eyes, plainly saw how badly the an­i­mals fared.

“How do you hap­pen to be stand­ing out here in the rain?” he asked.

“We’re on our way to a fair at Öre­bro, but we were obliged to put up here on ac­count of the rain. This is an inn; but so many trav­ellers have al­ready ar­rived that there’s no room for us in the barns.”

The boy made no re­ply, but sat qui­etly look­ing about him. Not many of the an­i­mals were asleep, and on all sides he heard com­plaints and in­dig­nant protests. They had rea­son enough for grum­bling, for the weather was even worse than it had been ear­lier in the day. A freez­ing wind had be­gun to blow, and the rain which came beat­ing down on them was turn­ing to snow. It was easy enough to un­der­stand what the horse wanted the boy to help him with.

“Do you see that fine farm yard di­rectly op­po­site the inn?” re­marked the horse.

“Yes, I see it,” an­swered the boy, “and I can’t com­pre­hend why they haven’t tried to find shel­ter for all of you in there. They are al­ready full, per­haps?”

“No, there are no strangers in that place,” said the horse. “The peo­ple who live on that farm are so stingy and self­ish that it would be use­less for any­one to ask them for har­bour.”

“If that’s the case, I sup­pose you’ll have to stand where you are.”

“I was born and raised on that farm,” said the horse; “I know that there is a large barn and a big cow shed, with many empty stalls and mangers, and I was won­der­ing if you couldn’t man­age in some way or other to get us in over there.”

“I don’t think I could ven­ture—” hes­i­tated the boy. But he felt so sorry for the poor beasts that he wanted at least to try.

He ran into the strange barn yard and saw at once that all the out­houses were locked and the keys gone. He stood there, puz­zled and help­less, when aid came to him from an un­ex­pected source. A gust of wind came sweep­ing along with ter­rific force and flung open a shed door right in front of him.

The boy was not long in get­ting back to the horse.

“It isn’t pos­si­ble to get into the barn or the cow house,” he said, “but there’s a big, empty hay shed that they have for­got­ten to bolt. I can lead you into that.”

“Thank you!” said the horse. “It will seem good to sleep once more on fa­mil­iar ground. It’s the only hap­pi­ness I can ex­pect in this life.”

Mean­while, at the flour­ish­ing farm op­po­site the inn, the fam­ily sat up much later than usual that evening.

The mas­ter of the place was a man of thirty-five, tall and dig­ni­fied, with a hand­some but melan­choly face. Dur­ing the day he had been out in the rain and had got wet, like ev­ery­one else, and at sup­per he asked his old mother, who was still mis­tress of the place, to light a fire on the hearth that he might dry his clothes. The mother kin­dled a fee­ble blaze—for in that house they were not waste­ful with wood—and the mas­ter hung his coat on the back of a chair, and placed it be­fore the fire. With one foot on top of the and­iron and a hand rest­ing on his knee, he stood gaz­ing into the em­bers. Thus he stood for two whole hours, mak­ing no move other than to cast a log on the fire now and then.

The mis­tress re­moved the sup­per things and turned down his bed for the night be­fore she went to her own room and seated her­self. At in­ter­vals she came to the door and looked won­der­ingly at her son.

“It’s noth­ing, mother. I’m only think­ing,” he said.

His thoughts were on some­thing that had oc­curred shortly be­fore: When he passed the inn a horse dealer had asked him if he would not like to pur­chase a horse, and had shown him an old nag so weather-beaten that he asked the dealer if he took him for a fool, since he wished to palm off such a played-out beast on him.

“Oh, no!” said the horse dealer. “I only thought that, inas­much as the horse once be­longed to you, you might wish to give him a com­fort­able home in his old age; he has need of it.”

Then he looked at the horse and rec­og­nized it as one which he him­self had raised and bro­ken in; but it did not oc­cur to him to pur­chase such an old and use­less crea­ture on that ac­count. No, in­deed! He was not one who squan­dered his money.

All the same, the sight of the horse had awak­ened many, mem­o­ries—and it was the mem­o­ries that kept him awake.

That horse had been a fine an­i­mal. His fa­ther had let him tend it from the start. He had bro­ken it in and had loved it above ev­ery­thing else. His fa­ther had com­plained that he used to feed it too well, and of­ten he had been obliged to steal out and smug­gle oats to it.

Once, when he ven­tured to talk with his fa­ther about let­ting him buy a broad­cloth suit, or hav­ing the cart painted, his fa­ther stood as if pet­ri­fied, and he thought the old man would have a stroke. He tried to make his fa­ther un­der­stand that, when he had a fine horse to drive, he should look pre­sentable him­self.

The fa­ther made no re­ply, but two days later he took the horse to Öre­bro and sold it.

It was cruel of him. But it was plain that his fa­ther had feared that this horse might lead him into van­ity and ex­trav­a­gance. And now, so long af­ter­ward, he had to ad­mit that his fa­ther was right. A horse like that surely would have been a temp­ta­tion. At first he had grieved ter­ri­bly over his loss. Many a time he had gone down to Öre­bro, just to stand on a street cor­ner and see the horse pass by, or to steal into the sta­ble and give him a lump of sugar. He thought: “If I ever get the farm, the first thing I do will be to buy back my horse.”

Now his fa­ther was gone and he him­self had been mas­ter for two years, but he had not made a move to­ward buy­ing the horse. He had not thought of him for ever so long, un­til tonight.

It was strange that he should have for­got­ten the beast so en­tirely!

His fa­ther had been a very head­strong, dom­i­neer­ing man. When his son was grown and the two had worked to­gether, the fa­ther had gained ab­so­lute power over him. The boy had come to think that ev­ery­thing his fa­ther did was right, and, af­ter he be­came the mas­ter, he only tried to do ex­actly as his fa­ther would have done.

He knew, of course, that folk said his fa­ther was stingy; but it was well to keep a tight hold on one’s purse and not throw away money need­lessly. The goods one has re­ceived should not be wasted. It was bet­ter to live on a debt-free place and be called stingy, than to carry heavy mort­gages, like other farm own­ers.

He had gone so far in his mind when he was called back by a strange sound. It was as if a shrill, mock­ing voice were re­peat­ing his thoughts: “It’s bet­ter to keep a firm hold on one’s purse and be called stingy, than to be in debt, like other farm own­ers.”

It sounded as if some­one was try­ing to make sport of his wis­dom and he was about to lose his tem­per, when he re­al­ized that it was all a mis­take. The wind was be­gin­ning to rage, and he had been stand­ing there get­ting so sleepy that he mis­took the howl­ing of the wind in the chim­ney for hu­man speech.

He glanced up at the wall clock, which just then struck eleven.

“It’s time that you were in bed,” he re­marked to him­self. Then he re­mem­bered that he had not yet gone the rounds of the farm yard, as it was his cus­tom to do ev­ery night, to make sure that all doors were closed and all lights ex­tin­guished. This was some­thing he had never ne­glected since he be­came mas­ter. He drew on his coat and went out in the storm.

He found ev­ery­thing as it should be, save that the door to the empty hay shed had been blown open by the wind. He stepped in­side for the key, locked the shed door and put the key into his coat pocket. Then he went back to the house, re­moved his coat, and hung it be­fore the fire. Even now he did not re­tire, but be­gan pac­ing the floor. The storm with­out, with its bit­ing wind and snow-blended rain, was ter­ri­ble, and his old horse was stand­ing in this storm with­out so much as a blan­ket to pro­tect him! He should at least have given his old friend a roof over his head, since he had come such a long dis­tance.

At the inn across the way the boy heard an old wall clock strike eleven times. Just then he was un­ty­ing the an­i­mals to lead them to the shed in the farm yard op­po­site. It took some time to rouse them and get them into line. When all were ready, they marched in a long pro­ces­sion into the stingy farmer’s yard, with the boy as their guide. While the boy had been as­sem­bling them, the farmer had gone the rounds of the farm yard and locked the hay shed, so that when the an­i­mals came along the door was closed. The boy stood there dis­mayed. He could not let the crea­tures stand out there! He must go into the house and find the key.

“Keep them quiet out here while I go in and fetch the key!” he said to the old horse, and off he ran.

On the path right in front of the house he paused to think out how he should get in­side. As he stood there he no­ticed two lit­tle wan­der­ers com­ing down the road, who stopped be­fore the inn.

The boy saw at once that they were two lit­tle girls, and ran to­ward them.

“Come now, Britta Maja!” said one, “you mustn’t cry any more. Now we are at the inn. Here they will surely take us in.”

The girl had but just said this when the boy called to her:

“No, you mustn’t try to get in there. It is sim­ply im­pos­si­ble. But at the farm house op­po­site there are no guests. Go there in­stead.”

The lit­tle girls heard the words dis­tinctly, though they could not see the one who spoke to them. They did not won­der much at that, how­ever, for the night was as black as pitch. The larger of the girls promptly an­swered:

“We don’t care to en­ter that place, be­cause those who live there are stingy and cruel. It is their fault that we two must go out on the high­ways and beg.”

“That may be so,” said the boy, “but all the same you should go there. You shall see that it will be well for you.”

“We can try, but it is doubt­ful that they will even let us en­ter,” ob­served the two lit­tle girls as they walked up to the house and knocked.

The mas­ter was stand­ing by the fire think­ing of the horse when he heard the knock­ing. He stepped to the door to see what was up, think­ing all the while that he would not let him­self be tempted into ad­mit­ting any way­farer. As he fum­bled the lock, a gust of wind came along, wrenched the door from his hand and swung it open. To close it, he had to step out on the porch, and, when he stepped back into the house, the two lit­tle girls were stand­ing within.

They were two poor beg­gar girls, ragged, dirty, and starv­ing—two lit­tle tots bent un­der the bur­den of their beg­gar’s packs, which were as large as them­selves.

“Who are you that go prowl­ing about at this hour of the night?” said the mas­ter gruffly.

The two chil­dren did not an­swer im­me­di­ately, but first re­moved their packs. Then they walked up to the man and stretched forth their tiny hands in greet­ing.

“We are Anna and Britta Maja from the Engärd,” said the el­der, “and we were go­ing to ask for a night’s lodg­ing.”

He did not take the out­stretched hands and was just about to drive out the beg­gar chil­dren, when a fresh rec­ol­lec­tion faced him. Engärd—was not that a lit­tle cabin where a poor widow with five chil­dren had lived? The widow had owed his fa­ther a few hun­dred kro­ner and in or­der to get back his money he had sold her cabin. After that the widow, with her three el­dest chil­dren, went to Nor­rland to seek em­ploy­ment, and the two youngest be­came a charge on the parish.

As he called this to mind he grew bit­ter. He knew that his fa­ther had been se­verely cen­sured for squeez­ing out that money, which by right be­longed to him.

“What are you do­ing nowa­days?” he asked in a cross tone. “Didn’t the board of char­i­ties take charge of you? Why do you roam around and beg?”

“It’s not our fault,” replied the larger girl. “The peo­ple with whom we are liv­ing have sent us out to beg.”

“Well, your packs are filled,” the farmer ob­served, “so you can’t com­plain. Now you’d bet­ter take out some of the food you have with you and eat your fill, for here you’ll get no food, as all the women folk are in bed. Later you may lie down in the cor­ner by the hearth, so you won’t have to freeze.”

He waved his hand, as if to ward them off, and his eyes took on a hard look. He was thank­ful that he had had a fa­ther who had been care­ful of his prop­erty. Other­wise, he might per­haps have been forced in child­hood to run about and beg, as these chil­dren now did.

No sooner had he thought this out to the end than the shrill, mock­ing voice he had heard once be­fore that evening re­peated it, word for word.

He lis­tened, and at once un­der­stood that it was noth­ing—only the wind roar­ing in the chim­ney. But the queer thing about it was, when the wind re­peated his thoughts, they seemed so strangely stupid and hard and false!

The chil­dren mean­while had stretched them­selves, side by side, on the floor. They were not quiet, but lay there mut­ter­ing.

“Do be still, won’t you?” he growled, for he was in such an ir­ri­ta­ble mood that he could have beaten them.

But the mum­bling con­tin­ued, and again he called for si­lence.

“When mother went away,” piped a clear lit­tle voice, “she made me prom­ise that ev­ery night I would say my evening prayer. I must do this, and Britta Maja too. As soon as we have said ‘God who cares for lit­tle chil­dren—’ we’ll be quiet.”

The mas­ter sat quite still while the lit­tle ones said their prayers, then he rose and be­gan pac­ing back and forth, back and forth, wring­ing his hands all the while, as though he had met with some great sor­row.

“The horse driven out and wrecked, these two chil­dren turned into road beg­gars—both fa­ther’s do­ings! Per­haps fa­ther did not do right af­ter all?” he thought.

He sat down again and buried his head in his hands. Sud­denly his lips be­gan to quiver and into his eyes came tears, which he hastily wiped away. Fresh tears came, and he was just as prompt to brush these away; but it was use­less, for more fol­lowed.

When his mother stepped into the room, he swung his chair quickly and turned his back to her. She must have no­ticed some­thing un­usual, for she stood qui­etly be­hind him a long while, as if wait­ing for him to speak. She re­al­ized how dif­fi­cult it al­ways is for men to talk of the things they feel most deeply. She must help him of course.

From her bed­room she had ob­served all that had taken place in the liv­ing room, so that she did not have to ask ques­tions. She walked very softly over to the two sleep­ing chil­dren, lifted them, and bore them to her own bed. Then she went back to her son.

“Lars,” she said, as if she did not see that he was weep­ing, “you had bet­ter let me keep these chil­dren.”

“What, mother?” he gasped, try­ing to smother the sobs.

“I have been suf­fer­ing for years—ever since fa­ther took the cabin from their mother, and so have you.”

“Yes, but—”

“I want to keep them here and make some­thing of them; they are too good to beg.”

He could not speak, for now the tears were be­yond his con­trol; but he took his old mother’s with­ered hand and pat­ted it.

Then he jumped up, as if some­thing had fright­ened him.

“What would fa­ther have said of this?”

“Father had his day at rul­ing,” re­torted the mother. “Now it is your day. As long as fa­ther lived we had to obey him. Now is the time to show what you are.”

Her son was so as­ton­ished that he ceased cry­ing.

“But I have just shown what I am!” he re­turned.

“No, you haven’t,” protested the mother. “You only try to be like him. Father ex­pe­ri­enced hard times, which made him fear poverty. He be­lieved that he had to think of him­self first. But you have never had any dif­fi­cul­ties that should make you hard. You have more than you need, and it would be un­nat­u­ral of you not to think of oth­ers.”

When the two lit­tle girls en­tered the house the boy slipped in be­hind them and se­creted him­self in a dark cor­ner. He had not been there long be­fore he caught a glimpse of the shed key, which the farmer had thrust into his coat pocket.

“When the mas­ter of the house drives the chil­dren out, I’ll take the key and ran,” he thought.

But the chil­dren were not driven out and the boy crouched in the cor­ner, not know­ing what he should do next.

The mother talked long with her son, and while she was speak­ing he stopped weep­ing. Grad­u­ally his fea­tures soft­ened; he looked like an­other per­son. All the while he was stroking the wasted old hand.

“Now we may as well re­tire,” said the old lady when she saw that he was calm again.

“No,” he said, sud­denly ris­ing, “I can­not re­tire yet. There’s a stranger with­out whom I must shel­ter tonight!”

He said noth­ing fur­ther, but quickly drew on his coat, lit the lantern and went out. There were the same wind and chill with­out, but as he stepped to the porch he be­gan to sing softly. He won­dered if the horse would know him, and if he would be glad to come back to his old sta­ble.

As he crossed the house yard he heard a door slam.

“That shed door has blown open again,” he thought, and went over to close it.

A mo­ment later he stood by the shed and was just go­ing to shut the door, when he heard a rustling within.

The boy, who had watched his op­por­tu­nity, had run di­rectly to the shed, where he left the an­i­mals, but they were no longer out in the rain: A strong wind had long since thrown open the door and helped them to get a roof over their heads. The pat­ter which the mas­ter heard was oc­ca­sioned by the boy run­ning into the shed.

By the light of the lantern the man could see into the shed. The whole floor was cov­ered with sleep­ing cat­tle. There was no hu­man be­ing to be seen; the an­i­mals were not bound, but were ly­ing, here and there, in the straw.

He was en­raged at the in­tru­sion and be­gan storm­ing and shriek­ing to rouse the sleep­ers and drive them out. But the crea­tures lay still and would not let them­selves be dis­turbed. The only one that rose was an old horse that came slowly to­ward him.

All of a sud­den the man be­came silent. He rec­og­nized the beast by its gait. He raised the lantern, and the horse came over and laid its head on his shoul­der. The mas­ter pat­ted and stroked it.

“My old horsy, my old horsy!” he said. “What have they done to you? Yes, dear, I’ll buy you back. You’ll never again have to leave this place. You shall do what­ever you like, horsy mine! Those whom you have brought with you may re­main here, but you shall come with me to the sta­ble. Now I can give you all the oats you are able to eat, with­out hav­ing to smug­gle them. And you’re not all used up, ei­ther! The hand­somest horse on the church knoll—that’s what you shall be once more! There, there! There, there!”





The Breaking Up of the Ice

Thurs­day, April twenty-eighth.

The fol­low­ing day the weather was clear and beau­ti­ful. There was a strong west wind; peo­ple were glad of that, for it dried up the roads, which had been soaked by the heavy rains of the day be­fore.

Early in the morn­ing the two Små­land chil­dren, Osa, the goose girl, and lit­tle Mats, were out on the high­way lead­ing from Sörm­land to Närke. The road ran along­side the south­ern shore of Hjäl­mar Lake and the chil­dren were walk­ing along look­ing at the ice, which cov­ered the greater part of it. The morn­ing sun darted its clear rays upon the ice, which did not look dark and for­bid­ding, like most spring ice, but sparkled tempt­ingly. As far as they could see, the ice was firm and dry. The rain had run down into cracks and hol­lows, or been ab­sorbed by the ice it­self. The chil­dren saw only the sound ice.

Osa, the goose girl, and lit­tle Mats were on their way North, and they could not help think­ing of all the steps they would be saved if they could cut straight across the lake in­stead of go­ing around it. They knew, to be sure, that spring ice is treach­er­ous, but this looked per­fectly se­cure. They could see that it was sev­eral inches thick near the shore. They saw a path which they might fol­low, and the op­po­site shore ap­peared to be so near that they ought to be able to get there in an hour.

“Come, let’s try!” said lit­tle Mats. “If we only look be­fore us, so that we don’t go down into some hole, we can do it.”

So they went out on the lake. The ice was not very slip­pery, but rather easy to walk upon. There was more wa­ter on it than they ex­pected to see, and here and there were cracks, where the wa­ter purled up. One had to watch out for such places; but that was easy to do in broad day­light, with the sun shin­ing.

The chil­dren ad­vanced rapidly, and talked only of how sen­si­ble they were to have gone out on the ice in­stead of tramp­ing the slushy road.

When they had been walk­ing a while they came to Vin Is­land, where an old woman had sighted them from her win­dow. She rushed from her cabin, waved them back, and shouted some­thing which they could not hear. They un­der­stood per­fectly well that she was warn­ing them not to come any far­ther; but they thought there was no im­me­di­ate dan­ger. It would be stupid for them to leave the ice when all was go­ing so well!

There­fore they went on past Vin Is­land and had a stretch of seven miles of ice ahead of them.

Out there was so much wa­ter that the chil­dren were obliged to take round­about ways; but that was sport to them. They vied with each other as to which could find the sound­est ice. They were nei­ther tired nor hun­gry. The whole day was be­fore them, and they laughed at each ob­sta­cle they met.

Now and then they cast a glance ahead at the far­ther shore. It still ap­peared far away, al­though they had been walk­ing a good hour. They were rather sur­prised that the lake was so broad.

“The shore seems to be mov­ing far­ther away from us,” lit­tle Mats ob­served.

Out there the chil­dren were not pro­tected against the wind, which was be­com­ing stronger and stronger ev­ery minute, and was press­ing their cloth­ing so close to their bod­ies that they could hardly go on. The cold wind was the first dis­agree­able thing they had met with on the jour­ney.

But the amaz­ing part of it was that the wind came sweep­ing along with a loud roar—as if it brought with it the noise of a large mill or fac­tory, though noth­ing of the kind was to be found out there on the ice. They had walked to the west of the big is­land, Valen; now they thought they were near­ing the north shore. Sud­denly the wind be­gan to blow more and more, while the loud roar­ing in­creased so rapidly that they be­gan to feel un­easy.

All at once it oc­curred to them that the roar was caused by the foam­ing and rush­ing of the waves break­ing against a shore. Even this seemed im­prob­a­ble, since the lake was still cov­ered with ice.

At all events, they paused and looked about. They no­ticed far in the west a white bank which stretched clear across the lake. At first they thought it was a snow­bank along­side a road. Later they re­al­ized it was the foam-capped waves dash­ing against the ice! They took hold of hands and ran with­out say­ing a word. Open sea lay be­yond in the west, and sud­denly the streak of foam ap­peared to be mov­ing east­ward. They won­dered if the ice was go­ing to break all over. What was go­ing to hap­pen? They felt now that they were in great dan­ger.

All at once it seemed as if the ice un­der their feet rose—rose and sank, as if some­one from be­low were push­ing it. Presently they heard a hol­low boom, and then there were cracks in the ice all around them. The chil­dren could see how they crept along un­der the ice-cov­er­ing.

The next mo­ment all was still, then the ris­ing and sink­ing be­gan again. There­upon the cracks be­gan to widen into crevices through which the wa­ter bub­bled up. By and by the crevices be­came gaps. Soon af­ter that the ice was di­vided into large floes.

“Osa,” said lit­tle Mats, “this must be the break­ing up of the ice!”

“Why, so it is, lit­tle Mats,” said Osa, “but as yet we can get to land. Run for your life!”

As a mat­ter of fact, the wind and waves had a good deal of work to do yet to clear the ice from the lake. The hard­est part was done when the ice-cake burst into pieces, but all these pieces must be bro­ken and hurled against each other, to be crushed, worn down, and dis­solved. There was still a great deal of hard and sound ice left, which formed large, un­bro­ken sur­faces.

The great­est dan­ger for the chil­dren lay in the fact that they had no gen­eral view of the ice. They did not see the places where the gaps were so wide that they could not pos­si­bly jump over them, nor did they know where to find any floes that would hold them, so they wan­dered aim­lessly back and forth, go­ing far­ther out on the lake in­stead of nearer land. At last, con­fused and ter­ri­fied, they stood still and wept.

Then a flock of wild geese in rapid flight came rush­ing by. They shrieked loudly and sharply; but the strange thing was that above the geese-cackle the lit­tle chil­dren heard these words:

“You must go to the right, the right, the right!” They be­gan at once to fol­low the ad­vice; but be­fore long they were again stand­ing ir­res­o­lute, fac­ing an­other broad gap.

Again they heard the geese shriek­ing above them, and again, amid the geese-cackle, they dis­tin­guished a few words:

“Stand where you are! Stand where you are!”

The chil­dren did not say a word to each other, but obeyed and stood still. Soon af­ter that the ice-floes floated to­gether, so that they could cross the gap. Then they took hold of hands again and ran. They were afraid not only of the peril, but of the mys­te­ri­ous help that had come to them.

Soon they had to stop again, and im­me­di­ately the sound of the voice reached them.

“Straight ahead, straight ahead!” it said.

This lead­ing con­tin­ued for about half an hour; by that time they had reached Ljunger Point, where they left the ice and waded to shore. They were still ter­ri­bly fright­ened, even though they were on firm land. They did not stop to look back at the lake—where the waves were pitch­ing the ice-floes faster and faster—but ran on. When they had gone a short dis­tance along the point, Osa paused sud­denly.

“Wait here, lit­tle Mats,” she said; “I have for­got­ten some­thing.”

Osa, the goose girl, went down to the strand again, where she stopped to rum­mage in her bag. Fi­nally she fished out a lit­tle wooden shoe, which she placed on a stone where it could be plainly seen. Then she ran to lit­tle Mats with­out once look­ing back.

But the in­stant her back was turned, a big white goose shot down from the sky, like a streak of light­ning, snatched the wooden shoe, and flew away with it.




Thumbietot and the Bears


The Ironworks

Thurs­day, April twenty-eighth.

When the wild geese and Thumbi­etot had helped Osa, the goose girl, and lit­tle Mats across the ice, they flew into West­man­land, where they alighted in a grain field to feed and rest.

A strong west wind blew al­most the en­tire day on which the wild geese trav­elled over the min­ing dis­tricts, and as soon as they at­tempted to di­rect their course north­ward they were buf­feted to­ward the east. Now, Akka thought that Smirre Fox was at large in the east­ern part of the prov­ince; there­fore she would not fly in that di­rec­tion, but turned back, time and again, strug­gling west­ward with great dif­fi­culty. At this rate the wild geese ad­vanced very slowly, and late in the af­ter­noon they were still in the West­man­land min­ing dis­tricts. Toward evening the wind abated sud­denly, and the tired trav­ellers hoped that they would have an in­ter­val of easy flight be­fore sun­down. Then along came a vi­o­lent gust of wind, which tossed the geese be­fore it, like balls, and the boy, who was sit­ting com­fort­ably, with no thought of peril, was lifted from the goose’s back and hurled into space.

Lit­tle and light as he was, he could not fall straight to the ground in such a wind; so at first he was car­ried along with it, drift­ing down slowly and spas­mod­i­cally, as a leaf falls from a tree.

“Why, this isn’t so bad!” thought the boy as he fell. “I’m tum­bling as eas­ily as if I were only a scrap of pa­per. Morten Goosey-Gan­der will doubt­less hurry along and pick me up.”

The first thing the boy did when he landed was to tear off his cap and wave it, so that the big white gan­der should see where he was.

“Here am I, where are you? Here am I, where are you?” he called, and was rather sur­prised that Morten Goosey-Gan­der was not al­ready at his side.

But the big white gan­der was not to be seen, nor was the wild goose flock out­lined against the sky. It had en­tirely dis­ap­peared.

He thought this rather sin­gu­lar, but he was nei­ther wor­ried nor fright­ened. Not for a sec­ond did it oc­cur to him that folk like Akka and Morten Goosey-Gan­der would aban­don him. The un­ex­pected gust of wind had prob­a­bly borne them along with it. As soon as they could man­age to turn, they would surely come back and fetch him.

But what was this? Where on earth was he any­way? He had been stand­ing gaz­ing to­ward the sky for some sign of the geese, but now he hap­pened to glance about him. He had not come down on even ground, but had dropped into a deep, wide moun­tain cave—or what­ever it might be. It was as large as a church, with al­most per­pen­dic­u­lar walls on all four sides, and with no roof at all. On the ground were some huge rocks, be­tween which moss and lignon-brush and dwarfed birches grew. Here and there in the wall were pro­jec­tions, from which swung rick­ety lad­ders. At one side there was a dark pas­sage, which ap­par­ently led far into the moun­tain.

The boy had not been trav­el­ling over the min­ing dis­tricts a whole day for noth­ing. He com­pre­hended at once that the big cleft had been made by the men who had mined ore in this place.

“I must try and climb back to earth again,” he thought, “oth­er­wise I fear that my com­pan­ions won’t find me!”

He was about to go over to the wall when some­one seized him from be­hind, and he heard a gruff voice growl in his ear: “Who are you?”

The boy turned quickly, and, in the con­fu­sion of the mo­ment, he thought he was fac­ing a huge rock, cov­ered with brown­ish moss. Then he no­ticed that the rock had broad paws to walk with, a head, two eyes, and a growl­ing mouth.

He could not pull him­self to­gether to an­swer, nor did the big beast ap­pear to ex­pect it of him, for it knocked him down, rolled him back and forth with its paws, and nosed him. It seemed just about ready to swal­low him, when it changed its mind and called:

“Brumme and Mulle, come here, you cubs, and you shall have some­thing good to eat!”

A pair of frowzy cubs, as un­cer­tain on their feet and as woolly as pup­pies, came tum­bling along.

“What have you got, Mamma Bear? May we see, oh, may we see?” shrieked the cubs ex­cit­edly.

“Oho! so I’ve fallen in with bears,” thought the boy to him­self. “Now Smirre Fox won’t have to trou­ble him­self fur­ther to chase af­ter me!”

The mother bear pushed the boy along to the cubs. One of them nabbed him quickly and ran off with him; but he did not bite hard. He was play­ful and wanted to amuse him­self awhile with Thumbi­etot be­fore eat­ing him. The other cub was af­ter the first one to snatch the boy for him­self, and as he lum­bered along he man­aged to tum­ble straight down on the head of the one that car­ried the boy. So the two cubs rolled over each other, bit­ing, claw­ing, and snarling.

Dur­ing the tus­sle the boy got loose, ran over to the wall, and started to scale it. Then both cubs scur­ried af­ter him, and, nim­bly scal­ing the cliff, they caught up with him and tossed him down on the moss, like a ball.

“Now I know how a poor lit­tle mousie fares when it falls into the cat’s claws,” thought the boy.

He made sev­eral at­tempts to get away. He ran deep down into the old tun­nel and hid be­hind the rocks and climbed the birches, but the cubs hunted him out, go where he would. The in­stant they caught him they let him go, so that he could run away again and they should have the fun of re­cap­tur­ing him.

At last the boy got so sick and tired of it all that he threw him­self down on the ground.

“Run away,” growled the cubs, “or we’ll eat you up!”

“You’ll have to eat me then,” said the boy, “for I can’t run any more.”

Im­me­di­ately both cubs rushed over to the mother bear and com­plained:

“Mamma Bear, oh, Mamma Bear, he won’t play any more.”

“Then you must di­vide him evenly be­tween you,” said Mother Bear.

When the boy heard this he was so scared that he jumped up in­stantly and be­gan play­ing again.

As it was bed­time, Mother Bear called to the cubs that they must come now and cud­dle up to her and go to sleep. They had been hav­ing such a good time that they wished to con­tinue their play next day; so they took the boy be­tween them and laid their paws over him. They did not want him to move with­out wak­ing them. They went to sleep im­me­di­ately. The boy thought that af­ter a while he would try to steal away. But never in all his life had he been so tum­bled and tossed and hunted and rolled! And he was so tired out that he too fell asleep.

By and by Father Bear came clam­ber­ing down the moun­tain wall. The boy was wak­ened by his tear­ing away stone and gravel as he swung him­self into the old mine. The boy was afraid to move much; but he man­aged to stretch him­self and turn over, so that he could see the big bear. He was a fright­fully coarse, huge old beast, with great paws, large, glis­ten­ing tusks, and wicked lit­tle eyes! The boy could not help shud­der­ing as he looked at this old monarch of the for­est.

“It smells like a hu­man be­ing around here,” said Father Bear the in­stant he came up to Mother Bear, and his growl was as the rolling of thun­der.

“How can you imag­ine any­thing so ab­surd?” said Mother Bear with­out dis­turb­ing her­self. “It has been set­tled for good and all that we are not to harm mankind any more; but if one of them were to put in an ap­pear­ance here, where the cubs and I have our quar­ters, there wouldn’t be enough left of him for you to catch even a scent of him!”

Father Bear lay down be­side Mother Bear. “You ought to know me well enough to un­der­stand that I don’t al­low any­thing dan­ger­ous to come near the cubs. Talk, in­stead, of what you have been do­ing. I haven’t seen you for a whole week!”

“I’ve been look­ing about for a new res­i­dence,” said Father Bear. “First I went over to Vermland, to learn from our kins­men at Ek­shärad how they fared in that coun­try; but I had my trou­ble for noth­ing. There wasn’t a bear’s den left in the whole for­est.”

“I be­lieve the hu­mans want the whole Earth to them­selves,” said Mother Bear. “Even if we leave peo­ple and cat­tle in peace and live solely upon lignon and in­sects and green things, we can­not re­main un­mo­lested in the for­est! I won­der where we could move to in or­der to live in peace?”

“We’ve lived com­fort­ably for many years in this pit,” ob­served Father Bear. “But I can’t be con­tent here now since the big noise-shop has been built right in our neigh­bour­hood. Lately I have been tak­ing a look at the land east of Dal River, over by Garpen Moun­tain. Old mine pits are plen­ti­ful there, too, and other fine re­treats. I thought it looked as if one might be fairly pro­tected against men—”

The in­stant Father Bear said this he sat up and be­gan to sniff.

“It’s ex­tra­or­di­nary that when­ever I speak of hu­man be­ings I catch that queer scent again,” he re­marked.

“Go and see for your­self if you don’t be­lieve me!” chal­lenged Mother Bear. “I should just like to know where a hu­man be­ing could man­age to hide down here?”

The bear walked all around the cave, and nosed. Fi­nally he went back and lay down with­out a word.

“What did I tell you?” said Mother Bear. “But of course you think that no one but your­self has any nose or ears!”

“One can’t be too care­ful, with such neigh­bours as we have,” said Father Bear gen­tly. Then he leaped up with a roar. As luck would have it, one of the cubs had moved a paw over to Nils Hol­gers­son’s face and the poor lit­tle wretch could not breathe, but be­gan to sneeze. It was im­pos­si­ble for Mother Bear to keep Father Bear back any longer. He pushed the young ones to right and left and caught sight of the boy be­fore he had time to sit up.

He would have swal­lowed him in­stantly if Mother Bear had not cast her­self be­tween them.

“Don’t touch him! He be­longs to the cubs,” she said. “They have had such fun with him the whole evening that they couldn’t bear to eat him up, but wanted to save him un­til morn­ing.”

Father Bear pushed Mother Bear aside.

“Don’t med­dle with what you don’t un­der­stand!” he roared. “Can’t you scent that hu­man odour about him from afar? I shall eat him at once, or he will play us some mean trick.”

He opened his jaws again; but mean­while the boy had had time to think, and, quick as a flash, he dug into his knap­sack and brought forth some matches—his sole weapon of de­fence—struck one on his leather breeches, and stuck the burn­ing match into the bear’s open mouth.

Father Bear snorted when he smelled the sul­phur, and with that the flame went out. The boy was ready with an­other match, but, cu­ri­ously enough, Father Bear did not re­peat his at­tack.

“Can you light many of those lit­tle blue roses?” asked Father Bear.

“I can light enough to put an end to the whole for­est,” replied the boy, for he thought that in this way he might be able to scare Father Bear.

“Oh, that would be no trick for me!” boasted the boy, hop­ing that this would make the bear re­spect him.

“Good!” ex­claimed the bear. “You shall ren­der me a ser­vice. Now I’m very glad that I did not eat you!”

Father Bear care­fully took the boy be­tween his tusks and climbed up from the pit. He did this with re­mark­able ease and agility, con­sid­er­ing that he was so big and heavy. As soon as he was up, he speed­ily made for the woods. It was ev­i­dent that Father Bear was cre­ated to squeeze through dense forests. The heavy body pushed through the brush­wood as a boat does through the wa­ter.

Father Bear ran along till he came to a hill at the skirt of the for­est, where he could see the big noise-shop. Here he lay down and placed the boy in front of him, hold­ing him se­curely be­tween his forepaws.

“Now look down at that big noise-shop!” he com­manded. The great iron­works, with many tall build­ings, stood at the edge of a wa­ter­fall. High chim­neys sent forth dark clouds of smoke, blast­ing fur­naces were in full blaze, and light shone from all the win­dows and aper­tures. Within ham­mers and rolling mills were go­ing with such force that the air rang with their clat­ter and boom. All around the work­shops proper were im­mense coal sheds, great slag heaps, ware­houses, wood piles, and tool sheds. Just be­yond were long rows of work­ing­men’s homes, pretty vil­las, school­houses, as­sem­bly halls, and shops. But there all was quiet and ap­par­ently ev­ery­body was asleep. The boy did not glance in that di­rec­tion, but gazed in­tently at the iron­works. The earth around them was black; the sky above them was like a great fiery dome; the rapids, white with foam, rushed by; while the build­ings them­selves were send­ing out light and smoke, fire and sparks. It was the grand­est sight the boy had ever seen!

“Surely you don’t mean to say you can set fire to a place like that?” re­marked the bear doubt­ingly.

The boy stood wedged be­tween the beast’s paws think­ing the only thing that might save him would be that the bear should have a high opin­ion of his ca­pa­bil­ity and power.

“It’s all the same to me,” he an­swered with a su­pe­rior air. “Big or lit­tle, I can burn it down.”

“Then I’ll tell you some­thing,” said Father Bear. “My fore­fa­thers lived in this re­gion from the time that the forests first sprang up. From them I in­her­ited hunt­ing grounds and pas­tures, lairs and re­treats, and have lived here in peace all my life. In the be­gin­ning I wasn’t trou­bled much by the hu­man kind. They dug in the moun­tains and picked up a lit­tle ore down here, by the rapids; they had a forge and a fur­nace, but the ham­mers sounded only a few hours dur­ing the day, and the fur­nace was not fired more than two moons at a stretch. It wasn’t so bad but that I could stand it; but these last years, since they have built this noise-shop, which keeps up the same racket both day and night, life here has be­come in­tol­er­a­ble. Formerly only a man­ager and a cou­ple of black­smiths lived here, but now there are so many peo­ple that I can never feel safe from them. I thought that I should have to move away, but I have dis­cov­ered some­thing bet­ter!”

The boy won­dered what Father Bear had hit upon, but no op­por­tu­nity was af­forded him to ask, as the bear took him be­tween his tusks again and lum­bered down the hill. The boy could see noth­ing, but knew by the in­creas­ing noise that they were ap­proach­ing the rolling mills.

Father Bear was well in­formed re­gard­ing the iron­works. He had prowled around there on many a dark night, had ob­served what went on within, and had won­dered if there would never be any ces­sa­tion of the work. He had tested the walls with his paws and wished that he were only strong enough to knock down the whole struc­ture with a sin­gle blow.

He was not eas­ily dis­tin­guish­able against the dark ground, and when, in ad­di­tion, he re­mained in the shadow of the walls, there was not much dan­ger of his be­ing dis­cov­ered. Now he walked fear­lessly be­tween the work­shops and climbed to the top of a slag heap. There he sat up on his haunches, took the boy be­tween his forepaws and held him up.

“Try to look into the house!” he com­manded. A strong cur­rent of air was forced into a big cylin­der which was sus­pended from the ceil­ing and filled with molten iron. As this cur­rent rushed into the mess of iron with an aw­ful roar, show­ers of sparks of all colours spurted up in bunches, in sprays, in long clus­ters! They struck against the wall and came splash­ing down over the whole big room. Father Bear let the boy watch the gor­geous spec­ta­cle un­til the blow­ing was over and the flow­ing and sparkling red steel had been poured into in­got moulds.

The boy was com­pletely charmed by the mar­vel­lous dis­play and al­most for­got that he was im­pris­oned be­tween a bear’s two paws.

Father Bear let him look into the rolling mill. He saw a work­man take a short, thick bar of iron at white heat from a fur­nace open­ing and place it un­der a roller. When the iron came out from un­der the roller, it was flat­tened and ex­tended. Im­me­di­ately an­other work­man seized it and placed it be­neath a heav­ier roller, which made it still longer and thin­ner. Thus it was passed from roller to roller, squeezed and drawn out un­til, fi­nally, it curled along the floor, like a long red thread.

But while the first bar of iron was be­ing pressed, a sec­ond was taken from the fur­nace and placed un­der the rollers, and when this was a lit­tle along, a third was brought. Con­tin­u­ously fresh threads came crawl­ing over the floor, like hiss­ing snakes. The boy was daz­zled by the iron. But he found it more splen­did to watch the work­men who, dex­ter­ously and del­i­cately, seized the glow­ing snakes with their tongs and forced them un­der the rollers. It seemed like play for them to han­dle the hiss­ing iron.

“I call that real man’s work!” the boy re­marked to him­self.

The bear then let the boy have a peep at the fur­nace and the forge, and he be­came more and more as­ton­ished as he saw how the black­smiths han­dled iron and fire.

“Those men have no fear of heat and flames,” he thought. The work­men were sooty and grimy. He fan­cied they were some sort of fire­folk—that was why they could bend and mould the iron as they wished. He could not be­lieve that they were just or­di­nary men, since they had such power!

“They keep this up day af­ter day, night af­ter night,” said Father Bear, as he dropped wearily down on the ground. “You can un­der­stand that one gets rather tired of that kind of thing. I’m mighty glad that at last I can put an end to it!”

“In­deed!” said the boy. “How will you go about it?”

“Oh, I thought that you were go­ing to set fire to the build­ings!” said Father Bear. “That would put an end to all this work, and I could re­main in my old home.”

The boy was all of a shiver.

So it was for this that Father Bear had brought him here!

“If you will set fire to the noise-works, I’ll prom­ise to spare your life,” said Father Bear. “But if you don’t do it, I’ll make short work of you!” The huge work­shops were built of brick, and the boy was think­ing to him­self that Father Bear could com­mand as much as he liked, it was im­pos­si­ble to obey him. Presently he saw that it might not be im­pos­si­ble af­ter all. Just be­yond them lay a pile of chips and shav­ings to which he could eas­ily set fire, and be­side it was a wood pile that al­most reached the coal shed. The coal shed ex­tended over to the work­shops, and if that once caught fire, the flames would soon fly over to the roof of the iron foundry. Every­thing com­bustible would burn, the walls would fall from the heat, and the ma­chin­ery would be de­stroyed. “Will you or won’t you?” de­manded Father Bear. The boy knew that he ought to an­swer promptly that he would not, but he also knew that then the bear’s paws would squeeze him to death; there­fore he replied:

“I shall have to think it over.”

“Very well, do so,” as­sented Father Bear. “Let me say to you that iron is the thing that has given men the ad­van­tage over us bears, which is an­other rea­son for my wish­ing to put an end to the work here.”

The boy thought he would use the de­lay to fig­ure out some plan of es­cape, but he was so wor­ried he could not di­rect his thoughts where he would; in­stead he be­gan to think of the great help that iron had been to mankind. They needed iron for ev­ery­thing. There was iron in the plough that broke up the field, in the axe that felled the tree for build­ing houses, in the scythe that mowed the grain, and in the knife, which could be turned to all sorts of uses. There was iron in the horse’s bit, in the lock on the door, in the nails that held fur­ni­ture to­gether, in the sheath­ing that cov­ered the roof. The ri­fle which drove away wild beasts was made of iron, also the pick that had bro­ken up the mine. Iron cov­ered the men-of-war he had seen at Karl­skrona; the lo­co­mo­tives steamed through the coun­try on iron rails; the nee­dle that had stitched his coat was of iron; the shears that clipped the sheep and the ket­tle that cooked the food. Big and lit­tle alike—much that was in­dis­pens­able was made from iron. Father Bear was per­fectly right in say­ing that it was the iron that had given men their mas­tery over the bears.

“Now will you or won’t you?” Father Bear re­peated.

The boy was star­tled from his mus­ing. Here he stood think­ing of mat­ters that were en­tirely un­nec­es­sary, and had not yet found a way to save him­self!

“You mustn’t be so im­pa­tient,” he said. “This is a se­ri­ous mat­ter for me, and I’ve got to have time to con­sider.”

“Well, then, con­sider an­other mo­ment,” said Father Bear. “But let me tell you that it’s be­cause of the iron that men have be­come so much wiser than we bears. For this alone, if for noth­ing else, I should like to put a stop to the work here.”

Again the boy en­deav­oured to think out a plan of es­cape, but his thoughts wan­dered, willy nilly. They were taken up with the iron. And grad­u­ally he be­gan to com­pre­hend how much think­ing and cal­cu­lat­ing men must have done be­fore they dis­cov­ered how to pro­duce iron from ore, and he seemed to see sooty black­smiths of old bend­ing over the forge, pon­der­ing how they should prop­erly han­dle it. Per­haps it was be­cause they had thought so much about the iron that in­tel­li­gence had been de­vel­oped in mankind, un­til fi­nally they be­came so ad­vanced that they were able to build great works like these. The fact was that men owed more to the iron than they them­selves knew.

“Well, what say you? Will you or won’t you?” in­sisted Father Bear.

The boy shrank back. Here he stood think­ing need­less thoughts, and had no idea as to what he should do to save him­self.

“It’s not such an easy mat­ter to de­cide as you think,” he an­swered. “You must give me time for re­flec­tion.”

“I can wait for you a lit­tle longer,” said Father Bear. “But af­ter that you’ll get no more grace. You must know that it’s the fault of the iron that the hu­man kind can live here on the prop­erty of the bears. And now you un­der­stand why I would be rid of the work.”

The boy meant to use the last mo­ment to think out some way to save him­self, but, anx­ious and dis­traught as he was, his thoughts wan­dered again. Now he be­gan think­ing of all that he had seen when he flew over the min­ing dis­tricts. It was strange that there should be so much life and ac­tiv­ity and so much work back there in the wilder­ness.

“Just think how poor and des­o­late this place would be had there been no iron here!

“This very foundry gave em­ploy­ment to many, and had gath­ered around it many homes filled with peo­ple, who, in turn, had at­tracted hither rail­ways and tele­graph wires and—”

“Come, come!” growled the bear. “Will you or won’t you?”

The boy swept his hand across his fore­head. No plan of es­cape had as yet come to his mind, but this much he knew—he did not wish to do any harm to the iron, which was so use­ful to rich and poor alike, and which gave bread to so many peo­ple in this land.

“I won’t!” he said.

Father Bear squeezed him a lit­tle harder, but said noth­ing.

“You’ll not get me to de­stroy the iron­works!” de­fied the boy. “The iron is so great a bless­ing that it will never do to harm it.”

“Then of course you don’t ex­pect to be al­lowed to live very long?” said the bear.

“No, I don’t ex­pect it,” re­turned the boy, look­ing the bear straight in the eye.

Father Bear gripped him still harder. It hurt so that the boy could not keep the tears back, but he did not cry out or say a word.

“Very well, then,” said Father Bear, rais­ing his paw very slowly, hop­ing that the boy would give in at the last mo­ment.

But just then the boy heard some­thing click very close to them, and saw the muz­zle of a ri­fle two paces away. Both he and Father Bear had been so en­grossed in their own af­fairs they had not ob­served that a man had stolen right upon them.

“Father Bear! Don’t you hear the click­ing of a trig­ger?” cried the boy. “Run, or you’ll be shot!”

Father Bear grew ter­ri­bly hur­ried. How­ever, he al­lowed him­self time enough to pick up the boy and carry him along. As he ran, a cou­ple of shots sounded, and the bul­lets grazed his ears, but, luck­ily, he es­caped.

The boy thought, as he was dan­gling from the bear’s mouth, that never had he been so stupid as he was tonight. If he had only kept still, the bear would have been shot, and he him­self would have been freed. But he had be­come so ac­cus­tomed to help­ing the an­i­mals that he did it nat­u­rally, and as a mat­ter of course.

When Father Bear had run some dis­tance into the woods, he paused and set the boy down on the ground.

“Thank you, lit­tle one!” he said. “I dare say those bul­lets would have caught me if you hadn’t been there. And now I want to do you a ser­vice in re­turn. If you should ever meet with an­other bear, just say to him this—which I shall whis­per to you—and he won’t touch you.”

Father Bear whis­pered a word or two into the boy’s ear and hur­ried away, for he thought he heard hounds and hunters pur­su­ing him.

The boy stood in the for­est, free and un­harmed, and could hardly un­der­stand how it was pos­si­ble.

The wild geese had been fly­ing back and forth the whole evening, peer­ing and call­ing, but they had been un­able to find Thumbi­etot. They searched long af­ter the sun had set, and, fi­nally, when it had grown so dark that they were forced to alight some­where for the night, they were very down­hearted. There was not one among them but thought the boy had been killed by the fall and was ly­ing dead in the for­est, where they could not see him.

But the next morn­ing, when the sun peeped over the hills and awak­ened the wild geese, the boy lay sleep­ing, as usual, in their midst. When he woke and heard them shriek­ing and cack­ling their as­ton­ish­ment, he could not help laugh­ing.

They were so ea­ger to know what had hap­pened to him that they did not care to go to break­fast un­til he had told them the whole story. The boy soon nar­rated his en­tire ad­ven­ture with the bears, but af­ter that he seemed re­luc­tant to con­tinue.

“How I got back to you per­haps you al­ready know?” he said.

“No, we know noth­ing. We thought you were killed.”

“That’s cu­ri­ous!” re­marked the boy. “Oh, yes!—when Father Bear left me I climbed up into a pine and fell asleep. At day­break I was awak­ened by an ea­gle hov­er­ing over me. He picked me up with his talons and car­ried me away. He didn’t hurt me, but flew straight here to you and dropped me down among you.”

“Didn’t he tell you who he was?” asked the big white gan­der.

“He was gone be­fore I had time even to thank him. I thought that Mother Akka had sent him af­ter me.”

“How ex­tra­or­di­nary!” ex­claimed the white goosey-gan­der. “But are you cer­tain that it was an ea­gle?”

“I had never be­fore seen an ea­gle,” said the boy, “but he was so big and splen­did that I can’t give him a lowlier name!”

Morten Goosey-Gan­der turned to the wild geese to hear what they thought of this; but they stood gaz­ing into the air, as though they were think­ing of some­thing else.

“We must not for­get en­tirely to eat break­fast to­day,” said Akka, quickly spread­ing her wings.





The Flood


The Swans

May first to fourth.

There was a ter­ri­ble storm rag­ing in the dis­trict north of Lake Mälar, which lasted sev­eral days. The sky was a dull gray, the wind whis­tled, and the rain beat. Both peo­ple and an­i­mals knew the spring could not be ush­ered in with any­thing short of this; nev­er­the­less they thought it un­bear­able.

After it had been rain­ing for a whole day, the snow­drifts in the pine forests be­gan to melt in earnest, and the spring brooks grew lively. All the pools on the farms, the stand­ing wa­ter in the ditches, the wa­ter that oozed be­tween the tufts in marshes and swamps—all were in mo­tion and tried to find their way to creeks, that they might be borne along to the sea.

The creeks rushed as fast as pos­si­ble down to the rivers, and the rivers did their ut­most to carry the wa­ter to Lake Mälar.

All the lakes and rivers in Up­p­land and the min­ing dis­trict quickly threw off their ice cov­ers on one and the same day, so that the creeks filled with ice-floes which rose clear up to their banks.

Swollen as they were, they emp­tied into Lake Mälar, and it was not long be­fore the lake had taken in as much wa­ter as it could well hold. Down by the out­let was a rag­ing tor­rent. Norrström is a nar­row chan­nel, and it could not let out the wa­ter quickly enough. Be­sides, there was a strong east­erly wind that lashed against the land, ob­struct­ing the stream when it tried to carry the fresh wa­ter into the East Sea. Since the rivers kept run­ning to Mälaren with more wa­ter than it could dis­pose of, there was noth­ing for the big lake to do but over­flow its banks.

It rose very slowly, as if re­luc­tant to in­jure its beau­ti­ful shores; but as they were mostly low and grad­u­ally slop­ing, it was not long be­fore the wa­ter had flooded sev­eral acres of land, and that was enough to cre­ate the great­est alarm.

Lake Mälar is unique in its way, be­ing made up of a suc­ces­sion of nar­row fjords, bays, and in­lets. In no place does it spread into a storm cen­tre, but seems to have been cre­ated only for plea­sure trips, yacht­ing tours, and fish­ing. Nowhere does it present bar­ren, des­o­late, windswept shores. It looks as if it never thought that its shores could hold any­thing but coun­try seats, sum­mer vil­las, manors, and amuse­ment re­sorts. But, be­cause it usu­ally presents a very agree­able and friendly ap­pear­ance, there is all the more havoc when­ever it hap­pens to drop its smil­ing ex­pres­sion in the spring, and show that it can be se­ri­ous.

At that crit­i­cal time Smirre Fox hap­pened to come sneak­ing through a birch grove just north of Lake Mälar. As usual, he was think­ing of Thumbi­etot and the wild geese, and won­der­ing how he should ever find them again. He had lost all track of them.

As he stole cau­tiously along, more dis­cour­aged than usual, he caught sight of Agar, the car­rier-pi­geon, who had perched her­self on a birch branch.

“My, but I’m in luck to run across you, Agar!” ex­claimed Smirre. “Maybe you can tell me where Akka from Keb­nekaise and her flock hold forth nowa­days?”

“It’s quite pos­si­ble that I know where they are,” Agar hinted, “but I’m not likely to tell you!”

“Please your­self!” re­torted Smirre. “Nev­er­the­less, you can take a mes­sage that I have for them. You prob­a­bly know the present con­di­tion of Lake Mälar? There’s a great over­flow down there and all the swans who live in Hjäl­sta Bay are about to see their nests, with all their eggs, de­stroyed. Day­light, the swan-king, has heard of the midget who trav­els with the wild geese and knows a rem­edy for ev­ery ill. He has sent me to ask Akka if she will bring Thumbi­etot down to Hjäl­sta Bay.”

“I dare say I can con­vey your mes­sage,” Agar replied, “but I can’t un­der­stand how the lit­tle boy will be able to help the swans.”

“Nor do I,” said Smirre, “but he can do al­most ev­ery­thing, it seems.”

“It’s sur­pris­ing to me that Day­light should send his mes­sages by a fox,” Agar re­marked.

“Well, we’re not ex­actly what you’d call good friends,” said Smirre smoothly, “but in an emer­gency like this we must help each other. Per­haps it would be just as well not to tell Akka that you got the mes­sage from a fox. Between you and me, she’s in­clined to be a lit­tle sus­pi­cious.”

The safest refuge for wa­ter­fowl in the whole Mälar dis­trict is Hjäl­sta Bay. It has low shores, shal­low wa­ter and is also cov­ered with reeds.

It is by no means as large as Lake Tåk­ern, but nev­er­the­less Hjäl­sta is a good re­treat for birds, since it has long been for­bid­den ter­ri­tory to hunters.

It is the home of a great many swans, and the owner of the old cas­tle nearby has pro­hib­ited all shoot­ing on the bay, so that they might be un­mo­lested.

As soon as Akka re­ceived word that the swans needed her help, she has­tened down to Hjäl­sta Bay. She ar­rived with her flock one evening and saw at a glance that there had been a great dis­as­ter. The big swans’ nests had been torn away, and the strong wind was driv­ing them down the bay. Some had al­ready fallen apart, two or three had cap­sized, and the eggs lay at the bot­tom of the lake.

When Akka alighted on the bay, all the swans liv­ing there were gath­ered near the east­ern shore, where they were pro­tected from the wind.

Although they had suf­fered much by the flood, they were too proud to let any­one see it.

“It is use­less to cry,” they said. “There are plenty of root-fi­bres and stems here; we can soon build new nests.”

None had thought of ask­ing a stranger to help them, and the swans had no idea that Smirre Fox had sent for the wild geese!

There were sev­eral hun­dred swans rest­ing on the wa­ter. They had placed them­selves ac­cord­ing to rank and sta­tion. The young and in­ex­pe­ri­enced were far­thest out, the old and wise nearer the mid­dle of the group, and right in the cen­tre sat Day­light, the swan-king, and Snow-White, the swan-queen, who were older than any of the oth­ers and re­garded the rest of the swans as their chil­dren.

The geese alighted on the west shore of the bay; but when Akka saw where the swans were, she swam to­ward them at once. She was very much sur­prised at their hav­ing sent for her, but she re­garded it as an hon­our and did not wish to lose a mo­ment in com­ing to their aid.

As Akka ap­proached the swans she paused to see if the geese who fol­lowed her swam in a straight line, and at even dis­tances apart.

“Now, swim along quickly!” she or­dered. “Don’t stare at the swans as if you had never be­fore seen any­thing beau­ti­ful, and don’t mind what they may say to you!”

This was not the first time that Akka had called on the aris­to­cratic swans. They had al­ways re­ceived her in a man­ner be­fit­ting a great trav­eller like her­self.

But still she did not like the idea of swim­ming in among them. She never felt so gray and in­signif­i­cant as when she hap­pened upon swans. One or an­other of them was sure to drop a re­mark about “com­mon gray-feath­ers” and “poor folk.” But it is al­ways best to take no no­tice of such things.

This time ev­ery­thing passed off un­com­monly well. The swans po­litely made way for the wild geese, who swam for­ward through a kind of pas­sage­way, which formed an av­enue bor­dered by shim­mer­ing, white birds.

It was a beau­ti­ful sight to watch them as they spread their wings, like sails, to ap­pear well be­fore the strangers. They re­frained from mak­ing com­ments, which rather sur­prised Akka.

Ev­i­dently Day­light had noted their mis­be­haviour in the past and had told the swans that they must con­duct them­selves in a proper man­ner—so thought the leader-goose.

But just as the swans were mak­ing an ef­fort to ob­serve the rules of eti­quette, they caught sight of the goosey-gan­der, who swam last in the long goose-line. Then there was a mur­mur of dis­ap­proval, even of threats, among the swans, and at once there was an end to their good de­port­ment!

“What’s this?” shrieked one. “Do the wild geese in­tend to dress up in white feath­ers?”

“They needn’t think that will make swans of them,” cried an­other.

They be­gan shriek­ing—one louder than an­other—in their strong, res­o­nant voices. It was im­pos­si­ble to ex­plain that a tame goosey-gan­der had come with the wild geese.

“That must be the goose-king him­self com­ing along,” they said taunt­ingly. “There’s no limit to their au­dac­ity!”

“That’s no goose, it’s only a tame duck.”

The big white gan­der re­mem­bered Akka’s ad­mo­ni­tion to pay no at­ten­tion, no mat­ter what he might hear. He kept quiet and swam ahead as fast he could, but it did no good. The swans be­came more and more im­per­ti­nent.

“What kind of a frog does he carry on his back?” asked one. “They must think we don’t see it’s a frog be­cause it is dressed like a hu­man be­ing.”

The swans, who but a mo­ment be­fore had been rest­ing in such per­fect or­der, now swam up and down ex­cit­edly. All tried to crowd for­ward to get a glimpse of the white wild goose.

“That white goosey-gan­der ought to be ashamed to come here and pa­rade be­fore swans!”

“He’s prob­a­bly as gray as the rest of them. He has only been in a flour bar­rel at some farm house!”

Akka had just come up to Day­light and was about to ask him what kind of help he wanted of her, when the swan-king no­ticed the up­roar among the swans.

“What do I see? Haven’t I taught you to be po­lite to strangers?” he said with a frown.

Snow-White, the swan-queen, swam out to re­store or­der among her sub­jects, and again Day­light turned to Akka.

Presently Snow-White came back, ap­pear­ing greatly ag­i­tated.

“Can’t you keep them quiet?” shouted Day­light.

“There’s a white wild goose over there,” an­swered Snow-White. “Is it not shame­ful? I don’t won­der they are fu­ri­ous!”

“A white wild goose?” scoffed Day­light. “That’s too ridicu­lous! There can’t be such a thing. You must be mis­taken.”

The crowds around Morten Goosey-Gan­der grew larger and larger. Akka and the other wild geese tried to swim over to him, but were jos­tled hither and thither and could not get to him.

The old swan-king, who was the strong­est among them, swam off quickly, pushed all the oth­ers aside, and made his way over to the big white gan­der. But when he saw that there re­ally was a white goose on the wa­ter, he was just as in­dig­nant as the rest.

He hissed with rage, flew straight at Morten Goosey-Gan­der and tore out a few feath­ers.

“I’ll teach you a les­son, wild goose,” he shrieked, “so that you’ll not come again to the swans, togged out in this way!”

“Fly, Morten Goosey-Gan­der! Fly, fly!” cried Akka, for she knew that oth­er­wise the swans would pull out ev­ery feather the goosey-gan­der had.

“Fly, fly!” screamed Thumbi­etot, too.

But the goosey-gan­der was so hedged in by the swans that he had not room enough to spread his wings. All around him the swans stretched their long necks, opened their strong bills, and plucked his feath­ers.

Morten Goosey-Gan­der de­fended him­self as best he could, by strik­ing and bit­ing. The wild geese also be­gan to fight the swans.

It was ob­vi­ous how this would have ended had the geese not re­ceived help quite un­ex­pect­edly.

A red-tail no­ticed that they were be­ing roughly treated by the swans. In­stantly he cried out the shrill call that lit­tle birds use when they need help to drive off a hawk or a fal­con.

Three calls had barely sounded when all the lit­tle birds in the vicin­ity came shoot­ing down to Hjäl­sta Bay, as if on wings of light­ning.

Th­ese del­i­cate lit­tle crea­tures swooped down upon the swans, screeched in their ears, and ob­structed their view with the flut­ter of their tiny wings. They made them dizzy with their flut­ter­ing and drove them to dis­trac­tion with their cries of “Shame, shame, swans!”

The at­tack of the small birds lasted but a mo­ment. When they were gone and the swans came to their senses, they saw that the geese had risen and flown over to the other end of the bay.



The New Watchdog

There was this at least to be said in the swans’ favour—when they saw that the wild geese had es­caped, they were too proud to chase them. More­over, the geese could stand on a clump of reeds with per­fect com­po­sure, and sleep.

Nils Hol­gers­son was too hun­gry to sleep.

“It is nec­es­sary for me to get some­thing to eat,” he said.

At that time, when all kinds of things were float­ing on the wa­ter, it was not dif­fi­cult for a lit­tle boy like Nils Hol­gers­son to find a craft. He did not stop to de­lib­er­ate, but hopped down on a stump that had drifted in amongst the reeds. Then he picked up a lit­tle stick and be­gan to pole to­ward shore.

Just as he was land­ing, he heard a splash in the wa­ter. He stopped short. First he saw a lady swan asleep in her big nest quite close to him, then he no­ticed that a fox had taken a few steps into the wa­ter and was sneak­ing up to the swan’s nest.

“Hi, hi, hi! Get up, get up!” cried the boy, beat­ing the wa­ter with his stick.

The lady swan rose, but not so quickly but that the fox could have pounced upon her had he cared to. How­ever, he re­frained and in­stead hur­ried straight to­ward the boy.

Thumbi­etot saw the fox com­ing and ran for his life.

Wide stretches of meadow land spread be­fore him. He saw no tree that he could climb, no hole where he might hide; he just had to keep run­ning.

The boy was a good run­ner, but it stands to rea­son that he could not race with a fox!

Not far from the bay there were a num­ber of lit­tle cab­ins, with can­dle lights shin­ing through the win­dows. Nat­u­rally the boy ran in that di­rec­tion, but he re­al­ized that long be­fore he could reach the near­est cabin the fox would catch up to him.

Once the fox was so close that it looked as if the boy would surely be his prey, but Nils quickly sprang aside and turned back to­ward the bay. By that move the fox lost time, and be­fore he could reach the boy the lat­ter had run up to two men who were on their way home from work.

The men were tired and sleepy; they had no­ticed nei­ther boy nor fox, al­though both had been run­ning right in front of them. Nor did the boy ask help of the men; he was con­tent to walk close be­side them.

“Surely the fox won’t ven­ture to come up to the men,” he thought.

But presently the fox came pat­ter­ing along. He prob­a­bly counted on the men tak­ing him for a dog, for he went straight up to them.

“Whose dog can that be sneak­ing around here?” queried one. “He looks as though he were ready to bite.”

The other paused and glanced back.

“Go along with you!” he said, and gave the fox a kick that sent it to the op­po­site side of the road. “What are you do­ing here?”

After that the fox kept at a safe dis­tance, but fol­lowed all the while.

Presently the men reached a cabin and en­tered it. The boy in­tended to go in with them; but when he got to the stoop he saw a big, shaggy watch­dog rush out from his ken­nel to greet his mas­ter. Sud­denly the boy changed his mind and re­mained out in the open.

“Lis­ten, watch­dog!” whis­pered the boy as soon as the men had shut the door. “I won­der if you would like to help me catch a fox tonight?”

The dog had poor eye­sight and had be­come ir­ri­ta­ble and cranky from be­ing chained.

“What, I catch a fox?” he barked an­grily. “Who are you that makes fun of me? You just come within my reach and I’ll teach you not to fool with me!”

“You needn’t think that I’m afraid to come near you!” said the boy, run­ning up to the dog.

When the dog saw him he was so as­ton­ished that he could not speak.

“I’m the one they call Thumbi­etot, who trav­els with the wild geese,” said the boy, in­tro­duc­ing him­self. “Haven’t you heard of me?”

“I be­lieve the spar­rows have twit­tered a lit­tle about you,” the dog re­turned. “They say that you have done won­der­ful things for one of your size.”

“I’ve been rather lucky up to the present,” ad­mit­ted the boy. “But now it’s all up with me un­less you help me! There’s a fox at my heels. He’s ly­ing in wait for me around the cor­ner.”

“Don’t you sup­pose I can smell him?” re­torted the dog. “But we’ll soon be rid of him!” With that the dog sprang as far as the chain would al­low, bark­ing and growl­ing for ever so long. “Now I don’t think he will show his face again tonight!” said the dog.

“It will take some­thing be­sides a fine bark to scare that fox!” the boy re­marked. “He’ll soon be here again, and that is pre­cisely what I wish, for I have set my heart on your catch­ing him.”

“Are you pok­ing fun at me now?” asked the dog.

“Only come with me into your ken­nel, and I’ll tell you what to do.”

The boy and the watch­dog crept into the ken­nel and crouched there, whis­per­ing.

By and by the fox stuck his nose out from his hid­ing place. When all was quiet he crept along cau­tiously. He scented the boy all the way to the ken­nel, but halted at a safe dis­tance and sat down to think of some way to coax him out.

Sud­denly the watch­dog poked his head out and growled at him:

“Go away, or I’ll catch you!”

“I’ll sit here as long as I please for all of you!” de­fied the fox.

“Go away!” re­peated the dog threat­en­ingly, “or there will be no more hunt­ing for you af­ter tonight.”

But the fox only grinned and did not move an inch.

“I know how far your chain can reach,” he said.

“I have warned you twice,” said the dog, com­ing out from his ken­nel. “Now blame your­self!”

With that the dog sprang at the fox and caught him with­out the least ef­fort, for he was loose. The boy had un­buck­led his col­lar.

There was a hot strug­gle, but it was soon over. The dog was the vic­tor. The fox lay on the ground and dared not move.

“Don’t stir or I’ll kill you!” snarled the dog. Then he took the fox by the scruff of the neck and dragged him to the ken­nel. There the boy was ready with the chain. He placed the dog col­lar around the neck of the fox, tight­en­ing it so that he was se­curely chained. Dur­ing all this the fox had to lie still, for he was afraid to move.

“Now, Smirre Fox, I hope you’ll make a good watch­dog,” laughed the boy when he had fin­ished.





Dunfin


The City That Floats on the Water

Fri­day, May sixth.

No one could be more gen­tle and kind than the lit­tle gray goose Dun­fin. All the wild geese loved her, and the tame white goosey-gan­der would have died for her. When Dun­fin asked for any­thing not even Akka could say no.

As soon as Dun­fin came to Lake Mälar the land­scape looked fa­mil­iar to her. Just be­yond the lake lay the sea, with many wooded is­lands, and there, on a lit­tle islet, lived her par­ents and her broth­ers and sis­ters. She begged the wild geese to fly to her home be­fore trav­el­ling far­ther north, that she might let her fam­ily see that she was still alive. It would be such a joy to them.

Akka frankly de­clared that she thought Dun­fin’s par­ents and broth­ers and sis­ters had shown no great love for her when they aban­doned her at Öland, but Dun­fin would not ad­mit that Akka was in the right. “What else was there to do, when they saw that I could not fly?” she protested. “Surely they couldn’t re­main at Öland on my ac­count!”

Dun­fin be­gan telling the wild geese all about her home in the ar­chi­pel­ago, to try to in­duce them to make the trip. Her fam­ily lived on a rock is­land. Seen from a dis­tance, there ap­peared to be noth­ing but stone there; but when one came closer, there were to be found the choic­est goose tid­bits in clefts and hol­lows, and one might search long for bet­ter nest­ing places than those that were hid­den in the moun­tain crevices or among the osier bushes. But the best of all was the old fish­er­man who lived there. Dun­fin had heard that in his youth he had been a great shot and had al­ways lain in the off­ing and hunted birds. But now, in his old age—since his wife had died and the chil­dren had gone from home, so that he was alone in the hut—he had be­gun to care for the birds on his is­land. He never fired a shot at them, nor would he per­mit oth­ers to do so. He walked around amongst the birds’ nests, and when the mother birds were sit­ting he brought them food. Not one was afraid of him. They all loved him.

Dun­fin had been in his hut many times, and he had fed her with bread crumbs. Be­cause he was kind to the birds, they flocked to his is­land in such great num­bers that it was be­com­ing over­crowded. If one hap­pened to ar­rive a lit­tle late in the spring, all the nest­ing places were oc­cu­pied. That was why Dun­fin’s fam­ily had been obliged to leave her.

Dun­fin begged so hard that she fi­nally had her way, al­though the wild geese felt that they were los­ing time and re­ally should be go­ing straight north. But a lit­tle trip like this to the cliff is­land would not de­lay them more than a day.

So they started off one morn­ing, af­ter for­ti­fy­ing them­selves with a good break­fast, and flew east­ward over Lake Mälar. The boy did not know for cer­tain where they were go­ing; but he no­ticed that the far­ther east they flew, the live­lier it was on the lake and the more built up were the shores.

Heav­ily freighted barges and sloops, boats and fish­ing smacks were on their way east, and these were met and passed by many pretty white steam­ers. Along the shores ran coun­try roads and rail­way tracks—all in the same di­rec­tion. There was some place be­yond in the east where all wished to go to in the morn­ing.

On one of the is­lands the boy saw a big, white cas­tle, and to the east of it the shores were dot­ted with vil­las. At the start these lay far apart, then they be­came closer and closer, and, presently, the whole shore was lined with them. They were of ev­ery va­ri­ety—here a cas­tle, there a cot­tage; then a low manor house ap­peared, or a man­sion, with many small tow­ers. Some stood in gar­dens, but most of them were in the wild woods which bor­dered the shores. De­spite their dis­sim­i­lar­ity, they had one point of re­sem­blance—they were not plain and som­bre-look­ing, like other build­ings, but were gaudily painted in strik­ing greens and blues, reds and white, like chil­dren’s play­houses.

As the boy sat on the goose’s back and glanced down at the cu­ri­ous shore man­sions, Dun­fin cried out with de­light: “Now I know where I am! Over there lies the City that Floats on the Water.”

The boy looked ahead. At first he saw noth­ing but some light clouds and mists rolling for­ward over the wa­ter, but soon he caught sight of some tall spires, and then one and an­other house with many rows of win­dows. They ap­peared and dis­ap­peared—rolling hither and thither—but not a strip of shore did he see! Every­thing over there ap­peared to be rest­ing on the wa­ter.

Nearer to the city he saw no more pretty play­houses along the shores—only dingy fac­to­ries. Great heaps of coal and wood were stacked be­hind tall planks, and along­side black, sooty docks lay bulky freight steam­ers; but over all was spread a shim­mer­ing, trans­par­ent mist, which made ev­ery­thing ap­pear so big and strong and won­der­ful that it was al­most beau­ti­ful.

The wild geese flew past fac­to­ries and freight steam­ers and were near­ing the cloud-en­veloped spires. Sud­denly all the mists sank to the wa­ter, save the thin, fleecy ones that cir­cled above their heads, beau­ti­fully tinted in blues and pinks. The other clouds rolled over wa­ter and land. They en­tirely ob­scured the lower por­tions of the houses: only the up­per sto­ries and the roofs and gables were vis­i­ble. Some of the build­ings ap­peared to be as high as the Tower of Ba­bel. The boy no doubt knew that they were built upon hills and moun­tains, but these he did not see—only the houses that seemed to float among the white, drift­ing clouds. In re­al­ity the build­ings were dark and dingy, for the sun in the east was not shin­ing on them.

The boy knew that he was rid­ing above a large city, for he saw spires and house roofs ris­ing from the clouds in ev­ery di­rec­tion. Some­times an open­ing was made in the cir­cling mists, and he looked down into a run­ning, tor­tu­ous stream; but no land could he see. All this was beau­ti­ful to look upon, but he felt quite dis­traught—as one does when hap­pen­ing upon some­thing one can­not un­der­stand.

When he had gone be­yond the city, he found that the ground was no longer hid­den by clouds, but that shores, streams, and is­lands were again plainly vis­i­ble. He turned to see the city bet­ter, but could not, for now it looked quite en­chanted. The mists had taken on colour from the sun­shine and were rolling for­ward in the most bril­liant reds, blues, and yel­lows. The houses were white, as if built of light, and the win­dows and spires sparkled like fire. All things floated on the wa­ter as be­fore.

The geese were trav­el­ling straight east. They flew over fac­to­ries and work­shops; then over man­sions edg­ing the shores. Steam­boats and tugs swarmed on the wa­ter; but now they came from the east and were steam­ing west­ward to­ward the city.

The wild geese flew on, but in­stead of the nar­row Mälar fjords and the lit­tle is­lands, broader wa­ters and larger is­lands spread un­der them. At last the land was left be­hind and seen no more.

They flew still far­ther out, where they found no more large in­hab­ited is­lands—only num­ber­less lit­tle rock is­lands were scat­tered on the wa­ter. Now the fjords were not crowded by the land. The sea lay be­fore them, vast and lim­it­less.

Here the wild geese alighted on a cliff is­land, and as soon as their feet touched the ground the boy turned to Dun­fin.

“What city did we fly over just now?” he asked.

“I don’t know what hu­man be­ings have named it,” said Dun­fin. “We gray geese call it the ‘City that Floats on the Water.’ ”



The Sisters

Dun­fin had two sis­ters, Pret­ty­wing and Gold­eye. They were strong and in­tel­li­gent birds, but they did not have such a soft and shiny feather dress as Dun­fin, nor did they have her sweet and gen­tle dis­po­si­tion. From the time they had been lit­tle, yel­low goslings, their par­ents and rel­a­tives and even the old fish­er­man had plainly shown them that they thought more of Dun­fin than of them. There­fore the sis­ters had al­ways hated her.

When the wild geese landed on the cliff is­land, Pret­ty­wing and Gold­eye were feed­ing on a bit of grass close to the strand, and im­me­di­ately caught sight of the strangers.

“See, Sis­ter Gold­eye, what fine-look­ing geese have come to our is­land!” ex­claimed Pret­ty­wing, “I have rarely seen such grace­ful birds. Do you no­tice that they have a white goosey-gan­der among them? Did you ever set eyes on a hand­somer bird? One could al­most take him for a swan!”

Gold­eye agreed with her sis­ter that these were cer­tainly very dis­tin­guished strangers that had come to the is­land, but sud­denly she broke off and called: “Sis­ter Pret­ty­wing! Oh, Sis­ter Pret­ty­wing! Don’t you see whom they bring with them?”

Pret­ty­wing also caught sight of Dun­fin and was so as­tounded that she stood for a long time with her bill wide open, and only hissed.

“It can’t be pos­si­ble that it is she! How did she man­age to get in with peo­ple of that class? Why, we left her at Öland to freeze and starve.”

“The worse of it is she will tat­tle to fa­ther and mother that we flew so close to her that we knocked her wing out of joint,” said Gold­eye. “You’ll see that it will end in our be­ing driven from the is­land!”

“We have noth­ing but trou­ble in store for us, now that that young one has come back!” snapped Pret­ty­wing. “Still I think it would be best for us to ap­pear as pleased as pos­si­ble over her re­turn. She is so stupid that per­haps she didn’t even no­tice that we gave her a push on pur­pose.”

While Pret­ty­wing and Gold­eye were talk­ing in this strain, the wild geese had been stand­ing on the strand, plum­ing their feath­ers af­ter the flight. Now they marched in a long line up the rocky shore to the cleft where Dun­fin’s par­ents usu­ally stopped.

Dun­fin’s par­ents were good folk. They had lived on the is­land longer than any­one else, and it was their habit to coun­sel and aid all new­com­ers. They too had seen the geese ap­proach, but they had not rec­og­nized Dun­fin in the flock.

“It is strange to see wild geese land on this is­land,” re­marked the goose-mas­ter. “It is a fine flock—that one can see by their flight.”

“But it won’t be easy to find pas­turage for so many,” said the goose-wife, who was gen­tle and sweet-tem­pered, like Dun­fin.

When Akka came march­ing with her com­pany, Dun­fin’s par­ents went out to meet her and wel­come her to the is­land. Dun­fin flew from her place at the end of the line and lit be­tween her par­ents.

“Mother and fa­ther, I’m here at last!” she cried joy­ously. “Don’t you know Dun­fin?”

At first the old goose-par­ents could not quite make out what they saw, but when they rec­og­nized Dun­fin they were ab­surdly happy, of course.

While the wild geese and Morten Goosey-Gan­der and Dun­fin were chat­ter­ing ex­cit­edly, try­ing to tell how she had been res­cued, Pret­ty­wing and Gold­eye came run­ning. They cried “wel­come” and pre­tended to be so happy be­cause Dun­fin was at home that she was deeply moved.

The wild geese fared well on the is­land and de­cided not to travel far­ther un­til the fol­low­ing morn­ing. After a while the sis­ters asked Dun­fin if she would come with them and see the places where they in­tended to build their nests. She promptly ac­com­pa­nied them, and saw that they had picked out se­cluded and well pro­tected nest­ing places.

“Now where will you set­tle down, Dun­fin?” they asked.

“I? Why I don’t in­tend to re­main on the is­land,” she said. “I’m go­ing with the wild geese up to La­p­land.”

“What a pity that you must leave us!” said the sis­ters.

“I should have been very glad to re­main here with fa­ther and mother and you,” said Dun­fin, “had I not promised the big, white—”

“What!” shrieked Pret­ty­wing. “Are you to have the hand­some goosey-gan­der? Then it is—” But here Gold­eye gave her a sharp nudge, and she stopped short.

The two cruel sis­ters had much to talk about all the af­ter­noon. They were fu­ri­ous be­cause Dun­fin had a suitor like the white goosey-gan­der. They them­selves had suit­ors, but theirs were only com­mon gray geese, and, since they had seen Morten Goosey-Gan­der, they thought them so homely and low­bred that they did not wish even to look at them.

“This will grieve me to death!” whim­pered Gold­eye. “If at least it had been you, Sis­ter Pret­ty­wing, who had cap­tured him!”

“I would rather see him dead than to go about here the en­tire sum­mer think­ing of Dun­fin’s cap­tur­ing a white goosey-gan­der!” pouted Pret­ty­wing.

How­ever, the sis­ters con­tin­ued to ap­pear very friendly to­ward Dun­fin, and in the af­ter­noon Gold­eye took Dun­fin with her, that she might see the one she thought of mar­ry­ing.

“He’s not as at­trac­tive as the one you will have,” said Gold­eye. “But to make up for it, one can be cer­tain that he is what he is.”

“What do you mean, Gold­eye?” ques­tioned Dun­fin. At first Gold­eye would not ex­plain what she had meant, but at last she came out with it.

“We have never seen a white goose travel with wild geese,” said the sis­ter, “and we won­der if he can be be­witched.”

“You are very stupid,” re­torted Dun­fin in­dig­nantly. “He is a tame goose, of course.”

“He brings with him one who is be­witched,” said Gold­eye, “and, un­der the cir­cum­stances, he too must be be­witched. Are you not afraid that he may be a black cor­morant?” She was a good talker and suc­ceeded in fright­en­ing Dun­fin thor­oughly.

“You don’t mean what you are say­ing,” pleaded the lit­tle gray goose. “You only wish to frighten me!”

“I wish what is for your good, Dun­fin,” said Gold­eye. “I can’t imag­ine any­thing worse than for you to fly away with a black cor­morant! But now I shall tell you some­thing—try to per­suade him to eat some of the roots I have gath­ered here. If he is be­witched, it will be ap­par­ent at once. If he is not, he will re­main as he is.”

The boy was sit­ting amongst the wild geese, lis­ten­ing to Akka and the old goose-mas­ter, when Dun­fin came fly­ing up to him. “Thumbi­etot, Thumbi­etot!” she cried. “Morten Goosey-Gan­der is dy­ing! I have killed him!”

“Let me get up on your back, Dun­fin, and take me to him!” Away they flew, and Akka and the other wild geese fol­lowed them. When they got to the goosey-gan­der, he was ly­ing pros­trate on the ground. He could not ut­ter a word—only gasped for breath.

“Tickle him un­der the gorge and slap him on the back!” com­manded Akka. The boy did so and presently the big, white gan­der coughed up a large, white root, which had stuck in his gorge. “Have you been eat­ing of these?” asked Akka, point­ing to some roots that lay on the ground.

“Yes,” groaned the goosey-gan­der.

“Then it was well they stuck in your throat,” said Akka, “for they are poi­sonous. Had you swal­lowed them, you cer­tainly should have died.”

“Dun­fin bade me eat them,” said the goosey-gan­der.

“My sis­ter gave them to me,” protested Dun­fin, and she told ev­ery­thing.

“You must be­ware of those sis­ters of yours, Dun­fin!” warned Akka, “for they wish you no good, de­pend upon it!”

But Dun­fin was so con­sti­tuted that she could not think evil of any­one and, a mo­ment later, when Pret­ty­wing asked her to come and meet her in­tended, she went with her im­me­di­ately.

“Oh, he isn’t as hand­some as yours,” said the sis­ter, “but he’s much more coura­geous and dar­ing!”

“How do you know he is?” chal­lenged Dun­fin.

“For some time past there has been weep­ing and wail­ing amongst the sea gulls and wild ducks on the is­land. Every morn­ing at day­break a strange bird of prey comes and car­ries off one of them.”

“What kind of a bird is it?” asked Dun­fin.

“We don’t know,” replied the sis­ter. “One of his kind has never be­fore been seen on the is­land, and, strange to say, he has never at­tacked one of us geese. But now my in­tended has made up his mind to chal­lenge him to­mor­row morn­ing, and drive him away.”

“Oh, I hope he’ll suc­ceed!” said Dun­fin.

“I hardly think he will,” re­turned the sis­ter. “If my goosey-gan­der were as big and strong as yours, I should have hope.”

“Do you wish me to ask Morten Goosey-Gan­der to meet the strange bird?” asked Dun­fin.

“In­deed, I do!” ex­claimed Pret­ty­wing ex­cit­edly. “You couldn’t ren­der me a greater ser­vice.”

The next morn­ing the goosey-gan­der was up be­fore the sun. He sta­tioned him­self on the high­est point of the is­land and peered in all di­rec­tions. Presently he saw a big, dark bird com­ing from the west. His wings were ex­ceed­ingly large, and it was easy to tell that he was an ea­gle. The goosey-gan­der had not ex­pected a more dan­ger­ous ad­ver­sary than an owl, and how he un­der­stood that he could not es­cape this en­counter with his life. But it did not oc­cur to him to avoid a strug­gle with a bird who was many times stronger than him­self.

The great bird swooped down on a sea gull and dug his talons into it. Be­fore the ea­gle could spread his wings, Morten Goosey-Gan­der rushed up to him. “Drop that!” he shouted, “and don’t come here again or you’ll have me to deal with!”

“What kind of a lu­natic are you?” said the ea­gle. “It’s lucky for you that I never fight with geese, or you would soon be done for!”

Morten Goosey-Gan­der thought the ea­gle con­sid­ered him­self too good to fight with him and flew at him, in­censed, bit­ing him on the throat and beat­ing him with his wings. This, nat­u­rally, the ea­gle would not tol­er­ate and he be­gan to fight, but not with his full strength.

The boy lay sleep­ing in the quar­ters where Akka and the other wild geese slept, when Dun­fin called: “Thumbi­etot, Thumbi­etot! Morten Goosey-Gan­der is be­ing torn to pieces by an ea­gle.”

“Let me get up on your back, Dun­fin, and take me to him!” said the boy.

When they ar­rived on the scene Morten Goosey-Gan­der was badly torn, and bleed­ing, but he was still fight­ing. The boy could not bat­tle with the ea­gle; all that he could do was to seek more ef­fi­cient help.

“Hurry, Dun­fin, and call Akka and the wild geese!” he cried. The in­stant he said that, the ea­gle flew back and stopped fight­ing.

“Who’s speak­ing of Akka?” he asked. He saw Thumbi­etot and heard the wild geese honk­ing, so he spread his wings.

“Tell Akka I never ex­pected to run across her or any of her flock out here in the sea!” he said, and soared away in a rapid and grace­ful flight.

“That is the self­same ea­gle who once brought me back to the wild geese,” the boy re­marked, gaz­ing af­ter the bird in as­ton­ish­ment.

The geese had de­cided to leave the is­land at dawn, but first they wanted to feed awhile. As they walked about and nib­bled, a moun­tain duck came up to Dun­fin.

“I have a mes­sage for you from your sis­ters,” said the duck. “They dare not show them­selves among the wild geese, but they asked me to re­mind you not to leave the is­land with­out call­ing on the old fish­er­man.”

“That’s so!” ex­claimed Dun­fin, but she was so fright­ened now that she would not go alone, and asked the goosey-gan­der and Thumbi­etot to ac­com­pany her to the hut.

The door was open, so Dun­fin en­tered, but the oth­ers re­mained out­side. After a mo­ment they heard Akka give the sig­nal to start, and called Dun­fin. A gray goose came out and flew with the wild geese away from the is­land.

They had trav­elled quite a dis­tance along the ar­chi­pel­ago when the boy be­gan to won­der at the goose who ac­com­pa­nied them. Dun­fin al­ways flew lightly and noise­lessly, but this one laboured with heavy and noisy wing-strokes. “We are in the wrong com­pany. It is Pret­ty­wing that fol­lows us!”

The boy had barely spo­ken when the goose ut­tered such an ugly and an­gry shriek that all knew who she was. Akka and the oth­ers turned to her, but the gray goose did not fly away at once. In­stead she bumped against the big goosey-gan­der, snatched Thumbi­etot, and flew off with him in her bill.

There was a wild chase over the ar­chi­pel­ago. Pret­ty­wing flew fast, but the wild geese were close be­hind her, and there was no chance for her to es­cape.

Sud­denly they saw a puff of smoke rise up from the sea, and heard an ex­plo­sion. In their ex­cite­ment they had not no­ticed that they were di­rectly above a boat in which a lone fish­er­man was seated.

How­ever, none of the geese was hurt; but just there, above the boat, Pret­ty­wing opened her bill and dropped Thumbi­etot into the sea.





Stockholm


Skansen

A few years ago, at Skansen—the great park just out­side of Stock­holm where they have col­lected so many won­der­ful things—there lived a lit­tle old man, named Cle­ment Lars­son. He was from Häls­ing­land and had come to Skansen with his fid­dle to play folk dances and other old melodies. As a per­former, he ap­peared mostly in the evening. Dur­ing the day it was his busi­ness to sit on guard in one of the many pretty peas­ant cot­tages which have been moved to Skansen from all parts of the coun­try.

In the be­gin­ning Cle­ment thought that he fared bet­ter in his old age than he had ever dared dream; but af­ter a time he be­gan to dis­like the place ter­ri­bly, es­pe­cially while he was on watch duty. It was all very well when vis­i­tors came into the cot­tage to look around, but some days Cle­ment would sit for many hours all alone. Then he felt so home­sick that he feared he would have to give up his place. He was very poor and knew that at home he would be­come a charge on the parish. There­fore he tried to hold out as long as he could, al­though he felt more un­happy from day to day.

One beau­ti­ful evening in the be­gin­ning of May Cle­ment had been granted a few hours’ leave of ab­sence. He was on his way down the steep hill lead­ing out of Skansen, when he met an is­land fish­er­man com­ing along with his game bag. The fish­er­man was an ac­tive young man who came to Skansen with seafowl that he had man­aged to cap­ture alive. Cle­ment had met him be­fore, many times.

The fish­er­man stopped Cle­ment to ask if the su­per­in­ten­dent at Skansen was at home. When Cle­ment had replied, he, in turn, asked what choice thing the fish­er­man had in his bag. “You can see what I have,” the fish­er­man an­swered, “if in re­turn you will give me an idea as to what I should ask for it.”

He held open the bag and Cle­ment peeped into it once—and again—then quickly drew back a step or two. “Good gra­cious, Ash­b­jörn!” he ex­claimed. “How did you catch that one?”

He re­mem­bered that when he was a child his mother used to talk of the tiny folk who lived un­der the cabin floor. He was not per­mit­ted to cry or to be naughty, lest he pro­voke these small peo­ple. After he was grown he be­lieved his mother had made up these sto­ries about the elves to make him be­have him­self. But it had been no in­ven­tion of his mother’s, it seemed; for there, in Ash­b­jörn’s bag, lay one of the tiny folk.

There was a lit­tle of the ter­ror nat­u­ral to child­hood left in Cle­ment, and he felt a shud­der run down his spinal col­umn as he peeped into the bag. Ash­b­jörn saw that he was fright­ened and be­gan to laugh; but Cle­ment took the mat­ter se­ri­ously. “Tell me, Ash­b­jörn, where you came across him?” he asked.

“You may be sure that I wasn’t ly­ing in wait for him!” said Ash­b­jörn. “He came to me. I started out early this morn­ing and took my ri­fle along into the boat. I had just poled away from the shore when I sighted some wild geese com­ing from the east, shriek­ing like mad. I sent them a shot, but hit none of them. In­stead this crea­ture came tum­bling down into the wa­ter—so close to the boat that I only had to put my hand out and pick him up.”

“I hope you didn’t shoot him, Ash­b­jörn?”

“Oh, no! He is well and sound; but when he came down, he was a lit­tle dazed at first, so I took ad­van­tage of that fact to wind the ends of two sail threads around his an­kles and wrists, so that he couldn’t run away. ‘Ha! Here’s some­thing for Skansen,’ I thought in­stantly.”

Cle­ment grew strangely trou­bled as the fish­er­man talked. All that he had heard about the tiny folk in his child­hood—of their vin­dic­tive­ness to­ward en­e­mies and their benev­o­lence to­ward friends—came back to him. It had never gone well with those who had at­tempted to hold one of them cap­tive.

“You should have let him go at once, Ash­b­jörn,” said Cle­ment.

“I came pre­cious near be­ing forced to set him free,” re­turned the fish­er­man. “You may as well know, Cle­ment, that the wild geese fol­lowed me all the way home, and they criss­crossed over the is­land the whole morn­ing, honk-honk­ing as if they wanted him back. Not only they, but the en­tire pop­u­la­tion—sea gulls, sea swal­lows, and many oth­ers who are not worth a shot of pow­der, alighted on the is­land and made an aw­ful racket. When I came out they flut­tered about me un­til I had to turn back. My wife begged me to let him go, but I had made up my mind that he should come here to Skansen, so I placed one of the chil­dren’s dolls in the win­dow, hid the midget in the bot­tom of my bag, and started away. The birds must have fan­cied that it was he who stood in the win­dow, for they per­mit­ted me to leave with­out pur­su­ing me.”

“Does it say any­thing?” asked Cle­ment.

“Yes. At first he tried to call to the birds, but I wouldn’t have it and put a gag in his mouth.”

“Oh, Ash­b­jörn!” protested Cle­ment. “How can you treat him so! Don’t you see that he is some­thing su­per­nat­u­ral!”

“I don’t know what he is,” said Ash­b­jörn calmly. “Let oth­ers con­sider that. I’m sat­is­fied if only I can get a good sum for him. Now tell me, Cle­ment, what you think the doc­tor at Skansen would give me.”

There was a long pause be­fore Cle­ment replied. He felt very sorry for the poor lit­tle chap. He ac­tu­ally imag­ined that his mother was stand­ing be­side him telling him that he must al­ways be kind to the tiny folk.

“I have no idea what the doc­tor up there would care to give you, Ash­b­jörn,” he said fi­nally. “But if you will leave him with me, I’ll pay you twenty kro­ner for him.”

Ash­b­jörn stared at the fid­dler in amaze­ment when he heard him name so large a sum. He thought that Cle­ment be­lieved the midget had some mys­te­ri­ous power and might be of ser­vice for him. He was by no means cer­tain that the doc­tor would think him such a great find or would of­fer to pay so high a sum for him; so he ac­cepted Cle­ment’s prof­fer.

The fid­dler poked his pur­chase into one of his wide pock­ets, turned back to Skansen, and went into a moss-cov­ered hut, where there were nei­ther vis­i­tors nor guards. He closed the door af­ter him, took out the midget, who was still bound hand and foot and gagged, and laid him down gen­tly on a bench.

“Now lis­ten to what I say!” said Cle­ment. “I know of course that such as you do not like to be seen of men, but pre­fer to go about and busy your­selves in your own way. There­fore I have de­cided to give you your lib­erty—but only on con­di­tion that you will re­main in this park un­til I per­mit you to leave. If you agree to this, nod your head three times.”

Cle­ment gazed at the midget with con­fi­dent ex­pec­ta­tion, but the lat­ter did not move a mus­cle.

“You shall not fare badly,” con­tin­ued Cle­ment. “I’ll see to it that you are fed ev­ery day, and you will have so much to do there that the time will not seem long to you. But you mustn’t go else­where till I give you leave. Now we’ll agree as to a sig­nal. So long as I set your food out in a white bowl you are to stay. When I set it out in a blue one you may go.”

Cle­ment paused again, ex­pect­ing the midget to give the sign of ap­proval, but he did not stir.

“Very well,” said Cle­ment, “then there’s no choice but to show you to the mas­ter of this place. Then you’ll be put in a glass case, and all the peo­ple in the big city of Stock­holm will come and stare at you.”

This scared the midget, and he promptly gave the sig­nal.

“That was right,” said Cle­ment as he cut the cord that bound the midget’s hands. Then he hur­ried to­ward the door.

The boy un­loosed the bands around his an­kles and tore away the gag be­fore think­ing of any­thing else. When he turned to Cle­ment to thank him, he had gone.

Just out­side the door Cle­ment met a hand­some, no­ble-look­ing gen­tle­man, who was on his way to a place close by from which there was a beau­ti­ful out­look. Cle­ment could not re­call hav­ing seen the stately old man be­fore, but the lat­ter must surely have no­ticed Cle­ment some­time when he was play­ing the fid­dle, be­cause he stopped and spoke to him.

“Good day, Cle­ment!” he said. “How do you do? You are not ill, are you? I think you have grown a bit thin of late.”

There was such an ex­pres­sion of kind­li­ness about the old gen­tle­man that Cle­ment plucked up courage and told him of his home­sick­ness.

“What!” ex­claimed the old gen­tle­man. “Are you home­sick when you are in Stock­holm? It can’t be pos­si­ble!” He looked al­most of­fended. Then he re­flected that it was only an ig­no­rant old peas­ant from Häls­ing­land that he talked with—and so re­sumed his friendly at­ti­tude.

“Surely you have never heard how the city of Stock­holm was founded? If you had, you would com­pre­hend that your anx­i­ety to get away is only a fool­ish fancy. Come with me to the bench over yon­der and I will tell you some­thing about Stock­holm.”

When the old gen­tle­man was seated on the bench he glanced down at the city, which spread in all its glory be­low him, and he drew a deep breath, as if he wished to drink in all the beauty of the land­scape. There­upon he turned to the fid­dler.

“Look, Cle­ment!” he said, and as he talked he traced with his cane a lit­tle map in the sand in front of them. “Here lies Up­p­land, and here, to the south, a point juts out, which is split up by a num­ber of bays. And here we have Sörm­land with an­other point, which is just as cut up and points straight north. Here, from the west, comes a lake filled with is­lands: It is Lake Mälar. From the east comes an­other body of wa­ter, which can barely squeeze in be­tween the is­lands and islets. It is the East Sea. Here, Cle­ment, where Up­p­land joins Sörm­land and Mälaren joins the East Sea, comes a short river, in the cen­tre of which lie four lit­tle islets that di­vide the river into sev­eral trib­u­taries—one of which is called Nor­riström but was for­merly Stock­sund.

“In the be­gin­ning these islets were com­mon wooded is­lands, such as one finds in plenty on Lake Mälar even to­day, and for ages they were en­tirely un­in­hab­ited. They were well lo­cated be­tween two bod­ies of wa­ter and two bod­ies of land; but this no one re­marked. Year af­ter year passed; peo­ple set­tled along Lake Mälar and in the ar­chi­pel­ago, but these river is­lands at­tracted no set­tlers. Some­times it hap­pened that a sea­farer put into port at one of them and pitched his tent for the night; but no one re­mained there long.

“One day a fish­er­man, who lived on Lid­ing Is­land, out in Salt Fjord, steered his boat to­ward Lake Mälar, where he had such good luck with his fish­ing that he for­got to start for home in time. He got no far­ther than the four islets, and the best he could do was to land on one and wait un­til later in the night, when there would be bright moon­light.

“It was late sum­mer and warm. The fish­er­man hauled his boat on land, lay down be­side it, his head rest­ing upon a stone, and fell asleep. When he awoke the moon had been up a long while. It hung right above him and shone with such splen­dour that it was like broad day­light.

“The man jumped to his feet and was about to push his boat into the wa­ter, when he saw a lot of black specks mov­ing out in the stream. A school of seals was head­ing full speed for the is­land. When the fish­er­man saw that they in­tended to crawl up on land, he bent down for his spear, which he al­ways took with him in the boat. But when he straight­ened up, he saw no seals. In­stead, there stood on the strand the most beau­ti­ful young maid­ens, dressed in green, trail­ing satin robes, with pearl crowns upon their heads. The fish­er­man un­der­stood that these were mer­maids who lived on des­o­late rock is­lands far out at sea and had as­sumed seal dis­guises in or­der to come up on land and en­joy the moon­light on the green islets.

“He laid down the spear very cau­tiously, and when the young maid­ens came up on the is­land to play, he stole be­hind and sur­veyed them. He had heard that sea-nymphs were so beau­ti­ful and fas­ci­nat­ing that no one could see them and not be en­chanted by their charms; and he had to ad­mit that this was not too much to say of them.

“When he had stood for a while un­der the shadow of the trees and watched the dance, he went down to the strand, took one of the seal skins ly­ing there, and hid it un­der a stone. Then he went back to his boat, lay down be­side it, and pre­tended to be asleep.

“Presently he saw the young maid­ens trip down to the strand to don their seal skins. At first all was play and laugh­ter, which was changed to weep­ing and wail­ing when one of the mer­maids could not find her seal robe. Her com­pan­ions ran up and down the strand and helped her search for it, but no trace could they find. While they were seek­ing they no­ticed that the sky was grow­ing pale and the day was break­ing, so they could tarry no longer, and they all swam away, leav­ing be­hind the one whose seal skin was miss­ing. She sat on the strand and wept.

“The fish­er­man felt sorry for her, of course, but he forced him­self to lie still till day­break. Then he got up, pushed the boat into the wa­ter, and stepped into it to make it ap­pear that he saw her by chance af­ter he had lifted the oars.

“ ‘Who are you?’ he called out. ‘Are you ship­wrecked?’

“She ran to­ward him and asked if he had seen her seal skin. The fish­er­man looked as if he did not know what she was talk­ing about. She sat down again and wept. Then he de­ter­mined to take her with him in the boat. ‘Come with me to my cot­tage,’ he com­manded, ‘and my mother will take care of you. You can’t stay here on the is­land, where you have nei­ther food nor shel­ter!’ He talked so con­vinc­ingly that she was per­suaded to step into his boat.

“Both the fish­er­man and his mother were very kind to the poor mer­maid, and she seemed to be happy with them. She grew more con­tented ev­ery day and helped the older woman with her work, and was ex­actly like any other is­land lass—only she was much pret­tier. One day the fish­er­man asked her if she would be his wife, and she did not ob­ject, but at once said yes.

“Prepa­ra­tions were made for the wed­ding. The mer­maid dressed as a bride in her green, trail­ing robe with the shim­mer­ing pearl crown she had worn when the fish­er­man first saw her. There was nei­ther church nor par­son on the is­land at that time, so the bridal party seated them­selves in the boats to row up to the first church they should find.

“The fish­er­man had the mer­maid and his mother in his boat, and he rowed so well that he was far ahead of all the oth­ers. When he had come so far that he could see the islet in the river, where he won his bride, he could not help smil­ing.

“ ‘What are you smil­ing at?’ she asked.

“ ‘Oh, I’m think­ing of that night when I hid your seal skin,’ an­swered the fish­er­man; for he felt so sure of her that he thought there was no longer any need for him to con­ceal any­thing.

“ ‘What are you say­ing?’ asked the bride, as­ton­ished. ‘Surely I have never pos­sessed a seal skin!’ It ap­peared she had for­got­ten ev­ery­thing.

“ ‘Don’t you rec­ol­lect how you danced with the mer­maids?’ he asked.

“ ‘I don’t know what you mean,’ said the bride. ‘I think that you must have dreamed a strange dream last night.’

“If I show you your seal skin, you’ll prob­a­bly be­lieve me!’ laughed the fish­er­man, promptly turn­ing the boat to­ward the islet. They stepped ashore and he brought the seal skin out from un­der the stone where he had hid­den it.

“But the in­stant the bride set eyes on the seal skin she grasped it and drew it over her head. It snug­gled close to her—as if there was life in it—and im­me­di­ately she threw her­self into the stream.

“The bride­groom saw her swim away and plunged into the wa­ter af­ter her; but he could not catch up to her. When he saw that he couldn’t stop her in any other way, in his grief he seized his spear and hurled it. He aimed bet­ter than he had in­tended, for the poor mer­maid gave a pierc­ing shriek and dis­ap­peared in the depths.

“The fish­er­man stood on the strand wait­ing for her to ap­pear again. He ob­served that the wa­ter around him be­gan to take on a soft sheen, a beauty that he had never seen be­fore. It shim­mered in pink and white, like the colour-play on the in­side of sea shells.

“As the glit­ter­ing wa­ter lapped the shores, the fish­er­man thought that they too were trans­formed. They be­gan to blos­som and waft their per­fumes. A soft sheen spread over them and they also took on a beauty which they had never pos­sessed be­fore.

“He un­der­stood how all this had come to pass. For it is thus with mer­maids: one who be­holds them must needs find them more beau­ti­ful than any­one else, and the mer­maid’s blood be­ing mixed with the wa­ter that bathed the shores, her beauty was trans­ferred to both. All who saw them must love them and yearn for them. This was their legacy from the mer­maid.”

When the stately old gen­tle­man had got thus far in his nar­ra­tive he turned to Cle­ment and looked at him. Cle­ment nod­ded rev­er­ently but made no com­ment, as he did not wish to cause a break in the story.

“Now you must bear this in mind, Cle­ment,” the old gen­tle­man con­tin­ued, with a rogu­ish glint in his eyes. “From that time on peo­ple em­i­grated to the is­lands. At first only fish­er­men and peas­ants set­tled there, but oth­ers, too, were at­tracted to them. One day the king and his earl sailed up the stream. They started at once to talk of these is­lands, hav­ing ob­served they were so sit­u­ated that ev­ery ves­sel that sailed to­ward Lake Mälar had to pass them. The earl sug­gested that there ought to be a lock put on the chan­nel which could be opened or closed at will, to let in mer­chant ves­sels and shut out pi­rates.

“This idea was car­ried out,” said the old gen­tle­man, as he rose and be­gan to trace in the sand again with his cane. “On the largest of these is­lands the earl erected a fortress with a strong tower, which was called ‘Kär­nan.’ And around the is­land a wall was built. Here, at the north and south ends of the wall, they made gates and placed strong tow­ers over them. Across the other is­lands they built bridges; these were like­wise equipped with high tow­ers. Out in the wa­ter, round about, they put a wreath of piles with bars that could open and close, so that no ves­sel could sail past with­out per­mis­sion.

“There­fore you see, Cle­ment, the four is­lands which had lain so long un­no­ticed were soon strongly for­ti­fied. But this was not all, for the shores and the sound tempted peo­ple, and be­fore long they came from all quar­ters to set­tle there. They built a church, which has since been called ‘Storkyrkan.’ Here it stands, near the cas­tle. And here, within the walls, were the lit­tle huts the pi­o­neers built for them­selves. They were prim­i­tive, but they served their pur­pose. More was not needed at that time to make the place pass for a city. And the city was named Stock­holm.

“There came a day, Cle­ment, when the earl who had be­gun the work went to his fi­nal rest, and Stock­holm was with­out a mas­ter builder. Monks called the Gray Fri­ars came to the coun­try. Stock­holm at­tracted them. They asked per­mis­sion to erect a monastery there, so the king gave them an is­land—one of the smaller ones—this one fac­ing Lake Mälar. There they built, and the place was called Gray Fri­ars’ Is­land. Other monks came, called the Black Fri­ars. They, too, asked for right to build in Stock­holm, near the south gate. On this, the larger of the is­lands north of the city, a ‘Holy Ghost House,’ or hos­pi­tal, was built; while on the smaller one thrifty men put up a mill, and along the lit­tle is­lands close by the monks fished. As you know, there is only one is­land now, for the canal be­tween the two has filled up; but it is still called Holy Ghost Is­land.

“And now, Cle­ment, all the lit­tle wooded is­lands were dot­ted with houses, but still peo­ple kept stream­ing in; for these shores and wa­ters have the power to draw peo­ple to them. Hither came pi­ous women of the Order of Saint Clara and asked for ground to build upon. For them there was no choice but to set­tle on the north shore, at Nor­rmalm, as it is called. You may be sure that they were not over pleased with this lo­ca­tion, for across Nor­rmalm ran a high ridge, and on that the city had its gal­lows hill, so that it was a de­tested spot. Nev­er­the­less the Poor Clares erected their church and their con­vent on the strand be­low the ridge. After they were es­tab­lished there they soon found plenty of fol­low­ers. Upon the ridge it­self were built a hos­pi­tal and a church, con­se­crated to Saint Go­ran, and just be­low the ridge a church was erected to Saint Ja­cob.

“And even at Sö­der­malm, where the moun­tain rises per­pen­dic­u­larly from the strand, they be­gan to build. There they raised a church to Saint Mary.

“But you must not think that only clois­ter folk moved to Stock­holm! There were also many oth­ers—prin­ci­pally Ger­man trades­men and ar­ti­sans. Th­ese were more skilled than the Swedes, and were well re­ceived. They set­tled within the walls of the city where they pulled down the wretched lit­tle cab­ins that stood there and built high, mag­nif­i­cent stone houses. But space was not plen­ti­ful within the walls, there­fore they had to build the houses close to­gether, with gables fac­ing the nar­row by-lanes. So you see, Cle­ment, that Stock­holm could at­tract peo­ple!”

At this point in the nar­ra­tive an­other gen­tle­man ap­peared and walked rapidly down the path to­ward the man who was talk­ing to Cle­ment, but he waved his hand, and the other re­mained at a dis­tance. The dig­ni­fied old gen­tle­man still sat on the bench be­side the fid­dler.

“Now, Cle­ment, you must ren­der me a ser­vice,” he said. “I have no time to talk more with you, but I will send you a book about Stock­holm and you must read it from cover to cover. I have, so to speak, laid the foun­da­tions of Stock­holm for you. Study the rest out for your­self and learn how the city has thrived and changed. Read how the lit­tle, nar­row, wall-en­closed city on the is­lands has spread into this great sea of houses be­low us. Read how, on the spot where the dark tower Kär­nan once stood, the beau­ti­ful, light cas­tle be­low us was erected and how the Gray Fri­ars’ church has been turned into the burial place of the Swedish kings; read how islet af­ter islet was built up with fac­to­ries; how the ridge was low­ered and the sound filled in; how the truck gar­dens at the south and north ends of the city have been con­verted into beau­ti­ful parks or built-up quar­ters; how the King’s pri­vate deer park has be­come the peo­ple’s favourite plea­sure re­sort. You must make your­self at home here, Cle­ment. This city does not be­long ex­clu­sively to the Stock­holmers. It be­longs to you and to all Swedes.

“As you read about Stock­holm, re­mem­ber that I have spo­ken the truth, for the city has the power to draw ev­ery­one to it. First the King moved here, then the no­bles built their palaces here, and then one af­ter an­other was at­tracted to the place, so that now, as you see, Stock­holm is not a city unto it­self or for nearby dis­tricts; it has grown into a city for the whole king­dom.

“You know, Cle­ment, that there are ju­di­cial courts in ev­ery parish through­out the land, but in Stock­holm they have ju­ris­dic­tion for the whole na­tion. You know that there are judges in ev­ery dis­trict court in the coun­try, but at Stock­holm there is only one court, to which all the oth­ers are ac­count­able. You know that there are bar­racks and troops in ev­ery part of the land, but those at Stock­holm com­mand the whole army. Every­where in the coun­try you will find rail­roads, but the whole great na­tional sys­tem is con­trolled and man­aged at Stock­holm; here you will find the gov­ern­ing boards for the clergy, for teach­ers, for physi­cians, for bailiffs and ju­rors. This is the heart of your coun­try, Cle­ment. All the change you have in your pocket is coined here, and the postage stamps you stick on your let­ters are made here. There is some­thing here for ev­ery Swede. Here no one need feel home­sick, for here all Swedes are at home.

“And when you read of all that has been brought here to Stock­holm, think too of the lat­est that the city has at­tracted to it­self: these old-time peas­ant cot­tages here at Skansen; the old dances; the old cos­tumes and house-fur­nish­ings; the mu­si­cians and sto­ry­tellers. Every­thing good of the old times Stock­holm has tempted here to Skansen to do it hon­our, that it may, in turn, stand be­fore the peo­ple with re­newed glory.

“But, first and last, re­mem­ber as you read about Stock­holm that you are to sit in this place. You must see how the waves sparkle in joy­ous play and how the shores shim­mer with beauty. You will come un­der the spell of their witch­ery, Cle­ment.”

The hand­some old gen­tle­man had raised his voice, so that it rang out strong and com­mand­ing, and his eyes shone. Then he rose, and, with a wave of his hand to Cle­ment, walked away. Cle­ment un­der­stood that the one who had been talk­ing to him was a great man, and he bowed to him as low as he could.

The next day came a royal lackey with a big red book and a let­ter for Cle­ment, and in the let­ter it said that the book was from the King.

After that the lit­tle old man, Cle­ment Lars­son, was light­headed for sev­eral days, and it was im­pos­si­ble to get a sen­si­ble word out of him. When a week had gone by, he went to the su­per­in­ten­dent and gave in his no­tice. He sim­ply had to go home.

“Why must you go home? Can’t you learn to be con­tent here?” asked the doc­tor.

“Oh, I’m con­tented here,” said Cle­ment. “That mat­ter trou­bles me no longer, but I must go home all the same.”

Cle­ment was quite per­turbed be­cause the King had said that he should learn all about Stock­holm and be happy there. But he could not rest un­til he had told ev­ery­one at home that the King had said those words to him. He could not re­nounce the idea of stand­ing on the church knoll at home and telling high and low that the King had been so kind to him, that he had sat be­side him on the bench, and had sent him a book, and had taken the time to talk to him—a poor fid­dler—for a whole hour, in or­der to cure him of his home­sick­ness. It was good to re­late this to the La­p­lan­ders and Dale­car­lian peas­ant girls at Skansen, but what was that com­pared to be­ing able to tell of it at home?

Even if Cle­ment were to end in the poor­house, it wouldn’t be so hard af­ter this. He was a to­tally dif­fer­ent man from what he had been, and he would be re­spected and hon­oured in a very dif­fer­ent way.

This new yearn­ing took pos­ses­sion of Cle­ment. He sim­ply had to go up to the doc­tor and say that he must go home.





Gorgo, the Eagle


In the Mountain Glen

Far up among the moun­tains of La­p­land there was an old ea­gle’s nest on a ledge which pro­jected from a high cliff. The nest was made of dry twigs of pine and spruce, in­ter­laced one with an­other un­til they formed a per­fect net­work. Year by year the nest had been re­paired and strength­ened. It was about two me­tres wide, and nearly as high as a La­p­lan­der’s hut.

The cliff on which the ea­gle’s nest was sit­u­ated tow­ered above a big glen, which was in­hab­ited in sum­mer by a flock of wild geese, as it was an ex­cel­lent refuge for them. It was so se­cluded be­tween cliffs that not many knew of it, even among the La­p­lan­ders them­selves.

In the heart of this glen there was a small, round lake in which was an abun­dance of food for the tiny goslings, and on the tufted lake shores which were cov­ered with osier bushes and dwarfed birches the geese found fine nest­ing places.

In all ages ea­gles had lived on the moun­tain, and geese in the glen. Every year the for­mer car­ried off a few of the lat­ter, but they were very care­ful not to take so many that the wild geese would be afraid to re­main in the glen. The geese, in their turn, found the ea­gles quite use­ful. They were rob­bers, to be sure, but they kept other rob­bers away.

Two years be­fore Nils Hol­gers­son trav­elled with the wild geese the old leader-goose, Akka from Keb­nekaise, was stand­ing at the foot of the moun­tain slope look­ing to­ward the ea­gle’s nest.

The ea­gles were in the habit of start­ing on their chase soon af­ter sun­rise; dur­ing the sum­mers that Akka had lived in the glen she had watched ev­ery morn­ing for their de­par­ture to find if they stopped in the glen to hunt, or if they flew be­yond it to other hunt­ing grounds.

She did not have to wait long be­fore the two ea­gles left the ledge on the cliff. Stately and ter­ror-strik­ing they soared into the air. They di­rected their course to­ward the plain, and Akka breathed a sigh of re­lief.

The old leader-goose’s days of nest­ing and rear­ing of young were over, and dur­ing the sum­mer she passed the time go­ing from one goose range to an­other, giv­ing coun­sel re­gard­ing the brood­ing and care of the young. Aside from this she kept an eye out not only for ea­gles but also for moun­tain fox and owls and all other en­e­mies who were a men­ace to the wild geese and their young.

About noon­time Akka be­gan to watch for the ea­gles again. This she had done ev­ery day dur­ing all the sum­mers that she had lived in the glen. She could tell at once by their flight if their hunt had been suc­cess­ful, and in that event she felt re­lieved for the safety of those who be­longed to her. But on this par­tic­u­lar day she had not seen the ea­gles re­turn. “I must be get­ting old and stupid,” she thought, when she had waited a time for them. “The ea­gles have prob­a­bly been home this long while.”

In the af­ter­noon she looked to­ward the cliff again, ex­pect­ing to see the ea­gles perched on the rocky ledge where they usu­ally took their af­ter­noon rest; to­ward evening, when they took their bath in the dale lake, she tried again to get sight of them, but failed. Again she be­moaned the fact that she was grow­ing old. She was so ac­cus­tomed to hav­ing the ea­gles on the moun­tain above her that she could not imag­ine the pos­si­bil­ity of their not hav­ing re­turned.

The fol­low­ing morn­ing Akka was awake in good sea­son to watch for the ea­gles; but she did not see them. On the other hand, she heard in the morn­ing still­ness a cry that sounded both an­gry and plain­tive, and it seemed to come from the ea­gles’ nest. “Can there pos­si­bly be any­thing amiss with the ea­gles?” she won­dered. She spread her wings quickly, and rose so high that she could per­fectly well look down into the nest.

There she saw nei­ther of the ea­gles. There was no one in the nest save a lit­tle half-fledged ea­glet who was scream­ing for food.

Akka sank down to­ward the ea­gles’ nest, slowly and re­luc­tantly. It was a grue­some place to come to! It was plain what kind of rob­ber folk lived there! In the nest and on the cliff ledge lay bleached bones, bloody feath­ers, pieces of skin, hares’ heads, birds’ beaks, and the tufted claws of grouse. The ea­glet, who was ly­ing in the midst of this, was re­pul­sive to look upon, with his big, gap­ing bill, his awk­ward, down-clad body, and his un­de­vel­oped wings where the prospec­tive quills stuck out like thorns.

At last Akka con­quered her re­pug­nance and alighted on the edge of the nest, at the same time glanc­ing about her anx­iously in ev­ery di­rec­tion, for each sec­ond she ex­pected to see the old ea­gles com­ing back.

“It is well that some­one has come at last,” cried the baby ea­gle. “Fetch me some food at once!”

“Well, well, don’t be in such haste,” said Akka. “Tell me first where your fa­ther and mother are.”

“That’s what I should like to know my­self. They went off yes­ter­day morn­ing and left me a lem­ming to live upon while they were away. You can be­lieve that was eaten long ago. It’s a shame for mother to let me starve in this way!”

Akka be­gan to think that the ea­gles had re­ally been shot, and she rea­soned that if she were to let the ea­glet starve she might per­haps be rid of the whole rob­ber tribe for all time. But it went very much against her not to suc­cour a de­serted young one so far as she could.

“Why do you sit there and stare?” snapped the ea­glet. “Didn’t you hear me say I want food?”

Akka spread her wings and sank down to the lit­tle lake in the glen. A mo­ment later she re­turned to the ea­gles’ nest with a salmon trout in her bill.

The ea­glet flew into a tem­per when she dropped the fish in front of him.

“Do you think I can eat such stuff?” he shrieked, push­ing it aside, and try­ing to strike Akka with his bill. “Fetch me a wil­low grouse or a lem­ming, do you hear?”

Akka stretched her head for­ward, and gave the ea­glet a sharp nip in the neck. “Let me say to you,” re­marked the old goose, “that if I’m to pro­cure food for you, you must be sat­is­fied with what I give you. Your fa­ther and mother are dead, and from them you can get no help; but if you want to lie here and starve to death while you wait for grouse and lem­ming, I shall not hin­der you.”

When Akka had spo­ken her mind she promptly re­tired, and did not show her face in the ea­gles’ nest again for some time. But when she did re­turn, the ea­glet had eaten the fish, and when she dropped an­other in front of him he swal­lowed it at once, al­though it was plain that he found it very dis­taste­ful.

Akka had im­posed upon her­self a te­dious task. The old ea­gles never ap­peared again, and she alone had to pro­cure for the ea­glet all the food he needed. She gave him fish and frogs and he did not seem to fare badly on this diet, but grew big and strong. He soon for­got his par­ents, the ea­gles, and fan­cied that Akka was his real mother. Akka, in turn, loved him as if he had been her own child. She tried to give him a good bring­ing up, and to cure him of his wild­ness and over­bear­ing ways.

After a fort­night Akka ob­served that the time was ap­proach­ing for her to moult and put on a new feather dress so as to be ready to fly. For a whole moon she would be un­able to carry food to the baby ea­glet, and he might starve to death.

So Akka said to him one day: “Gorgo, I can’t come to you any more with fish. Every­thing de­pends now upon your pluck—which means can you dare to ven­ture into the glen, so I can con­tinue to pro­cure food for you? You must choose be­tween star­va­tion and fly­ing down to the glen, but that, too, may cost you your life.”

Without a sec­ond’s hes­i­ta­tion the ea­glet stepped upon the edge of the nest. Barely tak­ing the trou­ble to mea­sure the dis­tance to the bot­tom, he spread his tiny wings and started away. He rolled over and over in space, but nev­er­the­less made enough use of his wings to reach the ground al­most un­hurt.

Down there in the glen Gorgo passed the sum­mer in com­pany with the lit­tle goslings, and was a good com­rade for them. Since he re­garded him­self as a gosling, he tried to live as they lived; when they swam in the lake he fol­lowed them un­til he came near drown­ing. It was most em­bar­rass­ing to him that he could not learn to swim, and he went to Akka and com­plained of his in­abil­ity.

“Why can’t I swim like the oth­ers?” he asked.

“Your claws grew too hooked, and your toes too large while you were up there on the cliff,” Akka replied. “But you’ll make a fine bird all the same.”

The ea­glet’s wings soon grew so large that they could carry him; but not un­til au­tumn, when the goslings learned to fly, did it dawn upon him that he could use them for flight. There came a proud time for him, for at this sport he was the peer of them all. His com­pan­ions never stayed up in the air any longer than they had to, but he stayed there nearly the whole day, and prac­tised the art of fly­ing. So far it had not oc­curred to him that he was of an­other species than the geese, but he could not help not­ing a num­ber of things that sur­prised him, and he ques­tioned Akka con­stantly.

“Why do grouse and lem­ming run and hide when they see my shadow on the cliff?” he queried. “They don’t show such fear of the other goslings.”

“Your wings grew too big when you were on the cliff,” said Akka. “It is that which fright­ens the lit­tle wretches. But don’t be un­happy be­cause of that. You’ll be a fine bird all the same.”

After the ea­gle had learned to fly, he taught him­self to fish, and to catch frogs. But by and by he be­gan to pon­der this also.

“How does it hap­pen that I live on fish and frogs?” he asked. “The other goslings don’t.”

“This is due to the fact that I had no other food to give you when you were on the cliff,” said Akka. “But don’t let that make you sad. You’ll be a fine bird all the same.”

When the wild geese be­gan their au­tumn mov­ing, Gorgo flew along with the flock, re­gard­ing him­self all the while as one of them. The air was filled with birds who were on their way south, and there was great ex­cite­ment among them when Akka ap­peared with an ea­gle in her train. The wild goose flock was con­tin­u­ally sur­rounded by swarms of the cu­ri­ous who loudly ex­pressed their as­ton­ish­ment. Akka bade them be silent, but it was im­pos­si­ble to stop so many wag­ging tongues.

“Why do they call me an ea­gle?” Gorgo asked re­peat­edly, grow­ing more and more ex­as­per­ated. “Can’t they see that I’m a wild goose? I’m no bird-eater who preys upon his kind. How dare they give me such an ugly name?”

One day they flew above a barn yard where many chick­ens walked on a dump heap and picked. “An ea­gle! An ea­gle!” shrieked the chick­ens, and started to run for shel­ter. But Gorgo, who had heard the ea­gles spo­ken of as sav­age crim­i­nals, could not con­trol his anger. He snapped his wings to­gether and shot down to the ground, strik­ing his talons into one of the hens. “I’ll teach you, I will, that I’m no ea­gle!” he screamed fu­ri­ously, and struck with his beak.

That in­stant he heard Akka call to him from the air, and rose obe­di­ently. The wild goose flew to­ward him and be­gan to rep­ri­mand him. “What are you try­ing to do?” she cried, beat­ing him with her bill. “Was it per­haps your in­ten­tion to tear that poor hen to pieces?” But when the ea­gle took his pun­ish­ment from the wild goose with­out a protest, there arose from the great bird throng around them a per­fect storm of taunts and gibes. The ea­gle heard this, and turned to­ward Akka with flam­ing eyes, as though he would have liked to at­tack her. But he sud­denly changed his mind, and with quick wing strokes bounded into the air, soar­ing so high that no call could reach him; and he sailed around up there as long as the wild geese saw him.

Two days later he ap­peared again in the wild goose flock.

“I know who I am,” he said to Akka. “Since I am an ea­gle, I must live as be­comes an ea­gle; but I think that we can be friends all the same. You or any of yours I shall never at­tack.”

But Akka had set her heart on suc­cess­fully train­ing an ea­gle into a mild and harm­less bird, and she could not tol­er­ate his want­ing to do as he chose.

“Do you think that I wish to be the friend of a bird-eater?” she asked. “Live as I have taught you to live, and you may travel with my flock as hereto­fore.”

Both were proud and stub­born, and nei­ther of them would yield. It ended in Akka’s for­bid­ding the ea­gle to show his face in her neigh­bour­hood, and her anger to­ward him was so in­tense that no one dared speak his name in her pres­ence.

After that Gorgo roamed around the coun­try, alone and shunned, like all great rob­bers. He was of­ten down­hearted, and cer­tainly longed many a time for the days when he thought him­self a wild goose, and played with the merry goslings.

Among the an­i­mals he had a great rep­u­ta­tion for courage. They used to say of him that he feared no one but his fos­ter-mother, Akka. And they could also say of him that he never used vi­o­lence against a wild goose.



In Captivity

Gorgo was only three years old, and had not as yet thought about mar­ry­ing and procur­ing a home for him­self, when he was cap­tured one day by a hunter, and sold to the Skansen Zoö­log­i­cal Gar­den, where there were al­ready two ea­gles held cap­tive in a cage built of iron bars and steel wires. The cage stood out in the open, and was so large that a cou­ple of trees had eas­ily been moved into it, and quite a large cairn was piled up in there. Notwith­stand­ing all this, the birds were un­happy. They sat mo­tion­less on the same spot nearly all day. Their pretty, dark feather dresses be­came rough and lus­tre­less, and their eyes were riv­eted with hope­less long­ing on the sky with­out.

Dur­ing the first week of Gorgo’s cap­tiv­ity he was still awake and full of life, but later a heavy tor­por came upon him. He perched him­self on one spot, like the other ea­gles, and stared at va­cancy. He no longer knew how the days passed.

One morn­ing when Gorgo sat in his usual tor­por, he heard some­one call to him from be­low. He was so drowsy that he could barely rouse him­self enough to lower his glance.

“Who is call­ing me?” he asked.

“Oh, Gorgo! Don’t you know me? It’s Thumbi­etot who used to fly around with the wild geese.”

“Is Akka also cap­tured?” asked Gorgo in the tone of one who is try­ing to col­lect his thoughts af­ter a long sleep.

“No; Akka, the white goosey-gan­der, and the whole flock are prob­a­bly safe and sound up in La­p­land at this sea­son,” said the boy. “It’s only I who am a pris­oner here.”

As the boy was speak­ing he no­ticed that Gorgo averted his glance, and be­gan to stare into space again.

“Golden ea­gle!” cried the boy; “I have not for­got­ten that once you car­ried me back to the wild geese, and that you spared the white goosey-gan­der’s life! Tell me if I can be of any help to you!”

Gorgo scarcely raised his head. “Don’t dis­turb me, Thumbi­etot,” he yawned. “I’m sit­ting here dream­ing that I am free, and am soar­ing away up among the clouds. I don’t want to be awake.”

“You must rouse your­self, and see what goes on around you,” the boy ad­mon­ished, “or you will soon look as wretched as the other ea­gles.”

“I wish I were as they are! They are so lost in their dreams that noth­ing more can trou­ble them,” said the ea­gle.

When night came, and all three ea­gles were asleep, there was a light scrap­ing on the steel wires stretched across the top of the cage. The two list­less old cap­tives did not al­low them­selves to be dis­turbed by the noise, but Gorgo awak­ened.

“Who’s there? Who is mov­ing up on the roof?” he asked.

“It’s Thumbi­etot, Gorgo,” an­swered the boy. “I’m sit­ting here fil­ing away at the steel wires so that you can es­cape.”

The ea­gle raised his head, and saw in the night light how the boy sat and filed the steel wires at the top of the cage. He felt hope­ful for an in­stant, but soon dis­cour­age­ment got the up­per hand.

“I’m a big bird, Thumbi­etot,” said Gorgo; “how can you ever man­age to file away enough wires for me to come out? You’d bet­ter quit that, and leave me in peace.”

“Oh, go to sleep, and don’t bother about me!” said the boy. “I’ll not be through tonight nor to­mor­row night, but I shall try to free you in time for here you’ll be­come a to­tal wreck.”

Gorgo fell asleep. When he awoke the next morn­ing he saw at a glance that a num­ber of wires had been filed. That day he felt less drowsy than he had done in the past. He spread his wings, and flut­tered from branch to branch to get the stiff­ness out of his joints.

One morn­ing early, just as the first streak of sun­light made its ap­pear­ance, Thumbi­etot awak­ened the ea­gle.

“Try now, Gorgo!” he whis­pered.

The ea­gle looked up. The boy had ac­tu­ally filed off so many wires that now there was a big hole in the wire net­ting. Gorgo flapped his wings and pro­pelled him­self up­ward. Twice he missed and fell back into the cage; but fi­nally he suc­ceeded in get­ting out.

With proud wing strokes he soared into the clouds. Lit­tle Thumbi­etot sat and gazed af­ter him with a mourn­ful ex­pres­sion. He wished that some­one would come and give him his free­dom too.

The boy was domi­ciled now at Skansen. He had be­come ac­quainted with all the an­i­mals there, and had made many friends among them. He had to ad­mit that there was so much to see and learn there that it was not dif­fi­cult for him to pass the time. To be sure his thoughts went forth ev­ery day to Morten Goosey-Gan­der and his other com­rades, and he yearned for them. “If only I weren’t bound by my prom­ise,” he thought, “I’d find some bird to take me to them!”

It may seem strange that Cle­ment Lars­son had not re­stored the boy’s lib­erty, but one must re­mem­ber how ex­cited the lit­tle fid­dler had been when he left Skansen. The morn­ing of his de­par­ture he had thought of set­ting out the midget’s food in a blue bowl, but, un­luck­ily, he had been un­able to find one. All the Skansen folk—Lapps, peas­ant girls, ar­ti­sans, and gar­den­ers—had come to bid him good­bye, and he had had no time to search for a blue bowl. It was time to start, and at the last mo­ment he had to ask the old La­p­lan­der to help him.

“One of the tiny folk hap­pens to be liv­ing here at Skansen,” said Cle­ment, “and ev­ery morn­ing I set out a lit­tle food for him. Will you do me the favour of tak­ing these few cop­pers and pur­chas­ing a blue bowl with them? Put a lit­tle gruel and milk in it, and to­mor­row morn­ing set it out un­der the steps of Boll­näs cot­tage.”

The old La­p­lan­der looked sur­prised, but there was no time for Cle­ment to ex­plain fur­ther, as he had to be off to the rail­way sta­tion.

The La­p­lan­der went down to the zoö­log­i­cal vil­lage to pur­chase the bowl. As he saw no blue one that he thought ap­pro­pri­ate, he bought a white one, and this he con­sci­en­tiously filled and set out ev­ery morn­ing.

That was why the boy had not been re­leased from his pledge. He knew that Cle­ment had gone away, but he was not al­lowed to leave.

That night the boy longed more than ever for his free­dom. This was be­cause sum­mer had come now in earnest. Dur­ing his trav­els he had suf­fered much in cold and stormy weather, and when he first came to Skansen he had thought that per­haps it was just as well that he had been com­pelled to break the jour­ney. He would have been frozen to death had he gone to La­p­land in the month of May. But now it was warm; the earth was green-clad, birches and poplars were clothed in their satiny fo­liage, and the cherry trees—in fact all the fruit trees—were cov­ered with blos­soms. The berry bushes had green berries on their stems; the oaks had care­fully un­folded their leaves, and peas, cab­bages, and beans were grow­ing in the veg­etable gar­den at Skansen.

“Now it must be warm up in La­p­land,” thought the boy. “I should like to be seated on Morten Goosey-Gan­der’s back on a fine morn­ing like this! It would be great fun to ride around in the warm, still air, and look down at the ground, as it now lies decked with green grass, and em­bel­lished with pretty blos­soms.”

He sat mus­ing on this when the ea­gle sud­denly swooped down from the sky, and perched be­side the boy, on top of the cage.

“I wanted to try my wings to see if they were still good for any­thing,” said Gorgo. “You didn’t sup­pose that I meant to leave you here in cap­tiv­ity? Get up on my back, and I’ll take you to your com­rades.”

“No, that’s im­pos­si­ble!” the boy an­swered. “I have pledged my word that I would stay here till I am lib­er­ated.”

“What sort of non­sense are you talk­ing?” protested Gorgo. “In the first place they brought you here against your will; then they forced you to prom­ise that you would re­main here. Surely you must un­der­stand that such a prom­ise one need not keep?”

“Oh, no, I must keep it,” said the boy. “I thank you all the same for your kind in­ten­tion, but you can’t help me.”

“Oh, can’t I?” said Gorgo. “We’ll see about that!” In a twin­kling he grasped Nils Hol­gers­son in his big talons, and rose with him to­ward the skies, dis­ap­pear­ing in a northerly di­rec­tion.





On Over Gästrikland


The Precious Girdle

Wed­nes­day, June fif­teenth.

The ea­gle kept on fly­ing un­til he was a long dis­tance north of Stock­holm. Then he sank to a wooded hillock where he re­laxed his hold on the boy.

The in­stant Thumbi­etot was out of Gorgo’s clutches he started to run back to the city as fast as he could.

The ea­gle made a long swoop, caught up to the boy, and stopped him with his claw.

“Do you pro­pose to go back to prison?” he de­manded.

“That’s my af­fair. I can go where I like, for all of you!” re­torted the boy, try­ing to get away. There­upon the ea­gle gripped him with his strong talons, and rose in the air.

Now Gorgo cir­cled over the en­tire prov­ince of Up­p­land and did not stop again un­til he came to the great wa­ter­falls at Älvkar­leby where he alighted on a rock in the mid­dle of the rush­ing rapids be­low the roar­ing falls. Again he re­laxed his hold on the cap­tive.

The boy saw that here there was no chance of es­cape from the ea­gle. Above them the white scum wall of the wa­ter­fall came tum­bling down, and round about the river rushed along in a mighty tor­rent. Thumbi­etot was very in­dig­nant to think that in this way he had been forced to be­come a prom­ise-breaker. He turned his back to the ea­gle and would not speak to him.

Now that the bird had set the boy down in a place from which he could not run away, he told him con­fi­den­tially that he had been brought up by Akka from Keb­nekaise, and that he had quar­relled with his fos­ter-mother.

“Now, Thumbi­etot, per­haps you un­der­stand why I wish to take you back to the wild geese,” he said. “I have heard that you are in great favour with Akka, and it was my pur­pose to ask you to make peace be­tween us.”

As soon as the boy com­pre­hended that the ea­gle had not car­ried him off in a spirit of con­trari­ness, he felt kindly to­ward him.

“I should like very much to help you,” he re­turned, “but I am bound by my prom­ise.” There­upon he ex­plained to the ea­gle how he had fallen into cap­tiv­ity and how Cle­ment Lars­son had left Skansen with­out set­ting him free.

Nev­er­the­less the ea­gle would not re­lin­quish his plan.

“Lis­ten to me, Thumbi­etot,” he said. “My wings can carry you wher­ever you wish to go, and my eyes can search out what­ever you wish to find. Tell me how the man looks who ex­acted this prom­ise from you, and I will find him and take you to him. Then it is for you to do the rest.”

Thumbi­etot ap­proved of the propo­si­tion.

“I can see, Gorgo, that you have had a wise bird like Akka for a fos­ter-mother,” the boy re­marked.

He gave a graphic de­scrip­tion of Cle­ment Lars­son, and added that he had heard at Skansen that the lit­tle fid­dler was from Häls­ing­land.

“We’ll search for him through the whole of Häls­ing­land—from Ljungby to Mel­lan­sjö; from Great Moun­tain to Horn­land,” said the ea­gle. “To­mor­row be­fore sun­down you shall have a talk with the man!”

“I fear you are promis­ing more than you can per­form,” doubted the boy.

“I should be a mighty poor ea­gle if I couldn’t do that much,” said Gorgo.

So when Gorgo and Thumbi­etot left Älvkar­leby they were good friends, and the boy will­ingly took his mount for a ride on the ea­gle’s back. Thus he had an op­por­tu­nity to see much of the coun­try.

When clutched in the ea­gle’s talons he had seen noth­ing. Per­haps it was just as well, for in the forenoon he had trav­elled over Up­sala, Österby’s big fac­to­ries, the Dan­nemora Mine, and the an­cient cas­tle of Ör­by­hus, and he would have been sadly dis­ap­pointed at not see­ing them had he known of their prox­im­ity.

The ea­gle bore him speed­ily over Gästrik­land. In the south­ern part of the prov­ince there was very lit­tle to tempt the eye. But as they flew north­ward, it be­gan to be in­ter­est­ing.

“This coun­try is clad in a spruce skirt and a gray-stone jacket,” thought the boy. “But around its waist it wears a gir­dle which has not its match in value, for it is em­broi­dered with blue lakes and green groves. The great iron­works adorn it like a row of pre­cious stones, and its buckle is a whole city with cas­tles and cathe­drals and great clus­ters of houses.”

When the trav­ellers ar­rived in the north­ern for­est re­gion, Gorgo alighted on top of a moun­tain. As the boy dis­mounted, the ea­gle said:

“There’s game in this for­est, and I can’t for­get my late cap­tiv­ity and feel re­ally free un­til I have gone a-hunt­ing. You won’t mind my leav­ing you for a while?”

“No, of course, I won’t,” the boy as­sured him.

“You may go where you like if only you are back here by sun­down,” said the ea­gle, as he flew off.

The boy sat on a stone gaz­ing across the bare, rocky ground and the great forests round about.

He felt rather lonely. But soon he heard singing in the for­est be­low, and saw some­thing bright mov­ing amongst the trees. Presently he saw a blue and yel­low ban­ner, and he knew by the songs and the merry chat­ter that it was be­ing borne at the head of a pro­ces­sion. On it came, up the wind­ing path; he won­dered where it and those who fol­lowed it were go­ing. He couldn’t be­lieve that any­body would come up to such an ugly, des­o­late waste as the place where he sat. But the ban­ner was near­ing the for­est bor­der, and be­hind it marched many happy peo­ple for whom it had led the way. Sud­denly there was life and move­ment all over the moun­tain plain; af­ter that there was so much for the boy to see that he didn’t have a dull mo­ment.



Forest Day

On the moun­tain’s broad back, where Gorgo left Thumbi­etot, there had been a for­est fire ten years be­fore. Since that time the charred trees had been felled and re­moved, and the great fire-swept area had be­gun to deck it­self with green along the edges, where it skirted the healthy for­est. How­ever, the larger part of the top was still bar­ren and ap­pallingly des­o­late. Charred stumps, stand­ing sen­tinel-like be­tween the rock ledges, bore wit­ness that once there had been a fine for­est here; but no fresh roots sprang from the ground.

One day in the early sum­mer all the chil­dren in the parish had as­sem­bled in front of the school­house near the fire-swept moun­tain. Each child car­ried ei­ther a spade or a hoe on its shoul­der, and a bas­ket of food in its hand. As soon as all were as­sem­bled, they marched in a long pro­ces­sion to­ward the for­est. The ban­ner came first, with the teach­ers on ei­ther side of it; then fol­lowed a cou­ple of foresters and a wagon load of pine shrubs and spruce seeds; then the chil­dren.

The pro­ces­sion did not pause in any of the birch groves near the set­tle­ments, but marched on deep into the for­est. As it moved along, the foxes stuck their heads out of the lairs in as­ton­ish­ment, and won­dered what kind of back­woods peo­ple these were. As they marched past old coal pits where char­coal kilns were fired ev­ery au­tumn, the cross-beaks twisted their hooked bills, and asked one an­other what kind of coalers these might be who were now throng­ing the for­est.

Fi­nally, the pro­ces­sion reached the big, burnt moun­tain plain. The rocks had been stripped of the fine twin­flower creep­ers that once cov­ered them; they had been robbed of the pretty sil­ver moss and the at­trac­tive rein­deer moss. Around the dark wa­ter gath­ered in clefts and hol­lows there was now no wood-sor­rel. The lit­tle patches of soil in crevices and be­tween stones were with­out ferns, with­out starflow­ers, with­out all the green and red and light and soft and sooth­ing things which usu­ally clothe the for­est ground.

It was as if a bright light flashed upon the moun­tain when all the parish chil­dren cov­ered it. Here again was some­thing sweet and del­i­cate; some­thing fresh and rosy; some­thing young and grow­ing. Per­haps these chil­dren would bring to the poor aban­doned for­est a lit­tle new life.

When the chil­dren had rested and eaten their lun­cheon, they seized hoes and spades and be­gan to work. The foresters showed them what to do. They set out shrub af­ter shrub on ev­ery clear spot of earth they could find.

As they worked, they talked quite know­ingly among them­selves of how the lit­tle shrubs they were plant­ing would bind the soil so that it could not get away, and of how new soil would form un­der the trees. By and by seeds would drop, and in a few years they would be pick­ing both straw­ber­ries and rasp­ber­ries where now there were only bare rocks. The lit­tle shrubs which they were plant­ing would grad­u­ally be­come tall trees. Per­haps big houses and great splen­did ships would be built from them!

If the chil­dren had not come here and planted while there was still a lit­tle soil in the clefts, all the earth would have been car­ried away by wind and wa­ter, and the moun­tain could never more have been clothed in green.

“It was well that we came,” said the chil­dren. “We were just in the nick of time!” They felt very im­por­tant.

While they were work­ing on the moun­tain, their par­ents were at home. By and by they be­gan to won­der how the chil­dren were get­ting along. Of course it was only a joke about their plant­ing a for­est, but it might be amus­ing to see what they were try­ing to do.

So presently both fa­thers and moth­ers were on their way to the for­est. When they came to the out­ly­ing stock farms they met some of their neigh­bours.

“Are you go­ing to the fire-swept moun­tain?” they asked.

“That’s where we’re bound for.”

“To have a look at the chil­dren?”

“Yes, to see what they’re up to.”

“It’s only play, of course.”

“It isn’t likely that there will be many for­est trees planted by the young­sters. We have brought the cof­fee pot along so that we can have some­thing warm to drink, since we must stay there all day with only lunch-bas­ket pro­vi­sions.”

So the par­ents of the chil­dren went on up the moun­tain. At first they thought only of how pretty it looked to see all the rosy-cheeked lit­tle chil­dren scat­tered over the gray hills. Later, they ob­served how the chil­dren were work­ing—how some were set­ting out shrubs, while oth­ers were dig­ging fur­rows and sow­ing seeds. Others again were pulling up heather to pre­vent its chok­ing the young trees. They saw that the chil­dren took the work se­ri­ously and were so in­tent upon what they were do­ing that they scarcely had time to glance up.

The fa­thers and moth­ers stood for a mo­ment and looked on; then they too be­gan to pull up heather—just for the fun of it. The chil­dren were the in­struc­tors, for they were al­ready trained, and had to show their el­ders what to do.

Thus it hap­pened that all the grownups who had come to watch the chil­dren took part in the work. Then, of course, it be­came greater fun than be­fore. By and by the chil­dren had even more help. Other im­ple­ments were needed, so a cou­ple of long-legged boys were sent down to the vil­lage for spades and hoes. As they ran past the cab­ins, the stay-at-homes came out and asked: “What’s wrong? Has there been an ac­ci­dent?”

“No, in­deed! But the whole parish is up on the fire-swept moun­tain plant­ing a for­est.”

“If the whole parish is there, we can’t stay at home!”

So party af­ter party of peas­ants went crowd­ing to the top of the burnt moun­tain. They stood a mo­ment and looked on. The temp­ta­tion to join the work­ers was ir­re­sistible.

“It’s a plea­sure to sow one’s own acres in the spring, and to think of the grain that will spring up from the earth, but this work is even more al­lur­ing,” they thought.

Not only slen­der blades would come from that sow­ing, but mighty trees with tall trunks and sturdy branches. It meant giv­ing birth not merely to a sum­mer’s grain, but to many years’ growths. It meant the awak­en­ing hum of in­sects, the song of the thrush, the play of grouse and all kinds of life on the des­o­late moun­tain. More­over, it was like rais­ing a memo­rial for com­ing gen­er­a­tions. They could have left a bare, tree­less height as a her­itage. In­stead they were to leave a glo­ri­ous for­est.

Com­ing gen­er­a­tions would know their fore­fa­thers had been a good and wise folk and they would re­mem­ber them with rev­er­ence and grat­i­tude.





A Day in Hälsingland


A Large Green Leaf

Thurs­day, June six­teenth.

The fol­low­ing day the boy trav­elled over Häls­ing­land. It spread be­neath him with new, pale-green shoots on the pine trees, new birch leaves in the groves, new green grass in the mead­ows, and sprout­ing grain in the fields. It was a moun­tain­ous coun­try, but di­rectly through it ran a broad, light val­ley from ei­ther side of which branched other val­leys—some short and nar­row, some broad and long.

“This land re­sem­bles a leaf,” thought the boy, “for it’s as green as a leaf, and the val­leys sub­di­vide it in about the same way as the veins of a leaf are fo­li­ated.”

The branch val­leys, like the main one, were filled with lakes, rivers, farms, and vil­lages. They snug­gled, light and smil­ing, be­tween the dark moun­tains un­til they were grad­u­ally squeezed to­gether by the hills. There they were so nar­row that they could not hold more than a lit­tle brook.

On the high land be­tween the val­leys there were pine forests which had no even ground to grow upon. There were moun­tains stand­ing all about, and the for­est cov­ered the whole, like a woolly hide stretched over a bony body.

It was a pic­turesque coun­try to look down upon, and the boy saw a good deal of it, be­cause the ea­gle was try­ing to find the old fid­dler, Cle­ment Lars­son, and flew from ravine to ravine look­ing for him.

A lit­tle later in the morn­ing there was life and move­ment on ev­ery farm. The doors of the cat­tle sheds were thrown wide open and the cows were let out. They were pret­tily coloured, small, sup­ple and sprightly, and so sure­footed that they made the most comic leaps and bounds. After them came the calves and sheep, and it was plainly to be seen that they, too, were in the best of spir­its.

It grew live­lier ev­ery mo­ment in the farm yards. A cou­ple of young girls with knap­sacks on their backs walked among the cat­tle; a boy with a long switch kept the sheep to­gether, and a lit­tle dog ran in and out among the cows, bark­ing at the ones that tried to gore him. The farmer hitched a horse to a cart loaded with tubs of but­ter, boxes of cheese, and all kinds of eat­a­bles. The peo­ple laughed and chat­tered. They and the beasts were alike merry—as if look­ing for­ward to a day of real plea­sure.

A mo­ment later all were on their way to the for­est. One of the girls walked in the lead and coaxed the cat­tle with pretty, mu­si­cal calls. The an­i­mals fol­lowed in a long line. The shep­herd boy and the sheep­dog ran hither and thither, to see that no crea­ture turned from the right course; and last came the farmer and his hired man. They walked be­side the cart to pre­vent its be­ing up­set, for the road they fol­lowed was a nar­row, stony for­est path.

It may have been the cus­tom for all the peas­ants in Häls­ing­land to send their cat­tle into the forests on the same day—or per­haps it only hap­pened so that year; at any rate the boy saw how pro­ces­sions of happy peo­ple and cat­tle wan­dered out from ev­ery val­ley and ev­ery farm and rushed into the lonely for­est, fill­ing it with life. From the depths of the dense woods the boy heard the shep­herd maid­ens’ songs and the tin­kle of the cow bells. Many of the pro­ces­sions had long and dif­fi­cult roads to travel; and the boy saw how they tramped through marshes, how they had to take round­about ways to get past wind­falls, and how, time and again, the carts bumped against stones and turned over with all their con­tents. But the peo­ple met all the ob­sta­cles with jokes and laugh­ter.

In the af­ter­noon they came to a cleared space where cat­tle sheds and a cou­ple of rude cab­ins had been built. The cows mooed with de­light as they tramped on the lus­cious green grass in the yards be­tween the cab­ins, and at once be­gan graz­ing. The peas­ants, with merry chat­ter and ban­ter, car­ried wa­ter and wood and all that had been brought in the carts into the larger cabin. Presently smoke rose from the chim­ney and then the dairy­maids, the shep­herd boy, and the men squat­ted upon a flat rock and ate their sup­per.

Gorgo, the ea­gle, was cer­tain that he should find Cle­ment Lars­son among those who were off for the for­est. When­ever he saw a stock farm pro­ces­sion, he sank down and scru­ti­nized it with his sharp eyes; but hour af­ter hour passed with­out his find­ing the one he sought.

After much cir­cling around, to­ward evening they came to a stony and des­o­late tract east of the great main val­ley. There the boy saw an­other out­ly­ing stock farm un­der him. The peo­ple and the cat­tle had ar­rived. The men were split­ting wood, and the dairy­maids were milk­ing the cows.

“Look there!” said Gorgo. “I think we’ve got him.”

He sank, and, to his great as­ton­ish­ment, the boy saw that the ea­gle was right. There in­deed stood lit­tle Cle­ment Lars­son chop­ping wood.

Gorgo alighted on a pine tree in the thick woods a lit­tle away from the house.

“I have ful­filled my obli­ga­tion,” said the ea­gle, with a proud toss of his head. “Now you must try and have a word with the man. I’ll perch here at the top of the thick pine and wait for you.”



The Animals’ New Year’s Eve

The day’s work was done at the for­est ranches, sup­per was over, and the peas­ants sat about and chat­ted. It was a long time since they had been in the for­est of a sum­mer’s night, and they seemed re­luc­tant to go to bed and sleep. It was as light as day, and the dairy­maids were busy with their needle­work. Ever and anon they raised their heads, looked to­ward the for­est and smiled. “Now we are here again!” they said. The town, with its un­rest, faded from their minds, and the for­est, with its peace­ful still­ness, en­folded them. When at home they had won­dered how they should ever be able to en­dure the lone­li­ness of the woods; but once there, they felt that they were hav­ing their best time.

Many of the young girls and young men from neigh­bour­ing ranches had come to call upon them, so that there were quite a lot of folk seated on the grass be­fore the cab­ins, but they did not find it easy to start con­ver­sa­tion. The men were go­ing home the next day, so the dairy­maids gave them lit­tle com­mis­sions and bade them take greet­ings to their friends in the vil­lage. This was nearly all that had been said.

Sud­denly the el­dest of the dairy girls looked up from her work and said laugh­ingly:

“There’s no need of our sit­ting here so silent tonight, for we have two sto­ry­tellers with us. One is Cle­ment Lars­son, who sits be­side me, and the other is Bern­hard from Sun­nasjö, who stands back there gaz­ing to­ward Black’s Ridge. I think that we should ask each of them to tell us a story. To the one who en­ter­tains us the bet­ter I shall give the muf­fler I am knit­ting.”

This pro­posal won hearty ap­plause. The two com­peti­tors of­fered lame ex­cuses, nat­u­rally, but were quickly per­suaded. Cle­ment asked Bern­hard to be­gin, and he did not ob­ject. He knew lit­tle of Cle­ment Lars­son, but as­sumed that he would come out with some story about ghosts and trolls. As he knew that peo­ple liked to lis­ten to such things, he thought it best to choose some­thing of the same sort.

“Some cen­turies ago,” he be­gan, “a dean here in Delsbo town­ship was rid­ing through the dense for­est on a New Year’s Eve. He was on horse­back, dressed in fur coat and cap. On the pom­mel of his sad­dle hung a satchel in which he kept the com­mu­nion ser­vice, the Prayer­book, and the cler­i­cal robe. He had been sum­moned on a parochial er­rand to a re­mote for­est set­tle­ment, where he had talked with a sick per­son un­til late in the evening. Now he was on his way home, but feared that he should not get back to the rec­tory un­til af­ter mid­night.

“As he had to sit in the sad­dle when he should have been at home in his bed, he was glad it was not a rough night. The weather was mild, the air still and the skies over­cast. Be­hind the clouds hung a full round moon which gave some light, al­though it was out of sight. But for that faint light it would have been im­pos­si­ble for him to dis­tin­guish paths from fields, for that was a snow­less win­ter, and all things had the same gray­ish-brown colour.

“The horse the dean rode was one he prized very highly. He was strong and sturdy, and quite as wise as a hu­man be­ing. He could find his way home from any place in the town­ship. The dean had ob­served this on sev­eral oc­ca­sions, and he re­lied upon it with such a sense of se­cu­rity that he never trou­bled him­self to think where he was go­ing when he rode that horse. So he came along now in the gray night, through the be­wil­der­ing for­est, with the reins dan­gling and his thoughts far away.

“He was think­ing of the ser­mon he had to preach on the mor­row, and of much else be­sides, and it was a long time be­fore it oc­curred to him to no­tice how far along he was on his home­ward way. When he did glance up, he saw that the for­est was as dense about him as at the be­gin­ning, and he was some­what sur­prised, for he had rid­den so long that he should have come to the in­hab­ited por­tion of the town­ship.

“Delsbo was about the same then as now. The church and par­son­age and all the large farms and vil­lages were at the north­ern end of the town­ship, while at the south­ern part there were only forests and moun­tains. The dean saw that he was still in the un­pop­u­lated dis­trict and knew that he was in the south­ern part and must ride to the north to get home. There were no stars, nor was there a moon to guide him; but he was a man who had the four car­di­nal points in his head. He had the pos­i­tive feel­ing that he was trav­el­ling south­ward, or pos­si­bly east­ward.

“He in­tended to turn the horse at once, but hes­i­tated. The an­i­mal had never strayed, and it did not seem likely that he would do so now. It was more likely that the dean was mis­taken. He had been far away in thought and had not looked at the road. So he let the horse con­tinue in the same di­rec­tion, and again lost him­self in his reverie.

“Sud­denly a big branch struck him and al­most swept him off the horse. Then he re­al­ized that he must find out where he was.

“He glanced down and saw that he was rid­ing over a soft marsh, where there was no beaten path. The horse trot­ted along at a brisk pace and showed no un­cer­tainty. Again the dean was pos­i­tive that he was go­ing in the wrong di­rec­tion, and now he did not hes­i­tate to in­ter­fere. He seized the reins and turned the horse about, guid­ing him back to the road­way. No sooner was he there than he turned again and made straight for the woods.

“The dean was cer­tain that he was go­ing wrong, but be­cause the beast was so per­sis­tent he thought that prob­a­bly he was try­ing to find a bet­ter road, and let him go along.

“The horse did very well, al­though he had no path to fol­low. If a precipice ob­structed his way, he climbed it as nim­bly as a goat, and later, when they had to de­scend, he bunched his hoofs and slid down the rocky in­clines.

“ ‘May he only find his way home be­fore church hour!’ thought the dean. ‘I won­der how the Delsbo folk would take it if I were not at my church on time?’

“He did not have to brood over this long, for soon he came to a place that was fa­mil­iar to him. It was a lit­tle creek where he had fished the sum­mer be­fore. Now he saw it was as he had feared—he was in the depths of the for­est, and the horse was plod­ding along in a south­east­erly di­rec­tion. He seemed de­ter­mined to carry the dean as far from church and rec­tory as he could.

“The cler­gy­man dis­mounted. He could not let the horse carry him into the wilder­ness. He must go home. And, since the an­i­mal per­sisted in go­ing in the wrong di­rec­tion, he de­cided to walk and lead him un­til they came to more fa­mil­iar roads. The dean wound the reins around his arm and be­gan to walk. It was not an easy mat­ter to tramp through the for­est in a heavy fur coat; but the dean was strong and hardy and had lit­tle fear of overex­er­tion.

“The horse, mean­while, caused him fresh anx­i­ety. He would not fol­low but planted his hoofs firmly on the ground.

“At last the dean was an­gry. He had never beaten that horse, nor did he wish to do so now. In­stead, he threw down the reins and walked away.

“ ‘We may as well part com­pany here, since you want to go your own way,’ he said.

“He had not taken more than two steps be­fore the horse came af­ter him, took a cau­tious grip on his coat sleeve and stopped him. The dean turned and looked the horse straight in the eyes, as if to search out why he be­haved so strangely.

“After­ward the dean could not quite un­der­stand how this was pos­si­ble, but it is cer­tain that, dark as it was, he plainly saw the horse’s face and read it like that of a hu­man be­ing. He re­al­ized that the an­i­mal was in a ter­ri­ble state of ap­pre­hen­sion and fear. He gave his mas­ter a look that was both im­plor­ing and re­proach­ful.

“ ‘I have served you day af­ter day and done your bid­ding,’ he seemed to say. ‘Will you not fol­low me this one night?’

“The dean was touched by the ap­peal in the an­i­mal’s eyes. It was clear that the horse needed his help tonight, in one way or an­other. Be­ing a man through and through, the dean promptly de­ter­mined to fol­low him. Without fur­ther de­lay he sprang into the sad­dle. ‘Go on!’ he said. ‘I will not desert you since you want me. No one shall say of the dean in Delsbo that he re­fused to ac­com­pany any crea­ture who was in trou­ble.’

“He let the horse go as he wished and thought only of keep­ing his seat. It proved to be a haz­ardous and trou­ble­some jour­ney—up­hill most of the way. The for­est was so thick that he could not see two feet ahead, but it ap­peared to him that they were as­cend­ing a high moun­tain. The horse climbed per­ilous steeps. Had the dean been guid­ing, he should not have thought of rid­ing over such ground.

“ ‘Surely you don’t in­tend to go up to Black’s Ridge, do you?’ laughed the dean, who knew that was one of the high­est peaks in Häls­ing­land.

“Dur­ing the ride he dis­cov­ered that he and the horse were not the only ones who were out that night. He heard stones roll down and branches crackle, as if an­i­mals were break­ing their way through the for­est. He re­mem­bered that wolves were plen­ti­ful in that sec­tion and won­dered if the horse wished to lead him to an en­counter with wild beasts.

“They mounted up and up, and the higher they went the more scat­tered were the trees. At last they rode on al­most bare high­land, where the dean could look in ev­ery di­rec­tion. He gazed out over im­mea­sur­able tracts of land, which went up and down in moun­tains and val­leys cov­ered with som­bre forests. It was so dark that he had dif­fi­culty in see­ing any or­derly ar­range­ment; but presently he could make out where he was.

“ ‘Why of course it’s Black’s Ridge that I’ve come to!’ he re­marked to him­self. ‘It can’t be any other moun­tain, for there, in the west, I see Jarv Is­land, and to the east the sea glit­ters around Ag Is­land. Toward the north also I see some­thing shiny. It must be Dellen. In the depths be­low me I see white smoke from Nian Falls. Yes, I’m up on Black’s Ridge. What an ad­ven­ture!’

“When they were at the sum­mit the horse stopped be­hind a thick pine, as if to hide. The dean bent for­ward and pushed aside the branches, that he might have an un­ob­structed view.

“The moun­tain’s bald plate con­fronted him. It was not empty and des­o­late, as he had an­tic­i­pated. In the mid­dle of the open space was an im­mense boul­der around which many wild beasts had gath­ered. Ap­par­ently they were hold­ing a con­clave of some sort.

“Near to the big rock he saw bears, so firmly and heav­ily built that they seemed like fur-clad blocks of stone. They were ly­ing down and their lit­tle eyes blinked im­pa­tiently; it was ob­vi­ous that they had come from their win­ter sleep to at­tend court, and that they could hardly keep awake. Be­hind them, in tight rows, were hun­dreds of wolves. They were not sleepy, for wolves are more alert in win­ter than in sum­mer. They sat upon their haunches, like dogs, whip­ping the ground with their tails and pant­ing—their tongues lolling far out of their jaws. Be­hind the wolves the lynx skulked, stiff-legged and clumsy, like mis­shapen cats. They were loath to be among the other beasts, and hissed and spat when one came near them. The row back of the lynx was oc­cu­pied by the wolver­ines, with dog faces and bear coats. They were not happy on the ground, and they stamped their pads im­pa­tiently, long­ing to get into the trees. Be­hind them, cov­er­ing the en­tire space to the for­est bor­der, leaped the foxes, the weasels, and the martens. Th­ese were small and per­fectly formed, but they looked even more sav­age and blood­thirsty than the larger beasts.

“All this the dean plainly saw, for the whole place was il­lu­mi­nated. Upon the huge rock at the cen­tre was the Wood-nymph, who held in her hand a pine torch which burned in a big red flame. The Nymph was as tall as the tallest tree in the for­est. She wore a spruce-brush man­tle and had spruce-cone hair. She stood very still, her face turned to­ward the for­est. She was watch­ing and lis­ten­ing.

“The dean saw ev­ery­thing as plain as plain could be, but his as­ton­ish­ment was so great that he tried to com­bat it, and would not be­lieve the ev­i­dence of his own eyes.

“ ‘Such things can­not pos­si­bly hap­pen!’ he thought. ‘I have rid­den much too long in the bleak for­est. This is only an op­ti­cal il­lu­sion.’

“Nev­er­the­less he gave the clos­est at­ten­tion to the spec­ta­cle, and won­dered what was about to be done.

“He hadn’t long to wait be­fore he caught the sound of a fa­mil­iar bell, com­ing from the depths of the for­est, and the next mo­ment he heard foot­falls and crack­ling of branches—as when many an­i­mals break through the for­est.

“A big herd of cat­tle was climb­ing the moun­tain. They came through the for­est in the or­der in which they had marched to the moun­tain ranches. First came the bell cow fol­lowed by the bull, then the other cows and the calves. The sheep, closely herded, fol­lowed. After them came the goats, and last were the horses and colts. The sheep­dog trot­ted along be­side the sheep; but nei­ther shep­herd nor shep­herdess at­tended them.

“The dean thought it heartrend­ing to see the tame an­i­mals com­ing straight to­ward the wild beasts. He would gladly have blocked their way and called ‘Halt!’ but he un­der­stood that it was not within hu­man power to stop the march of the cat­tle on this night; there­fore he made no move.

“The do­mes­tic an­i­mals were in a state of tor­ment over that which they had to face. If it hap­pened to be the bell cow’s turn, she ad­vanced with droop­ing head and fal­ter­ing step. The goats had no de­sire ei­ther to play or to butt. The horses tried to bear up bravely, but their bod­ies were all of a quiver with fright. The most pa­thetic of all was the sheep­dog. He kept his tail be­tween his legs and crawled on the ground.

“The bell cow led the pro­ces­sion all the way up to the Wood-nymph, who stood on the boul­der at the top of the moun­tain. The cow walked around the rock and then turned to­ward the for­est with­out any of the wild beasts touch­ing her. In the same way all the cat­tle walked un­mo­lested past the wild beasts.

“As the crea­tures filed past, the dean saw the Wood-nymph lower her pine torch over one and an­other of them.

“Every time this oc­curred the beasts of prey broke into loud, ex­ul­tant roars—par­tic­u­larly when it was low­ered over a cow or some other large crea­ture. The an­i­mal that saw the torch turn­ing to­ward it ut­tered a pierc­ing shriek, as if it had re­ceived a knife thrust in its flesh, while the en­tire herd to which it be­longed bel­lowed their lamen­ta­tions.

“Then the dean be­gan to com­pre­hend the mean­ing of what he saw. Surely he had heard that the an­i­mals in Delsbo as­sem­bled on Black’s Ridge ev­ery New Year’s Eve, that the Wood-nymph might mark out which among the tame beasts would that year be prey for the wild beasts. The dean pitied the poor crea­tures that were at the mercy of sav­age beasts, when in re­al­ity they should have no mas­ter but man.

“The lead­ing herd had only just left when an­other bell tin­kled, and the cat­tle from an­other farm tramped to the moun­tain top. Th­ese came in the same or­der as the first and marched past the Wood-nymph, who stood there, stern and solemn, in­di­cat­ing an­i­mal af­ter an­i­mal for death.

“Herd upon herd fol­lowed, with­out a break in the line of pro­ces­sion. Some were so small that they in­cluded only one cow and a few sheep; oth­ers con­sisted of only a pair of goats. It was ap­par­ent that these were from very hum­ble homes, but they too were com­pelled to pass in re­view.

“The dean thought of the Delsbo farm­ers, who had so much love for their beasts. ‘Did they but know of it, surely they would not al­low a rep­e­ti­tion of this!’ he thought. ‘They would risk their own lives rather than let their cat­tle wan­der amongst bears and wolves, to be doomed by the Wood-nymph!’

“The last herd to ap­pear was the one from the rec­tory farm. The dean heard the sound of the fa­mil­iar bell a long way off. The horse, too, must have heard it, for he be­gan to shake in ev­ery limb, and was bathed in sweat.

“ ‘So it is your turn now to pass be­fore the Wood-nymph to re­ceive your sen­tence,’ the dean said to the horse. ‘Don’t be afraid! Now I know why you brought me here, and I shall not leave you.’

“The fine cat­tle from the par­son­age farm emerged from the for­est and marched to the Wood-nymph and the wild beasts. Last in the line was the horse that had brought his mas­ter to Black’s Ridge. The dean did not leave the sad­dle, but let the an­i­mal take him to the Wood-nymph.

“He had nei­ther knife nor gun for his de­fence, but he had taken out the Prayer­book and sat press­ing it to his heart as he ex­posed him­self to bat­tle against evil.

“At first it ap­peared as if none had ob­served him. The dean’s cat­tle filed past the Wood-nymph in the same or­der as the oth­ers had done. She did not wave the torch to­ward any of these, but as soon as the in­tel­li­gent horse stepped for­ward, she made a move­ment to mark him for death.

“In­stantly the dean held up the Prayer­book, and the torch­light fell upon the cross on its cover. The Wood-nymph ut­tered a loud, shrill cry and let the torch drop from her hand.

“Im­me­di­ately the flame was ex­tin­guished. In the sud­den tran­si­tion from light to dark­ness the dean saw noth­ing, nor did he hear any­thing. About him reigned the pro­found still­ness of a wilder­ness in win­ter.

“Then the dark clouds parted, and through the open­ing stepped the full round moon to shed its light upon the ground. The dean saw that he and the horse were alone on the sum­mit of Black’s Ridge. Not one of the many wild beasts was there. The ground had not been tram­pled by the herds that had passed over it; but the dean him­self sat with his Prayer­book be­fore him, while the horse un­der him stood trem­bling and foam­ing.

“By the time the dean reached home he no longer knew whether or not it had been a dream, a vi­sion, or re­al­ity—this that he had seen; but he took it as a warn­ing to him to re­mem­ber the poor crea­tures who were at the mercy of wild beasts. He preached so pow­er­fully to the Delsbo peas­ants that in his day all the wolves and bears were ex­ter­mi­nated from that sec­tion of the coun­try, al­though they may have re­turned since his time.”

Here Bern­hard ended his story. He re­ceived praise from all sides and it seemed to be a fore­gone con­clu­sion that he would get the prize. The ma­jor­ity thought it al­most a pity that Cle­ment had to com­pete with him.

But Cle­ment, un­daunted, be­gan:

“One day, while I was liv­ing at Skansen, just out­side of Stock­holm, and long­ing for home—” Then he told about the tiny midget he had ran­somed so that he would not have to be con­fined in a cage, to be stared at by all the peo­ple. He told, also, that no sooner had he per­formed this act of mercy than he was re­warded for it. He talked and talked, and the as­ton­ish­ment of his hear­ers grew greater and greater; but when he came to the royal lackey and the beau­ti­ful book, all the dairy­maids dropped their needle­work and sat star­ing at Cle­ment in open-eyed won­der at his mar­vel­lous ex­pe­ri­ences.

As soon as Cle­ment had fin­ished, the el­dest of the dairy­maids an­nounced that he should have the muf­fler.

“Bern­hard re­lated only things that hap­pened to an­other, but Cle­ment has him­self been the hero of a true story, which I con­sider far more im­por­tant.”

In this all con­curred. They re­garded Cle­ment with very dif­fer­ent eyes af­ter hear­ing that he had talked with the King, and the lit­tle fid­dler was afraid to show how proud he felt. But at the very height of his ela­tion some­one asked him what had be­come of the midget.

“I had no time to set out the blue bowl for him my­self,” said Cle­ment, “so I asked the old La­p­lan­der to do it. What has be­come of him since then I don’t know.”

No sooner had he spo­ken than a lit­tle pine cone came along and struck him on the nose. It did not drop from a tree, and none of the peas­ants had thrown it. It was sim­ply im­pos­si­ble to tell whence it had come.

“Aha, Cle­ment!” winked the dairy­maid, “it ap­pears as if the tiny folk were lis­ten­ing to us. You should not have left it to an­other to set out that blue bowl!”





In Medelpad

Fri­day, June sev­en­teenth.

The boy and the ea­gle were out bright and early the next morn­ing. Gorgo hoped that he would get far up into West Both­nia that day. As luck would have it, he heard the boy re­mark to him­self that in a coun­try like the one through which they were now trav­el­ling it must be im­pos­si­ble for peo­ple to live.

The land which spread be­low them was South­ern Medel­pad. When the ea­gle heard the boy’s re­mark, he replied:

“Up here they have forests for fields.”

The boy thought of the con­trast be­tween the light, golden-rye fields with their del­i­cate blades that spring up in one sum­mer, and the dark spruce for­est with its solid trees which took many years to ripen for har­vest.

“One who has to get his liveli­hood from such a field must have a deal of pa­tience!” he ob­served.

Noth­ing more was said un­til they came to a place where the for­est had been cleared, and the ground was cov­ered with stumps and lopped-off branches. As they flew over this ground, the ea­gle heard the boy mut­ter to him­self that it was a mighty ugly and poverty-stricken place.

“This field was cleared last win­ter,” said the ea­gle.

The boy thought of the har­vesters at home, who rode on their reap­ing ma­chines on fine sum­mer morn­ings, and in a short time mowed a large field. But the for­est field was har­vested in win­ter. The lum­ber­men went out in the wilder­ness when the snow was deep, and the cold most se­vere. It was te­dious work to fell even one tree, and to hew down a for­est such as this they must have been out in the open many weeks.

“They have to be hardy men to mow a field of this kind,” he said.

When the ea­gle had taken two more wing strokes, they sighted a log cabin at the edge of the clear­ing. It had no win­dows and only two loose boards for a door. The roof had been cov­ered with bark and twigs, but now it was gap­ing, and the boy could see that in­side the cabin there were only a few big stones to serve as a fire­place, and two board benches. When they were above the cabin the ea­gle sus­pected that the boy was won­der­ing who could have lived in such a wretched hut as that.

“The reapers who mowed the for­est field lived there,” the ea­gle said.

The boy re­mem­bered how the reapers in his home had re­turned from their day’s work, cheer­ful and happy, and how the best his mother had in the larder was al­ways spread for them; while here, af­ter the ar­du­ous work of the day, they must rest on hard benches in a cabin that was worse than an out­house. And what they had to eat he could not imag­ine.

“I won­der if there are any har­vest fes­ti­vals for these labour­ers?” he ques­tioned.

A lit­tle far­ther on they saw be­low them a wretch­edly bad road wind­ing through the for­est. It was nar­row and zigzag, hilly and stony, and cut up by brooks in many places. As they flew over it the ea­gle knew that the boy was won­der­ing what was carted over a road like that.

“Over this road the har­vest was con­veyed to the stack,” the ea­gle said.

The boy re­called what fun they had at home when the har­vest wag­ons drawn by two sturdy horses, car­ried the grain from the field. The man who drove sat proudly on top of the load; the horses danced and pricked up their ears, while the vil­lage chil­dren, who were al­lowed to climb upon the sheaves, sat there laugh­ing and shriek­ing, half-pleased, half-fright­ened. But here the great logs were drawn up and down steep hills; here the poor horses must be worked to their limit, and the driver must of­ten be in peril. “I’m afraid there has been very lit­tle cheer along this road,” the boy ob­served.

The ea­gle flew on with pow­er­ful wing strokes, and soon they came to a river bank cov­ered with logs, chips, and bark. The ea­gle per­ceived that the boy won­dered why it looked so lit­tered up down there.

“Here the har­vest has been stacked,” the ea­gle told him.

The boy thought of how the grain stacks in his part of the coun­try were piled up close to the farms, as if they were their great­est or­na­ments, while here the har­vest was borne to a des­o­late river strand, and left there.

“I won­der if any­one out in this wilder­ness counts his stacks, and com­pares them with his neigh­bour’s?” he said.

A lit­tle later they came to Ljun­gen, a river which glides through a broad val­ley. Im­me­di­ately ev­ery­thing was so changed that they might well think they had come to an­other coun­try. The dark spruce for­est had stopped on the in­clines above the val­ley, and the slopes were clad in light-stemmed birches and as­pens. The val­ley was so broad that in many places the river widened into lakes. Along the shores lay a large flour­ish­ing town.

As they soared above the val­ley the ea­gle re­al­ized that the boy was won­der­ing if the fields and mead­ows here could pro­vide a liveli­hood for so many peo­ple.

“Here live the reapers who mow the for­est fields,” the ea­gle said.

The boy was think­ing of the lowly cab­ins and the hedged-in farms down in Skåne when he ex­claimed:

“Why, here the peas­ants live in real manors. It looks as if it might be worth one’s while to work in the for­est!”

The ea­gle had in­tended to travel straight north, but when he had flown out over the river he un­der­stood that the boy won­dered who han­dled the tim­ber af­ter it was stacked on the river bank.

The boy rec­ol­lected how care­ful they had been at home never to let a grain be wasted, while here were great rafts of logs float­ing down the river, un­cared for. He could not be­lieve that more than half of the logs ever reached their des­ti­na­tion. Many were float­ing in mid­stream, and for them all went smoothly; oth­ers moved close to the shore, bump­ing against points of land, and some were left be­hind in the still wa­ters of the creeks. On the lakes there were so many logs that they cov­ered the en­tire sur­face of the wa­ter. Th­ese ap­peared to be lodged for an in­def­i­nite pe­riod. At the bridges they stuck; in the falls they were bunched, then they were pyra­mided and bro­ken in two; af­ter­ward, in the rapids, they were blocked by the stones and massed into great heaps.

“I won­der how long it takes for the logs to get to the mill?” said the boy.

The ea­gle con­tin­ued his slow flight down River Ljun­gen. Over many places he paused in the air on out­spread wings, that the boy might see how this kind of har­vest work was done.

Presently they came to a place where the log­gers were at work. The ea­gle marked that the boy won­dered what they were do­ing.

“They are the ones who take care of all the be­lated har­vest,” the ea­gle said.

The boy re­mem­bered the per­fect ease with which his peo­ple at home had driven their grain to the mill. Here the men ran along­side the shores with long boat-hooks, and with toil and ef­fort urged the logs along. They waded out in the river and were soaked from top to toe. They jumped from stone to stone far out into the rapids, and they tramped on the rolling log heaps as calmly as though they were on flat ground. They were dar­ing and res­o­lute men.

“As I watch this, I’m re­minded of the iron-moul­ders in the min­ing dis­tricts, who jug­gle with fire as if it were per­fectly harm­less,” re­marked the boy. “Th­ese log­gers play with wa­ter as if they were its mas­ters. They seem to have sub­ju­gated it so that it dare not harm them.”

Grad­u­ally they neared the mouth of the river, and Both­nia Bay was be­yond them. Gorgo flew no far­ther straight ahead, but went north­ward along the coast. Be­fore they had trav­elled very far they saw a lum­ber camp as large as a small city. While the ea­gle cir­cled back and forth above it, he heard the boy re­mark that this place looked in­ter­est­ing.

“Here you have the great lum­ber camp called Svartvik,” the ea­gle said.

The boy thought of the mill at home, which stood peace­fully em­bed­ded in fo­liage, and moved its wings very slowly. This mill, where they grind the for­est har­vest, stood on the wa­ter.

The mill pond was crowded with logs. One by one the helpers seized them with their cant-hooks, crowded them into the chutes and hur­ried them along to the whirling saws. What hap­pened to the logs in­side, the boy could not see, but he heard loud buzzing and roar­ing, and from the other end of the house small cars ran out, loaded with white planks. The cars ran on shin­ing tracks down to the lum­ber yard, where the planks were piled in rows, form­ing streets—like blocks of houses in a city. In one place they were build­ing new piles; in an­other they were pulling down old ones. Th­ese were car­ried aboard two large ves­sels which lay wait­ing for cargo. The place was alive with work­men, and in the woods, back of the yard, they had their homes.

“They’ll soon man­age to saw up all the forests in Medel­pad the way they work here,” said the boy.

The ea­gle moved his wings just a lit­tle, and car­ried the boy above an­other large camp, very much like the first, with the mill, yard, wharf, and the homes of the work­men.

“This is called Kukiken­borg,” the ea­gle said.

He flapped his wings slowly, flew past two big lum­ber camps, and ap­proached a large city. When the ea­gle heard the boy ask the name of it, he cried; “This is Sundsvall, the manor of the lum­ber dis­tricts.”

The boy re­mem­bered the cities of Skåne, which looked so old and gray and solemn; while here in the bleak North the city of Sundsvall faced a beau­ti­ful bay, and looked young and happy and beam­ing. There was some­thing odd about the city when one saw it from above, for in the mid­dle stood a clus­ter of tall stone struc­tures which looked so im­pos­ing that their match was hardly to be found in Stock­holm. Around the stone build­ings there was a large open space, then came a wreath of frame houses which looked pretty and cosy in their lit­tle gar­dens; but they seemed to be con­scious of the fact that they were very much poorer than the stone houses, and dared not ven­ture into their neigh­bour­hood.

“This must be both a wealthy and pow­er­ful city,” re­marked the boy. “Can it be pos­si­ble that the poor for­est soil is the source of all this?”

The ea­gle flapped his wings again, and went over to Aln Is­land, which lies op­po­site Sundsvall. The boy was greatly sur­prised to see all the sawmills that decked the shores. On Aln Is­land they stood, one next an­other, and on the main­land op­po­site were mill upon mill, lum­ber yard upon lum­ber yard. He counted forty, at least, but be­lieved there were many more.

“How won­der­ful it all looks from up here!” he mar­velled. “So much life and ac­tiv­ity I have not seen in any place save this on the whole trip. It is a great coun­try that we have! Wher­ever I go, there is al­ways some­thing new for peo­ple to live upon.”




A Morning in Ångermanland


The Bread

Satur­day, June eigh­teenth.

Next morn­ing, when the ea­gle had flown some dis­tance into Ånger­man­land, he re­marked that to­day he was the one who was hun­gry, and must find some­thing to eat! He set the boy down in an enor­mous pine on a high moun­tain ridge, and away he flew.

The boy found a com­fort­able seat in a cleft branch from which he could look down over Ånger­man­land. It was a glo­ri­ous morn­ing! The sun­shine gilded the tree­tops; a soft breeze played in the pine nee­dles; the sweet­est fra­grance was wafted through the for­est; a beau­ti­ful land­scape spread be­fore him; and the boy him­self was happy and care­free. He felt that no one could be bet­ter off.

He had a per­fect out­look in ev­ery di­rec­tion. The coun­try west of him was all peaks and table­land, and the far­ther away they were, the higher and wilder they looked. To the east there were also many peaks, but these sank lower and lower to­ward the sea, where the land be­came per­fectly flat. Every­where he saw shin­ing rivers and brooks which were hav­ing a trou­ble­some jour­ney with rapids and falls so long as they ran be­tween moun­tains, but spread out clear and broad as they neared the shore of the coast. Both­nia Bay was dot­ted with is­lands and notched with points, but far­ther out was open, blue wa­ter, like a sum­mer sky.

When the boy had had enough of the land­scape he un­loosed his knap­sack, took out a morsel of fine white bread, and be­gan to eat.

“I don’t think I’ve ever tasted such good bread,” said he. “And how much I have left! There’s enough to last me for a cou­ple of days.” As he munched he thought of how he had come by the bread.

“It must be be­cause I got it in such a nice way that it tastes so good to me,” he said.

The golden ea­gle had left Medel­pad the evening be­fore. He had hardly crossed the bor­der into Ånger­man­land when the boy caught a glimpse of a fer­tile val­ley and a river, which sur­passed any­thing of the kind he had seen be­fore.

As the boy glanced down at the rich val­ley, he com­plained of feel­ing hun­gry. He had had no food for two whole days, he said, and now he was fam­ished. Gorgo did not wish to have it said that the boy had fared worse in his com­pany than when he trav­elled with the wild geese, so he slack­ened his speed.

“Why haven’t you spo­ken of this be­fore?” he asked. “You shall have all the food you want. There’s no need of your starv­ing when you have an ea­gle for a trav­el­ling com­pan­ion.”

Just then the ea­gle sighted a farmer who was sow­ing a field near the river strand. The man car­ried the seeds in a bas­ket sus­pended from his neck, and each time that it was emp­tied he re­filled it from a seed sack which stood at the end of the fur­row. The ea­gle rea­soned it out that the sack must be filled with the best food that the boy could wish for, so he darted to­ward it. But be­fore the bird could get there a ter­ri­ble clam­our arose about him. Spar­rows, crows, and swal­lows came rush­ing up with wild shrieks, think­ing that the ea­gle meant to swoop down upon some bird.

“Away, away, rob­ber! Away, away, bird-killer!” they cried. They made such a racket that it at­tracted the farmer, who came run­ning, so that Gorgo had to flee, and the boy got no seed.

The small birds be­haved in the most ex­tra­or­di­nary man­ner. Not only did they force the ea­gle to flee, they pur­sued him a long dis­tance down the val­ley, and ev­ery­where the peo­ple heard their cries. Women came out and clapped their hands so that it sounded like a vol­ley of mus­ketry, and the men rushed out with ri­fles.

The same thing was re­peated ev­ery time the ea­gle swept to­ward the ground. The boy aban­doned the hope that the ea­gle could pro­cure any food for him. It had never oc­curred to him be­fore that Gorgo was so much hated. He al­most pitied him.

In a lit­tle while they came to a home­stead where the house­wife had just been bak­ing. She had set a plat­ter of sug­ared buns in the back yard to cool and was stand­ing be­side it, watch­ing, so that the cat and dog should not steal the buns.

The ea­gle cir­cled down to the yard, but dared not alight right un­der the eyes of the peas­ant woman. He flew up and down, ir­res­o­lute; twice he came down as far as the chim­ney, then rose again.

The peas­ant woman no­ticed the ea­gle. She raised her head and fol­lowed him with her glance.

“How pe­cu­liarly he acts!” she re­marked. “I be­lieve he wants one of my buns.”

She was a beau­ti­ful woman, tall and fair, with a cheery, open coun­te­nance. Laugh­ing heartily, she took a bun from the plat­ter, and held it above her head.

“If you want it, come and take it!” she chal­lenged.

While the ea­gle did not un­der­stand her lan­guage, he knew at once that she was of­fer­ing him the bun. With light­ning speed, he swooped to the bread, snatched it, and flew to­ward the heights.

When the boy saw the ea­gle snatch the bread he wept for joy—not be­cause he would es­cape suf­fer­ing hunger for a few days, but be­cause he was touched by the peas­ant woman’s shar­ing her bread with a sav­age bird of prey.

Where he now sat on the pine branch he could re­call at will the tall, fair woman as she stood in the yard and held up the bread.

She must have known that the large bird was a golden ea­gle—a plun­derer, who was usu­ally wel­comed with loud shots; doubt­less she had also seen the queer changeling he bore on his back. But she had not thought of what they were. As soon as she un­der­stood that they were hun­gry, she shared her good bread with them.

“If I ever be­come hu­man again,” thought the boy, “I shall look up the pretty woman who lives near the great river, and thank her for her kind­ness to us.”



The Forest Fire

While the boy was still at his break­fast he smelled a faint odour of smoke com­ing from the north. He turned and saw a tiny spi­ral, white as a mist, rise from a for­est ridge—not from the one near­est him, but from the one be­yond it. It looked strange to see smoke in the wild for­est, but it might be that a moun­tain stock farm lay over yon­der, and the women were boil­ing their morn­ing cof­fee.

It was re­mark­able the way that smoke in­creased and spread! It could not come from a ranch, but per­haps there were char­coal kilns in the for­est.

The smoke in­creased ev­ery mo­ment. Now it curled over the whole moun­tain top. It was not pos­si­ble that so much smoke could come from a char­coal kiln. There must be a con­fla­gra­tion of some sort, for many birds flew over to the near­est ridge. Hawks, grouse, and other birds, who were so small that it was im­pos­si­ble to rec­og­nize them at such a dis­tance, fled from the fire.

The tiny white spi­ral of smoke grew to a thick white cloud which rolled over the edge of the ridge and sank to­ward the val­ley. Sparks and flakes of soot shot up from the clouds, and here and there one could see a red flame in the smoke. A big fire was rag­ing over there, but what was burn­ing? Surely there was no large farm hid­den in the for­est.

The source of such a fire must be more than a farm. Now the smoke came not only from the ridge, but from the val­ley be­low it, which the boy could not see, be­cause the next ridge ob­structed his view. Great clouds of smoke as­cended; the for­est it­self was burn­ing!

It was dif­fi­cult for him to grasp the idea that the fresh, green pines could burn. If it re­ally were the for­est that was burn­ing, per­haps the fire might spread all the way over to him. It seemed im­prob­a­ble; but he wished the ea­gle would soon re­turn. It would be best to be away from this. The mere smell of the smoke which he drew in with ev­ery breath was a tor­ture.

All at once he heard a ter­ri­ble crack­ling and sput­ter­ing. It came from the ridge near­est him. There, on the high­est point, stood a tall pine like the one in which he sat. A mo­ment be­fore it had been a gor­geous red in the morn­ing light. Now all the nee­dles flashed, and the pine caught fire. Never be­fore had it looked so beau­ti­ful! But this was the last time it could ex­hibit any beauty, for the pine was the first tree on the ridge to burn. It was im­pos­si­ble to tell how the flames had reached it. Had the fire flown on red wings, or crawled along the ground like a snake? It was not easy to say, but there it was at all events. The great pine burned like a birch stem.

Ah, look! Now smoke curled up in many places on the ridge. The for­est fire was both bird and snake. It could fly in the air over wide stretches, or steal along the ground. The whole ridge was ablaze!

There was a hasty flight of birds that cir­cled up through the smoke like big flakes of soot. They flew across the val­ley and came to the ridge where the boy sat. A horned owl perched be­side him, and on a branch just above him a hen hawk alighted. Th­ese would have been dan­ger­ous neigh­bours at any other time, but now they did not even glance in his di­rec­tion—only stared at the fire. Prob­a­bly they could not make out what was wrong with the for­est. A marten ran up the pine to the tip of a branch, and looked at the burn­ing heights. Close be­side the marten sat a squir­rel, but they did not ap­pear to no­tice each other.

Now the fire came rush­ing down the slope, hiss­ing and roar­ing like a tor­nado. Through the smoke one could see the flames dart from tree to tree. Be­fore a branch caught fire it was first en­veloped in a thin veil of smoke, then all the nee­dles grew red at one time, and it be­gan to crackle and blaze.

In the glen be­low ran a lit­tle brook, bor­dered by elms and small birches. It ap­peared as if the flames would halt there. Leafy trees are not so ready to take fire as fir trees. The fire did pause as if be­fore a gate that could stop it. It glowed and crack­led and tried to leap across the brook to the pine woods on the other side, but could not reach them.

For a short time the fire was thus re­strained, then it shot a long flame over to the large, dry pine that stood on the slope, and this was soon ablaze. The fire had crossed the brook! The heat was so in­tense that ev­ery tree on the moun­tain was ready to burn. With the roar and rush of the mad­dest storm and the wildest tor­rent the for­est fire flew over to the ridge.

Then the hawk and the owl rose and the marten dashed down the tree. In a few sec­onds more the fire would reach the top of the pine, and the boy, too, would have to be mov­ing. It was not easy to slide down the long, straight pine trunk. He took as firm a hold of it as he could, and slid in long stretches be­tween the knotty branches; fi­nally he tum­bled head­long to the ground. He had no time to find out if he was hurt—only to hurry away. The fire raced down the pine like a rag­ing tem­pest; the ground un­der his feet was hot and smoul­der­ing. On ei­ther side of him ran a lynx and an adder, and right be­side the snake flut­tered a mother grouse who was hur­ry­ing along with her lit­tle downy chicks.

When the refugees de­scended the moun­tain to the glen they met peo­ple fight­ing the fire. They had been there for some time, but the boy had been gaz­ing so in­tently in the di­rec­tion of the fire that he had not no­ticed them be­fore.

In this glen there was a brook, bor­dered by a row of leaf trees, and back of these trees the peo­ple worked. They felled the fir trees near­est the elms, dipped wa­ter from the brook and poured it over the ground, wash­ing away heather and myr­tle to pre­vent the fire from steal­ing up to the birch brush.

They, too, thought only of the fire which was now rush­ing to­ward them. The flee­ing an­i­mals ran in and out among the men’s feet, with­out at­tract­ing at­ten­tion. No one struck at the adder or tried to catch the mother grouse as she ran back and forth with her lit­tle peep­ing birdlings. They did not even bother about Thumbi­etot. In their hands they held great, charred pine branches which had dropped into the brook, and it ap­peared as if they in­tended to chal­lenge the fire with these weapons. There were not many men, and it was strange to see them stand there, ready to fight, when all other liv­ing crea­tures were flee­ing.

As the fire came roar­ing and rush­ing down the slope with its in­tol­er­a­ble heat and suf­fo­cat­ing smoke, ready to hurl it­self over brook and leaf-tree wall in or­der to reach the op­po­site shore with­out hav­ing to pause, the peo­ple drew back at first as if un­able to with­stand it; but they did not flee far be­fore they turned back.

The con­fla­gra­tion raged with sav­age force, sparks poured like a rain of fire over the leaf trees, and long tongues of flame shot hiss­ingly out from the smoke, as if the for­est on the other side were suck­ing them in.

But the leaf-tree wall was an ob­struc­tion be­hind which the men worked. When the ground be­gan to smoul­der they brought wa­ter in their ves­sels and damp­ened it. When a tree be­came wreathed in smoke they felled it at once, threw it down and put out the flames. Where the fire crept along the heather, they beat it with the wet pine branches and smoth­ered it.

The smoke was so dense that it en­veloped ev­ery­thing. One could not pos­si­bly see how the bat­tle was go­ing, but it was easy enough to un­der­stand that it was a hard fight, and that sev­eral times the fire came near pen­e­trat­ing far­ther.

But think! After a while the loud roar of the flames de­creased, and the smoke cleared. By that time the leaf trees had lost all their fo­liage, the ground un­der them was charred, the faces of the men were black­ened by smoke and drip­ping with sweat; but the for­est fire was con­quered. It had ceased to flame up. Soft white smoke crept along the ground, and from it peeped out a lot of black stumps. This was all there was left of the beau­ti­ful for­est!

The boy scram­bled up on a rock, so that he might see how the fire had been quenched. But now that the for­est was saved, his peril be­gan. The owl and the hawk si­mul­ta­ne­ously turned their eyes to­ward him. Just then he heard a fa­mil­iar voice call­ing to him.

Gorgo, the golden ea­gle, came sweep­ing through the for­est, and soon the boy was soar­ing among the clouds—res­cued from ev­ery peril.





Westbottom and Lapland


The Five Scouts

Once, at Skansen, the boy had sat un­der the steps at Boll­näs cot­tage and had over­heard Cle­ment Lars­son and the old La­p­lan­der talk about Nor­rland. Both agreed that it was the most beau­ti­ful part of Swe­den. Cle­ment thought that the south­ern part was the best, while the La­p­lan­der favoured the north­ern part.

As they ar­gued, it be­came plain that Cle­ment had never been far­ther north than Härnösand. The La­p­lan­der laughed at him for speak­ing with such as­sur­ance of places that he had never seen.

“I think I shall have to tell you a story, Cle­ment, to give you some idea of La­p­land, since you have not seen it,” vol­un­teered the La­p­lan­der.

“It shall not be said of me that I refuse to lis­ten to a story,” re­torted Cle­ment, and the old La­p­lan­der be­gan:

“It once hap­pened that the birds who lived down in Swe­den, south of the great Sami­land, thought that they were over­crowded there and sug­gested mov­ing north­ward.

“They came to­gether to con­sider the mat­ter. The young and ea­ger birds wished to start at once, but the older and wiser ones passed a res­o­lu­tion to send scouts to ex­plore the new coun­try.

“ ‘Let each of the five great bird fam­i­lies send out a scout,’ said the old and wise birds, ‘to learn if there is room for us all up there—food and hid­ing places.’

“Five in­tel­li­gent and ca­pa­ble birds were im­me­di­ately ap­pointed by the five great bird fam­i­lies.

“The for­est birds se­lected a grouse, the field birds a lark, the sea birds a gull, the fresh­wa­ter birds a loon, and the cliff birds a snow spar­row.

“When the five cho­sen ones were ready to start, the grouse, who was the largest and most com­mand­ing, said:

“ ‘There are great stretches of land ahead. If we travel to­gether, it will be long be­fore we cover all the ter­ri­tory that we must ex­plore. If, on the other hand, we travel singly—each one ex­plor­ing his spe­cial por­tion of the coun­try—the whole busi­ness can be ac­com­plished in a few days.’

“The other scouts thought the sug­ges­tion a good one, and agreed to act upon it.

“It was de­cided that the grouse should ex­plore the mid­lands. The lark was to travel to the east­ward, the sea gull still far­ther east, where the land bor­dered on the sea, while the loon should fly over the ter­ri­tory west of the mid­lands, and the snow spar­row to the ex­treme west.

“In ac­cor­dance with this plan, the five birds flew over the whole North­land. Then they turned back and told the as­sem­bly of birds what they had dis­cov­ered.

“The gull, who had trav­elled along the sea­coast, spoke first.

“ ‘The North is a fine coun­try,’ he said. ‘The sounds are full of fish, and there are points and is­lands with­out num­ber. Most of these are un­in­hab­ited, and the birds will find plenty of room there. The hu­mans do a lit­tle fish­ing and sail­ing in the sounds, but not enough to dis­turb the birds. If the sea birds fol­low my ad­vice, they will move north im­me­di­ately.’

“When the gull had fin­ished, the lark, who had ex­plored the land back from the coast, spoke:

“ ‘I don’t know what the gull means by his is­lands and points,’ said the lark. I have trav­elled only over great fields and flow­ery mead­ows. I have never be­fore seen a coun­try crossed by some large streams. Their shores are dot­ted with home­steads, and at the mouth of the rivers are cities; but for the most part the coun­try is very des­o­late. If the field birds fol­low my ad­vice, they will move north im­me­di­ately.’

“After the lark came the grouse, who had flown over the mid­lands.

“ ‘I know nei­ther what the lark means with his mead­ows nor the gull with his is­lands and points,’ said he. ‘I have seen only pine forests on this whole trip. There are also many rush­ing streams and great stretches of moss-grown swamp land; but all that is not river or swamp is for­est. If the for­est birds fol­low my ad­vice, they will move north im­me­di­ately.’

“After the grouse came the loon, who had ex­plored the bor­der­land to the west.

“I don’t know what the grouse means by his forests, nor do I know where the eyes of the lark and the gull could have been,’ re­marked the loon. ‘There’s hardly any land up there—only big lakes. Between beau­ti­ful shores glis­ten clear, blue moun­tain lakes, which pour into roar­ing wa­ter­falls. If the fresh­wa­ter birds fol­low my ad­vice, they will move north im­me­di­ately.’

“The last speaker was the snow spar­row, who had flown along the west­ern bound­ary.

“ ‘I don’t know what the loon means by his lakes, nor do I know what coun­tries the grouse, the lark, and the gull can have seen,’ he said. ‘I found one vast moun­tain­ous re­gion up north. I didn’t run across any fields or any pine forests, but peak af­ter peak and high­lands. I have seen ice fields and snow and moun­tain brooks, with wa­ter as white as milk. No farm­ers nor cat­tle nor home­steads have I seen, but only Lapps and rein­deer and huts met my eyes. If the cliff birds fol­low my ad­vice, they will move north im­me­di­ately.’

“When the five scouts had pre­sented their re­ports to the as­sem­bly, they be­gan to call one an­other liars, and were ready to fly at each other to prove the truth of their ar­gu­ments.

“But the old and wise birds who had sent them out, lis­tened to their ac­counts with joy, and calmed their fight­ing propen­si­ties.

“ ‘You mustn’t quar­rel among your­selves,’ they said. ‘We un­der­stand from your re­ports that up north there are large moun­tain tracts, a big lake re­gion, great for­est lands, a wide plain, and a big group of is­lands. This is more than we have ex­pected—more than many a mighty king­dom can boast within its bor­ders.’ ”



The Moving Landscape

Satur­day, June eigh­teenth.

The boy had been re­minded of the old La­p­lan­der’s story be­cause he him­self was now trav­el­ling over the coun­try of which he had spo­ken. The ea­gle told him that the ex­panse of coast which spread be­neath them was West­bot­tom, and that the blue ridges far to the west were in La­p­land.

Only to be once more seated com­fort­ably on Gorgo’s back, af­ter all that he had suf­fered dur­ing the for­est fire, was a plea­sure. Be­sides, they were hav­ing a fine trip. The flight was so easy that at times it seemed as if they were stand­ing still in the air. The ea­gle beat and beat his wings, with­out ap­pear­ing to move from the spot; on the other hand, ev­ery­thing un­der them seemed in mo­tion. The whole Earth and all things on it moved slowly south­ward. The forests, the fields, the fences, the rivers, the cities, the is­lands, the sawmills—all were on the march. The boy won­dered whither they were bound. Had they grown tired of stand­ing so far north, and wished to move to­ward the south?

Amid all the ob­jects in mo­tion there was only one that stood still: that was a rail­way train. It stood di­rectly un­der them, for it was with the train as with Gorgo—it could not move from the spot. The lo­co­mo­tive sent forth smoke and sparks. The clat­ter of the wheels could be heard all the way up to the boy, but the train did not seem to move. The forests rushed by; the flag sta­tion rushed by; fences and tele­graph poles rushed by; but the train stood still. A broad river with a long bridge came to­ward it, but the river and the bridge glided along un­der the train with per­fect ease. Fi­nally a rail­way sta­tion ap­peared. The sta­tion mas­ter stood on the plat­form with his red flag, and moved slowly to­ward the train.

When he waved his lit­tle flag, the lo­co­mo­tive belched even darker smoke curls than be­fore, and whis­tled mourn­fully be­cause it had to stand still. All of a sud­den it be­gan to move to­ward the south, like ev­ery­thing else.

The boy saw all the coach doors open and the pas­sen­gers step out while both cars and peo­ple were mov­ing south­ward.

He glanced away from the earth and tried to look straight ahead. Star­ing at the queer rail­way train had made him dizzy; but af­ter he had gazed for a mo­ment at a lit­tle white cloud, he was tired of that and looked down again—think­ing all the while that the ea­gle and him­self were quite still and that ev­ery­thing else was trav­el­ling on south. Fancy! Sup­pose the grain field just then run­ning along un­der him—which must have been newly sown for he had seen a green blade on it—were to travel all the way down to Skåne where the rye was in full bloom at this sea­son!

Up here the pine forests were dif­fer­ent: the trees were bare, the branches short and the nee­dles were al­most black. Many trees were bald at the top and looked sickly. If a for­est like that were to jour­ney down to Kolmår­den and see a real for­est, how in­fe­rior it would feel!

The gar­dens which he now saw had some pretty bushes, but no fruit trees or lin­dens or chest­nut trees—only moun­tain ash and birch. There were some veg­etable beds, but they were not as yet hoed or planted.

“If such an apol­ogy for a gar­den were to come trail­ing into Sörm­land, the prov­ince of gar­dens, wouldn’t it think it­self a poor wilder­ness by com­par­i­son?”

Imag­ine an im­mense plain like the one now glid­ing be­neath him, com­ing un­der the very eyes of the poor Små­land peas­ants! They would hurry away from their mea­gre gar­den plots and stony fields, to be­gin plow­ing and sow­ing.

There was one thing, how­ever, of which this North­land had more than other lands, and that was light. Night must have set in, for the cranes stood sleep­ing on the morass; but it was as light as day. The sun had not trav­elled south­ward, like ev­ery other thing. In­stead, it had gone so far north that it shone in the boy’s face. To all ap­pear­ance, it had no no­tion of set­ting that night.

If this light and this sun were only shin­ing on West Vem­men­hög! It would suit the boy’s fa­ther and mother to a dot to have a work­ing day that lasted twenty-four hours.

Sun­day, June nine­teenth.

The boy raised his head and looked around, per­fectly be­wil­dered. It was mighty queer! Here he lay sleep­ing in some place where he had not been be­fore. No, he had never seen this glen nor the moun­tains round about; and never had he no­ticed such puny and shrunken birches as those un­der which he now lay.

Where was the ea­gle? The boy could see no sign of him. Gorgo must have de­serted him. Well, here was an­other ad­ven­ture!

The boy lay down again, closed his eyes, and tried to re­call the cir­cum­stances un­der which he had dropped to sleep.

He re­mem­bered that as long as he was trav­el­ling over West­bot­tom he had fan­cied that the ea­gle and he were at a stand­still in the air, and that the land un­der them was mov­ing south­ward. As the ea­gle turned north­west, the wind had come from that side, and again he had felt a cur­rent of air, so that the land be­low had stopped mov­ing and he had no­ticed that the ea­gle was bear­ing him on­ward with ter­rific speed.

“Now we are fly­ing into La­p­land,” Gorgo had said, and the boy had bent for­ward, so that he might see the coun­try of which he had heard so much.

But he had felt rather dis­ap­pointed at not see­ing any­thing but great tracts of for­est land and wide marshes. For­est fol­lowed marsh and marsh fol­lowed for­est. The monotony of the whole fi­nally made him so sleepy that he had nearly dropped to the ground.

He said to the ea­gle that he could not stay on his back an­other minute, but must sleep awhile. Gorgo had promptly swooped to the ground, where the boy had dropped down on a moss tuft. Then Gorgo put a talon around him and soared into the air with him again.

“Go to sleep, Thumbi­etot!” he cried. “The sun­shine keeps me awake and I want to con­tinue the jour­ney.”

Although the boy hung in this un­com­fort­able po­si­tion, he ac­tu­ally dozed and dreamed.

He dreamed that he was on a broad road in south­ern Swe­den, hur­ry­ing along as fast as his lit­tle legs could carry him. He was not alone, many way­far­ers were tramp­ing in the same di­rec­tion. Close be­side him marched grain-filled rye blades, blos­som­ing corn flow­ers, and yel­low daisies. Heav­ily laden ap­ple trees went puff­ing along, fol­lowed by vine-cov­ered bean stalks, big clus­ters of white daisies, and masses of berry bushes. Tall beeches and oaks and lin­dens strolled leisurely in the mid­dle of the road, their branches sway­ing, and they stepped aside for none. Between the boy’s tiny feet darted the lit­tle flow­ers—wild straw­berry blos­soms, white anemones, clover, and for­get-me-nots. At first he thought that only the veg­etable fam­ily was on the march, but presently he saw that an­i­mals and peo­ple ac­com­pa­nied them. The in­sects were buzzing around ad­vanc­ing bushes, the fishes were swim­ming in mov­ing ditches, the birds were singing in strolling trees. Both tame and wild beasts were rac­ing, and amongst all this peo­ple moved along—some with spades and scythes, oth­ers with axes, and oth­ers, again, with fish­ing nets.

The pro­ces­sion marched with glad­ness and gayety, and he did not won­der at that when he saw who was lead­ing it. It was noth­ing less than the Sun it­self that rolled on like a great shin­ing head with hair of many-hued rays and a coun­te­nance beam­ing with mer­ri­ment and kind­li­ness!

“For­ward, march!” it kept call­ing out. “None need feel anx­ious whilst I am here. For­ward, march!”

“I won­der where the Sun wants to take us to?” re­marked the boy. A rye blade that walked be­side him heard him, and im­me­di­ately an­swered:

“He wants to take us up to La­p­land to fight the Ice Witch.”

Presently the boy no­ticed that some of the trav­ellers hes­i­tated, slowed up, and fi­nally stood quite still. He saw that the tall beech tree stopped, and that the roe­buck and the wheat blade tar­ried by the way­side, like­wise the black­berry bush, the lit­tle yel­low but­ter­cup, the chest­nut tree, and the grouse.

He glanced about him and tried to rea­son out why so many stopped. Then he dis­cov­ered that they were no longer in south­ern Swe­den. The march had been so rapid that they were al­ready in Svealand.

Up there the oak be­gan to move more cau­tiously. It paused awhile to con­sider, took a few fal­ter­ing steps, then came to a stand­still.

“Why doesn’t the oak come along?” asked the boy.

“It’s afraid of the Ice Witch,” said a fair young birch that tripped along so boldly and cheer­fully that it was a joy to watch it. The crowd hur­ried on as be­fore. In a short time they were in Nor­rland, and now it mat­tered not how much the Sun cried and coaxed—the ap­ple tree stopped, the cherry tree stopped, the rye blade stopped!

The boy turned to them and asked:

“Why don’t you come along? Why do you desert the Sun?”

“We dare not! We’re afraid of the Ice Witch, who lives in La­p­land,” they an­swered.

The boy com­pre­hended that they were far north, as the pro­ces­sion grew thin­ner and thin­ner. The rye blade, the bar­ley, the wild straw­berry, the blue­berry bush, the pea stalk, the cur­rant bush had come along as far as this. The elk and the do­mes­tic cow had been walk­ing side by side, but now they stopped. The Sun no doubt would have been al­most de­serted if new fol­low­ers had not hap­pened along. Osier bushes and a lot of brushy veg­e­ta­tion joined the pro­ces­sion. Laps and rein­deer, moun­tain owl and moun­tain fox and wil­low grouse fol­lowed.

Then the boy heard some­thing com­ing to­ward them. He saw great rivers and creeks sweep­ing along with ter­ri­ble force.

“Why are they in such a hurry?” he asked.

“They are run­ning away from the Ice Witch, who lives up in the moun­tains.”

All of a sud­den the boy saw be­fore him a high, dark, tur­reted wall. In­stantly the Sun turned its beam­ing face to­ward this wall and flooded it with light. Then it be­came ap­par­ent that it was no wall, but the most glo­ri­ous moun­tains, which loomed up—one be­hind an­other. Their peaks were rose-coloured in the sun­light, their slopes azure and gold-tinted.

“On­ward, on­ward!” urged the Sun as it climbed the steep cliffs. “There’s no dan­ger so long as I am with you.”

But half way up, the bold young birch de­serted—also the sturdy pine and the per­sis­tent spruce, and there, too, the La­p­lan­der, and the wil­low brush de­serted. At last, when the Sun reached the top, there was no one but the lit­tle tot, Nils Hol­gers­son, who had fol­lowed it.

The Sun rolled into a cave, where the walls were be­decked with ice, and Nils Hol­gers­son wanted to fol­low, but far­ther than the open­ing of the cave he dared not ven­ture, for in there he saw some­thing dread­ful.

Far back in the cave sat an old witch with an ice body, hair of ici­cles, and a man­tle of snow!

At her feet lay three black wolves, who rose and opened their jaws when the Sun ap­proached. From the mouth of one came a pierc­ing cold, from the sec­ond a blus­ter­ing north wind, and from the third came im­pen­e­tra­ble dark­ness.

“That must be the Ice Witch and her tribe,” thought the boy.

He un­der­stood that now was the time for him to flee, but he was so cu­ri­ous to see the out­come of the meet­ing be­tween the Sun and the Ice Witch that he tar­ried.

The Ice Witch did not move—only turned her hideous face to­ward the Sun. This con­tin­ued for a short time. It ap­peared to the boy that the witch was be­gin­ning to sigh and trem­ble. Her snow man­tle fell, and the three fe­ro­cious wolves howled less sav­agely.

Sud­denly the Sun cried:

“Now my time is up!” and rolled out of the cave.

Then the Ice Witch let loose her three wolves. In­stantly the North Wind, Cold, and Dark­ness rushed from the cave and be­gan to chase the Sun.

“Drive him out! Drive him back!” shrieked the Ice Witch. “Chase him so far that he can never come back! Teach him that La­p­land is mine!”

But Nils Hol­gers­son felt so un­happy when he saw that the Sun was to be driven from La­p­land that he awak­ened with a cry. When he re­cov­ered his senses, he found him­self at the bot­tom of a ravine.

But where was Gorgo? How was he to find out where he him­self was?

He arose and looked all around him. Then he hap­pened to glance up­ward and saw a pe­cu­liar struc­ture of pine twigs and branches that stood on a cliff-ledge.

“That must be one of those ea­gle nests that Gorgo—” But this was as far as he got. He tore off his cap, waved it in the air, and cheered.

Now he un­der­stood where Gorgo had brought him. This was the very glen where the wild geese lived in sum­mer, and just above it was the ea­gles’ cliff.


He had ar­rived!


He would meet Morten Goosey-Gan­der and Akka and all the other com­rades in a few mo­ments. Hur­rah!



The Meeting

All was still in the glen. The sun had not yet stepped above the cliffs, and Nils Hol­gers­son knew that it was too early in the morn­ing for the geese to be awake.

The boy walked along leisurely and searched for his friends. Be­fore he had gone very far, he paused with a smile, for he saw such a pretty sight. A wild goose was sleep­ing in a neat lit­tle nest, and be­side her stood her goosey-gan­der. He too, slept, but it was ob­vi­ous that he had sta­tioned him­self thus near her that he might be on hand in the pos­si­ble event of dan­ger.

The boy went on with­out dis­turb­ing them and peeped into the wil­low brush that cov­ered the ground. It was not long be­fore he spied an­other goose cou­ple. Th­ese were strangers, not of his flock, but he was so happy that he be­gan to hum—just be­cause he had come across wild geese.

He peeped into an­other bit of brush­wood. There at last he saw two that were fa­mil­iar.

It was cer­tainly Neljä that was nest­ing there, and the goosey-gan­der who stood be­side her was surely Kolme. Why, of course! The boy had a good mind to awaken them, but he let them sleep on, and walked away.

In the next brush he saw Vi­isi and Ku­usi, and not far from them he found Yksi and Kaksi. All four were asleep, and the boy passed by with­out dis­turb­ing them. As he ap­proached the next brush, he thought he saw some­thing white shim­mer­ing among the bushes, and the heart of him thumped with joy. Yes, it was as he ex­pected. In there sat the dainty Dun­fin on an egg-filled nest. Be­side her stood her white goosey-gan­der. Although he slept, it was easy to see how proud he was to watch over his wife up here among the La­p­land moun­tains. The boy did not care to waken the goosey-gan­der, so he walked on.

He had to seek a long time be­fore he came across any more wild geese. Fi­nally, he saw on a lit­tle hillock some­thing that re­sem­bled a small, gray moss tuft, and he knew that there was Akka from Keb­nekaise. She stood, wide awake, look­ing about as if she were keep­ing watch over the whole glen.

“Good morn­ing, Mother Akka!” said the boy. “Please don’t waken the other geese yet awhile, for I wish to speak with you in pri­vate.”

The old leader-goose came rush­ing down the hill and up to the boy.

First she seized hold of him and shook him, then she stroked him with her bill be­fore she shook him again. But she did not say a word, since he asked her not to waken the oth­ers.

Thumbi­etot kissed old Mother Akka on both cheeks, then he told her how he had been car­ried off to Skansen and held cap­tive there.

“Now I must tell you that Smirre Fox, short of an ear, sat im­pris­oned in the foxes’ cage at Skansen,” said the boy. “Although he was very mean to us, I couldn’t help feel­ing sorry for him. There were many other foxes in the cage; and they seemed quite con­tented there, but Smirre sat all the while look­ing de­jected, long­ing for lib­erty.

“I made many good friends at Skansen, and I learned one day from the Lapp dog that a man had come to Skansen to buy foxes. He was from some is­land far out in the ocean. All the foxes had been ex­ter­mi­nated there, and the rats were about to get the bet­ter of the in­hab­i­tants, so they wished the foxes back again.

“As soon as I learned of this, I went to Smirre’s cage and said to him:

“ ‘To­mor­row some men are com­ing here to get a pair of foxes. Don’t hide, Smirre, but keep well in the fore­ground and see to it that you are cho­sen. Then you’ll be free again.’

“He fol­lowed my sug­ges­tion, and now he is run­ning at large on the is­land. What say you to this, Mother Akka? If you had been in my place, would you not have done like­wise?”

“You have acted in a way that makes me wish I had done that my­self,” said the leader-goose proudly.

“It’s a re­lief to know that you ap­prove,” said the boy. “Now there is one thing more I wish to ask you about:

“One day I hap­pened to see Gorgo, the ea­gle—the one that fought with Morten Goosey-Gan­der—a pris­oner at Skansen. He was in the ea­gles’ cage and looked piti­fully for­lorn. I was think­ing of fil­ing down the wire roof over him and let­ting him out, but I also thought of his be­ing a dan­ger­ous rob­ber and bird-eater, and won­dered if I should be do­ing right in let­ting loose such a plun­derer, and if it were not bet­ter, per­haps, to let him stay where he was. What say you, Mother Akka? Was it right to think thus?”

“No, it was not right!” re­torted Akka. “Say what you will about the ea­gles, they are proud birds and greater lovers of free­dom than all oth­ers. It is not right to keep them in cap­tiv­ity. Do you know what I would sug­gest? This: that, as soon as you are well rested, we two make the trip to­gether to the big bird prison, and lib­er­ate Gorgo.”

“That is just the word I was ex­pect­ing from you, Mother Akka,” re­turned the boy ea­gerly.

“There are those who say that you no longer have any love in your heart for the one you reared so ten­derly, be­cause he lives as ea­gles must live. But I know now that it isn’t true. And now I want to see if Morten Goosey-Gan­der is awake.

“Mean­while, if you wish to say a ‘thank you’ to the one who brought me here to you, I think you’ll find him up there on the cliff ledge, where once you found a help­less ea­glet.”





Osa, the Goose Girl, and Little Mats

The year that Nils Hol­gers­son trav­elled with the wild geese ev­ery­body was talk­ing about two lit­tle chil­dren, a boy and a girl, who tramped through the coun­try. They were from Sun­nerbo town­ship, in Små­land, and had once lived with their par­ents and four broth­ers and sis­ters in a lit­tle cabin on the heath.

While the two chil­dren, Osa and Mats, were still small, a poor, home­less woman came to their cabin one night and begged for shel­ter. Although the place could hardly hold the fam­ily, she was taken in and the mother spread a bed for her on the floor. In the night she coughed so hard that the chil­dren fan­cied the house shook. By morn­ing she was too ill to con­tinue her wan­der­ings. The chil­dren’s fa­ther and mother were as kind to her as could be. They gave up their bed to her and slept on the floor, while the fa­ther went to the doc­tor and brought her medicine.

The first few days the sick woman be­haved like a sav­age; she de­manded con­stant at­ten­tion and never ut­tered a word of thanks. Later she be­came more sub­dued and fi­nally begged to be car­ried out to the heath and left there to die.

When her hosts would not hear of this, she told them that the last few years she had roamed about with a band of gip­sies. She her­self was not of gipsy blood, but was the daugh­ter of a well-to-do farmer. She had run away from home and gone with the no­mads. She be­lieved that a gipsy woman who was an­gry at her had brought this sick­ness upon her. Nor was that all: The gipsy woman had also cursed her, say­ing that all who took her un­der their roof or were kind to her should suf­fer a like fate. She be­lieved this, and there­fore begged them to cast her out of the house and never to see her again. She did not want to bring mis­for­tune down upon such good peo­ple. But the peas­ants re­fused to do her bid­ding. It was quite pos­si­ble that they were alarmed, but they were not the kind of folk who could turn out a poor, sick per­son.

Soon af­ter that she died, and then along came the mis­for­tunes. Be­fore, there had never been any­thing but hap­pi­ness in that cabin. Its in­mates were poor, yet not so very poor. The fa­ther was a maker of weavers’ combs, and mother and chil­dren helped him with the work. Father made the frames, mother and the older chil­dren did the bind­ing, while the smaller ones planed the teeth and cut them out. They worked from morn­ing un­til night, but the time passed pleas­antly, es­pe­cially when fa­ther talked of the days when he trav­elled about in for­eign lands and sold weavers’ combs. Father was so jolly that some­times mother and the chil­dren would laugh un­til their sides ached at his funny quips and jokes.

The weeks fol­low­ing the death of the poor vagabond woman lin­gered in the minds of the chil­dren like a hor­ri­ble night­mare. They knew not if the time had been long or short, but they re­mem­bered that they were al­ways hav­ing fu­ner­als at home. One af­ter an­other they lost their broth­ers and sis­ters. At last it was very still and sad in the cabin.

The mother kept up some mea­sure of courage, but the fa­ther was not a bit like him­self. He could no longer work nor jest, but sat from morn­ing till night, his head buried in his hands, and only brooded.

Once—that was af­ter the third burial—the fa­ther had bro­ken out into wild talk, which fright­ened the chil­dren. He said that he could not un­der­stand why such mis­for­tunes should come upon them. They had done a kindly thing in help­ing the sick woman. Could it be true, then, that the evil in this world was more pow­er­ful than the good?

The mother tried to rea­son with him, but she was un­able to soothe him.

A few days later the el­dest was stricken. She had al­ways been the fa­ther’s favourite, so when he re­al­ized that she, too, must go, he fled from all the mis­ery. The mother never said any­thing, but she thought it was best for him to be away, as she feared that he might lose his rea­son. He had brooded too long over this one idea: that God had al­lowed a wicked per­son to bring about so much evil.

After the fa­ther went away they be­came very poor. For awhile he sent them money, but af­ter­ward things must have gone badly with him, for no more came.

The day of the el­dest daugh­ter’s burial the mother closed the cabin and left home with the two re­main­ing chil­dren, Osa and Mats. She went down to Skåne to work in the beet fields, and found a place at the Jord­berga sugar re­fin­ery. She was a good worker and had a cheer­ful and gen­er­ous na­ture. Every­body liked her. Many were as­ton­ished be­cause she could be so calm af­ter all that she had passed through, but the mother was very strong and pa­tient. When any­one spoke to her of her two sturdy chil­dren, she only said: “I shall soon lose them also,” with­out a qua­ver in her voice or a tear in her eye. She had ac­cus­tomed her­self to ex­pect noth­ing else.

But it did not turn out as she feared. In­stead, the sick­ness came upon her­self. She had gone to Skåne in the be­gin­ning of sum­mer; be­fore au­tumn she was gone, and the chil­dren were left alone.

While their mother was ill she had of­ten said to the chil­dren they must re­mem­ber that she never re­gret­ted hav­ing let the sick woman stop with them. It was not hard to die when one had done right, she said, for then one could go with a clear con­science.

Be­fore the mother passed away, she tried to make some pro­vi­sion for her chil­dren. She asked the peo­ple with whom she lived to let them re­main in the room which she had oc­cu­pied. If the chil­dren only had a shel­ter they would not be­come a bur­den to any­one. She knew that they could take care of them­selves.

Osa and Mats were al­lowed to keep the room on con­di­tion that they would tend the geese, as it was al­ways hard to find chil­dren will­ing to do that work. It turned out as the mother ex­pected: they did main­tain them­selves. The girl made candy, and the boy carved wooden toys, which they sold at the farm houses. They had a tal­ent for trad­ing and soon be­gan buy­ing eggs and but­ter from the farm­ers, which they sold to the work­ers at the sugar re­fin­ery. Osa was the older, and, by the time she was thir­teen, she was as re­spon­si­ble as a grown woman. She was quiet and se­ri­ous, while Mats was lively and talk­a­tive. His sis­ter used to say to him that he could out­cackle the geese.

When the chil­dren had been at Jord­berga for two years, there was a lec­ture given one evening at the school­house. Ev­i­dently it was meant for grownups, but the two Små­land chil­dren were in the au­di­ence. They did not re­gard them­selves as chil­dren, and few per­sons thought of them as such. The lec­turer talked about the dread dis­ease called the White Plague, which ev­ery year car­ried off so many peo­ple in Swe­den. He spoke very plainly and the chil­dren un­der­stood ev­ery word.

After the lec­ture they waited out­side the school­house. When the lec­turer came out they took hold of hands and walked gravely up to him, ask­ing if they might speak to him.

The stranger must have won­dered at the two rosy, baby-faced chil­dren stand­ing there talk­ing with an earnest­ness more in keep­ing with peo­ple thrice their age; but he lis­tened gra­ciously to them. They re­lated what had hap­pened in their home, and asked the lec­turer if he thought their mother and their sis­ters and broth­ers had died of the sick­ness he had de­scribed.

“Very likely,” he an­swered. “It could hardly have been any other dis­ease.”

If only the mother and fa­ther had known what the chil­dren learned that evening, they might have pro­tected them­selves. If they had burned the cloth­ing of the vagabond woman; if they had scoured and aired the cabin and had not used the old bed­ding, all whom the chil­dren mourned might have been liv­ing yet. The lec­turer said he could not say pos­i­tively, but he be­lieved that none of their dear ones would have been sick had they un­der­stood how to guard against the in­fec­tion.

Osa and Mats waited awhile be­fore putting the next ques­tion, for that was the most im­por­tant of all. It was not true then that the gipsy woman had sent the sick­ness be­cause they had be­friended the one with whom she was an­gry. It was not some­thing spe­cial that had stricken only them. The lec­turer as­sured them that no per­son had the power to bring sick­ness upon an­other in that way.

There­upon the chil­dren thanked him and went to their room. They talked un­til late that night.

The next day they gave no­tice that they could not tend geese an­other year, but must go else­where. Where were they go­ing? Why, to try to find their fa­ther. They must tell him that their mother and the other chil­dren had died of a com­mon ail­ment and not some­thing spe­cial brought upon them by an an­gry per­son. They were very glad that they had found out about this. Now it was their duty to tell their fa­ther of it, for prob­a­bly he was still try­ing to solve the mys­tery.

Osa and Mats set out for their old home on the heath. When they ar­rived they were shocked to find the lit­tle cabin in flames. They went to the par­son­age and there they learned that a rail­road work­man had seen their fa­ther at Malm­ber­get, far up in La­p­land. He had been work­ing in a mine and pos­si­bly was still there. When the cler­gy­man heard that the chil­dren wanted to go in search of their fa­ther he brought forth a map and showed them how far it was to Malm­ber­get and tried to dis­suade them from mak­ing the jour­ney, but the chil­dren in­sisted that they must find their fa­ther. He had left home be­liev­ing some­thing that was not true. They must find him and tell him that it was all a mis­take.

They did not want to spend their lit­tle sav­ings buy­ing rail­way tick­ets, there­fore they de­cided to go all the way on foot, which they never re­gret­ted, as it proved to be a re­mark­ably beau­ti­ful jour­ney.

Be­fore they were out of Små­land, they stopped at a farm house to buy food. The house­wife was a kind, moth­erly soul who took an in­ter­est in the chil­dren. She asked them who they were and where they came from, and they told her their story. “Dear, dear! Dear, dear!” she in­ter­po­lated time and again when they were speak­ing. Later she pet­ted the chil­dren and stuffed them with all kinds of good­ies, for which she would not ac­cept a penny. When they rose to thank her and go, the woman asked them to stop at her brother’s farm in the next town­ship. Of course the chil­dren were de­lighted.

“Give him my greet­ings and tell him what has hap­pened to you,” said the peas­ant woman.

This the chil­dren did and were well treated. From ev­ery farm af­ter that it was al­ways: “If you hap­pen to go in such and such a di­rec­tion, stop there or there and tell them what has hap­pened to you.”

In ev­ery farm house to which they were sent there was al­ways a con­sump­tive. So Osa and Mats went through the coun­try un­con­sciously teach­ing the peo­ple how to com­bat that dread­ful dis­ease.

Long, long ago, when the black plague was rav­aging the coun­try, ’twas said that a boy and a girl were seen wan­der­ing from house to house. The boy car­ried a rake, and if he stopped and raked in front of a house, it meant that there many should die, but not all; for the rake has coarse teeth and does not take ev­ery­thing with it. The girl car­ried a broom, and if she came along and swept be­fore a door, it meant that all who lived within must die; for the broom is an im­ple­ment that makes a clean sweep.

It seems quite re­mark­able that in our time two chil­dren should wan­der through the land be­cause of a cruel sick­ness. But these chil­dren did not frighten peo­ple with the rake and the broom. They said rather: “We will not con­tent our­selves with merely rak­ing the yard and sweep­ing the floors, we will use mop and brush, wa­ter and soap. We will keep clean in­side and out­side of the door and we our­selves will be clean in both mind and body. In this way we will con­quer the sick­ness.”

One day, while still in La­p­land, Akka took the boy to Malm­ber­get, where they dis­cov­ered lit­tle Mats ly­ing un­con­scious at the mouth of the pit. He and Osa had ar­rived there a short time be­fore. That morn­ing he had been roam­ing about, hop­ing to come across his fa­ther. He had ven­tured too near the shaft and been hurt by fly­ing rocks af­ter the set­ting off of a blast.

Thumbi­etot ran to the edge of the shaft and called down to the min­ers that a lit­tle boy was in­jured.

Im­me­di­ately a num­ber of labour­ers came rush­ing up to lit­tle Mats. Two of them car­ried him to the hut where he and Osa were stay­ing. They did all they could to save him, but it was too late.

Thumbi­etot felt so sorry for poor Osa. He wanted to help and com­fort her; but he knew that if he were to go to her now, he would only frighten her—such as he was!

The night af­ter the burial of lit­tle Mats, Osa straight­way shut her­self in her hut.

She sat alone re­call­ing, one af­ter an­other, things her brother had said and done. There was so much to think about that she did not go straight to bed, but sat up most of the night. The more she thought of her brother the more she re­al­ized how hard it would be to live with­out him. At last she dropped her head on the ta­ble and wept.

“What shall I do now that lit­tle Mats is gone?” she sobbed.

It was far along to­ward morn­ing and Osa, spent by the strain of her hard day, fi­nally fell asleep.

She dreamed that lit­tle Mats softly opened the door and stepped into the room.

“Osa, you must go and find fa­ther,” he said.

“How can I when I don’t even know where he is?” she replied in her dream.

“Don’t worry about that,” re­turned lit­tle Mats in his usual, cheery way. “I’ll send some­one to help you.”

Just as Osa, the goose girl, dreamed that lit­tle Mats had said this, there was a knock at the door. It was a real knock—not some­thing she heard in the dream, but she was so held by the dream that she could not tell the real from the un­real. As she went on to open the door, she thought:

“This must be the per­son lit­tle Mats promised to send me.”

She was right, for it was Thumbi­etot come to talk to her about her fa­ther.

When he saw that she was not afraid of him, he told her in a few words where her fa­ther was and how to reach him.

While he was speak­ing, Osa, the goose girl, grad­u­ally re­gained con­scious­ness; when he had fin­ished she was wide awake.

Then she was so ter­ri­fied at the thought of talk­ing with an elf that she could not say thank you or any­thing else, but quickly shut the door.

As she did that she thought she saw an ex­pres­sion of pain flash across the elf’s face, but she could not help what she did, for she was be­side her­self with fright. She crept into bed as quickly as she could and drew the cov­ers over her head.

Although she was afraid of the elf, she had a feel­ing that he meant well by her. So the next day she made haste to do as he had told her.




With the Laplanders

One af­ter­noon in July it rained fright­fully up around Lake Lu­os­sa­jaure. The La­p­lan­ders, who lived mostly in the open dur­ing the sum­mer, had crawled un­der the tent and were squat­ting round the fire drink­ing cof­fee.

The new set­tlers on the east shore of the lake worked dili­gently to have their homes in readi­ness be­fore the se­vere Arc­tic win­ter set in. They won­dered at the La­p­lan­ders, who had lived in the far north for cen­turies with­out even think­ing that bet­ter pro­tec­tion was needed against cold and storm than thin tent cov­er­ing.

The La­p­lan­ders, on the other hand, won­dered at the new set­tlers giv­ing them­selves so much need­less, hard work, when noth­ing more was nec­es­sary to live com­fort­ably than a few rein­deer and a tent.

They only had to drive the poles into the ground and spread the cov­ers over them, and their abodes were ready. They did not have to trou­ble them­selves about dec­o­rat­ing or fur­nish­ing. The prin­ci­pal thing was to scat­ter some spruce twigs on the floor, spread a few skins, and hang the big ket­tle, in which they cooked their rein­deer meat, on a chain sus­pended from the top of the tent poles.

While the La­p­lan­ders were chat­ting over their cof­fee cups, a row boat com­ing from the Kiruna side pulled ashore at the Lapps’ quar­ters.

A work­man and a young girl, be­tween thir­teen and four­teen, stepped from the boat. The girl was Osa. The Lapp dogs bounded down to them, bark­ing loudly, and a na­tive poked his head out of the tent open­ing to see what was go­ing on.

He was glad when he saw the work­man, for he was a friend of the La­p­lan­ders—a kindly and so­cia­ble man, who could speak their na­tive tongue. The Lapp called to him to crawl un­der the tent.

“You’re just in time, Söder­berg!” he said. “The cof­fee pot is on the fire. No one can do any work in this rain, so come in and tell us the news.”

The work­man went in, and, with much ado and amid a great deal of laugh­ter and jok­ing, places were made for Söder­berg and Osa, though the tent was al­ready crowded to the limit with na­tives. Osa un­der­stood none of the con­ver­sa­tion. She sat dumb and looked in won­der­ment at the ket­tle and cof­fee pot; at the fire and smoke; at the Lapp men and Lapp women; at the chil­dren and dogs; the walls and floor; the cof­fee cups and to­bacco pipes; the mul­ti­coloured cos­tumes and crude im­ple­ments. All this was new to her.

Sud­denly she low­ered her glance, con­scious that ev­ery­one in the tent was look­ing at her. Söder­berg must have said some­thing about her, for now both Lapp men and Lapp women took the short pipes from their mouths and stared at her in open-eyed won­der and awe. The La­p­lan­der at her side pat­ted her shoul­der and nod­ded, say­ing in Swedish, “bra, bra!” (good, good!) A Lapp woman filled a cup to the brim with cof­fee and passed it un­der dif­fi­cul­ties, while a Lapp boy, who was about her own age, wrig­gled and crawled be­tween the squat­ters over to her.

Osa felt that Söder­berg was telling the La­p­lan­ders that she had just buried her lit­tle brother, Mats. She wished he would find out about her fa­ther in­stead.

The elf had said that he lived with the Lapps, who camped west of Lake Lu­os­sa­jaure, and she had begged leave to ride up on a sand truck to seek him, as no reg­u­lar pas­sen­ger trains came so far. Both labour­ers and fore­men had as­sisted her as best they could. An en­gi­neer had sent Söder­berg across the lake with her, as he spoke Lap­pish. She had hoped to meet her fa­ther as soon as she ar­rived. Her glance wan­dered anx­iously from face to face, but she saw only na­tives. Her fa­ther was not there.

She no­ticed that the Lapps and the Swede, Söder­berg, grew more and more earnest as they talked among them­selves. The Lapps shook their heads and tapped their fore­heads, as if they were speak­ing of some­one that was not quite right in his mind.

She be­came so un­easy that she could no longer en­dure the sus­pense and asked Söder­berg what the La­p­lan­ders knew of her fa­ther.

“They say he has gone fish­ing,” said the work­man. “They’re not sure that he can get back to the camp tonight; but as soon as the weather clears, one of them will go in search of him.”

There­upon he turned to the Lapps and went on talk­ing to them. He did not wish to give Osa an op­por­tu­nity to ques­tion him fur­ther about Jon Esser­son.


The Next Morning

Ola Serka him­self, who was the most dis­tin­guished man among the Lapps, had said that he would find Osa’s fa­ther, but he ap­peared to be in no haste and sat hud­dled out­side the tent, think­ing of Jon Esser­son and won­der­ing how best to tell him of his daugh­ter’s ar­rival. It would re­quire diplo­macy in or­der that Jon Esser­son might not be­come alarmed and flee. He was an odd sort of man who was afraid of chil­dren. He used to say that the sight of them made him so melan­choly that he could not en­dure it.

While Ola Serka de­lib­er­ated, Osa, the goose girl, and As­lak, the young Lapp boy who had stared so hard at her the night be­fore, sat on the ground in front of the tent and chat­ted.

As­lak had been to school and could speak Swedish. He was telling Osa about the life of the “Sam­i­folk,” as­sur­ing her that they fared bet­ter than other peo­ple.

Osa thought that they lived wretch­edly, and told him so.

“You don’t know what you are talk­ing about!” said As­lak curtly. “Only stop with us a week and you shall see that we are the hap­pi­est peo­ple on earth.”

“If I were to stop here a whole week, I should be choked by all the smoke in the tent,” Osa re­torted.

“Don’t say that!” protested the boy. “You know noth­ing of us. Let me tell you some­thing which will make you un­der­stand that the longer you stay with us the more con­tented you will be­come.”

There­upon As­lak be­gan to tell Osa how a sick­ness called “The Black Plague” once raged through­out the land. He was not cer­tain as to whether it had swept through the real “Sami­land,” where they now were, but in Jämt­land it had raged so bru­tally that among the Sam­i­folk, who lived in the forests and moun­tains there, all had died ex­cept a boy of fif­teen. Among the Swedes, who lived in the val­leys, none was left but a girl, who was also fif­teen years old.

The boy and girl sep­a­rately tramped the des­o­late coun­try all win­ter in search of other hu­man be­ings. Fi­nally, to­ward spring, the two met. As­lak con­tin­ued: “The Swedish girl begged the Lapp boy to ac­com­pany her south­ward, where she could meet peo­ple of her own race. She did not wish to tarry longer in Jämt­land, where there were only va­cant home­steads. ‘I’ll take you wher­ever you wish to go,’ said the boy, ‘but not be­fore win­ter. It’s spring now, and my rein­deer go west­ward to­ward the moun­tains. You know that we who are of the Sam­i­folk must go where our rein­deer take us.’ The Swedish girl was the daugh­ter of wealthy par­ents. She was used to liv­ing un­der a roof, sleep­ing in a bed, and eat­ing at a ta­ble. She had al­ways de­spised the poor moun­taineers and thought that those who lived un­der the open sky were most un­for­tu­nate; but she was afraid to re­turn to her home, where there were none but the dead. ‘At least let me go with you to the moun­tains,’ she said to the boy, ‘so that I shan’t have to tramp about here all alone and never hear the sound of a hu­man voice.’

“The boy will­ingly as­sented, so the girl went with the rein­deer to the moun­tains.

“The herd yearned for the good pas­tures there, and ev­ery day tramped long dis­tances to feed on the moss. There was not time to pitch tents. The chil­dren had to lie on the snowy ground and sleep when the rein­deer stopped to graze. The girl of­ten sighed and com­plained of be­ing so tired that she must turn back to the val­ley. Nev­er­the­less she went along to avoid be­ing left with­out hu­man com­pan­ion­ship.

“When they reached the high­lands the boy pitched a tent for the girl on a pretty hill that sloped to­ward a moun­tain brook.

“In the evening he las­soed and milked the rein­deer, and gave the girl milk to drink. He brought forth dried rein­deer meat and rein­deer cheese, which his peo­ple had stowed away on the heights when they were there the sum­mer be­fore.

“Still the girl grum­bled all the while, and was never sat­is­fied. She would eat nei­ther rein­deer meat nor rein­deer cheese, nor would she drink rein­deer milk. She could not ac­cus­tom her­self to squat­ting in the tent or to ly­ing on the ground with only a rein­deer skin and some spruce twigs for a bed.

“The son of the moun­tains laughed at her woes and con­tin­ued to treat her kindly.

“After a few days, the girl went up to the boy when he was milk­ing and asked if she might help him. She next un­der­took to make the fire un­der the ket­tle, in which the rein­deer meat was to be cooked, then to carry wa­ter and to make cheese. So the time passed pleas­antly. The weather was mild and food was eas­ily pro­cured. To­gether they set snares for game, fished for salmon-trout in the rapids and picked cloud­ber­ries in the swamp.

“When the sum­mer was gone, they moved far­ther down the moun­tains, where pine and leaf forests meet. There they pitched their tent. They had to work hard ev­ery day, but fared bet­ter, for food was even more plen­ti­ful than in the sum­mer be­cause of the game.

“When the snow came and the lakes be­gan to freeze, they drew far­ther east to­ward the dense pine forests.

“As soon as the tent was up, the win­ter’s work be­gan. The boy taught the girl to make twine from rein­deer sinews, to treat skins, to make shoes and cloth­ing of hides, to make combs and tools of rein­deer horn, to travel on skis, and to drive a sledge drawn by rein­deer.

“When they had lived through the dark win­ter and the sun be­gan to shine all day and most of the night, the boy said to the girl that now he would ac­com­pany her south­ward, so that she might meet some of her own race.

“Then the girl looked at him as­ton­ished.

“ ‘Why do you want to send me away?’ she asked. ‘Do you long to be alone with your rein­deer?’

“ ‘I thought that you were the one that longed to get away?’ said the boy.

“ ‘I have lived the life of the Sam­i­folk al­most a year now,’ replied the girl. I can’t re­turn to my peo­ple and live the shut-in life af­ter hav­ing wan­dered freely on moun­tains and in forests. Don’t drive me away, but let me stay here. Your way of liv­ing is bet­ter than ours.’

“The girl stayed with the boy for the rest of her life, and never again did she long for the val­leys. And you, Osa, if you were to stay with us only a month, you could never again part from us.”

With these words, As­lak, the Lapp boy, fin­ished his story. Just then his fa­ther, Ola Serka, took the pipe from his mouth and rose.

Old Ola un­der­stood more Swedish than he was will­ing to have any­one know, and he had over­heard his son’s re­marks. While he was lis­ten­ing, it had sud­denly flashed on him how he should han­dle this del­i­cate mat­ter of telling Jon Esser­son that his daugh­ter had come in search of him.

Ola Serka went down to Lake Lu­os­sa­jaure and had walked a short dis­tance along the strand, when he hap­pened upon a man who sat on a rock fish­ing.

The fish­er­man was gray-haired and bent. His eyes blinked wearily and there was some­thing slack and help­less about him. He looked like a man who had tried to carry a bur­den too heavy for him, or to solve a prob­lem too dif­fi­cult for him, who had be­come bro­ken and de­spon­dent over his fail­ure.

“You must have had luck with your fish­ing, Jon, since you’ve been at it all night?” said the moun­taineer in Lap­pish, as he ap­proached.

The fish­er­man gave a start, then glanced up. The bait on his hook was gone and not a fish lay on the strand be­side him. He has­tened to re­bait the hook and throw out the line. In the mean­time the moun­taineer squat­ted on the grass be­side him.

“There’s a mat­ter that I wanted to talk over with you,” said Ola. “You know that I had a lit­tle daugh­ter who died last win­ter, and we have al­ways missed her in the tent.”

“Yes, I know,” said the fish­er­man abruptly, a cloud pass­ing over his face—as though he dis­liked be­ing re­minded of a dead child.

“It’s not worth while to spend one’s life griev­ing,” said the La­p­lan­der.

“I sup­pose it isn’t.”

“Now I’m think­ing of adopt­ing an­other child. Don’t you think it would be a good idea?”

“That de­pends on the child, Ola.”

“I will tell you what I know of the girl,” said Ola. Then he told the fish­er­man that around mid­sum­mer-time, two strange chil­dren—a boy and a girl—had come to the mines to look for their fa­ther, but as their fa­ther was away, they had stayed to await his re­turn. While there, the boy had been killed by a blast of rock.

There­upon Ola gave a beau­ti­ful de­scrip­tion of how brave the lit­tle girl had been, and of how she had won the ad­mi­ra­tion and sym­pa­thy of ev­ery­one.

“Is that the girl you want to take into your tent?” asked the fish­er­man.

“Yes,” re­turned the Lapp. “When we heard her story we were all deeply touched and said among our­selves that so good a sis­ter would also make a good daugh­ter, and we hoped that she would come to us.”

The fish­er­man sat qui­etly think­ing a mo­ment. It was plain that he con­tin­ued the con­ver­sa­tion only to please his friend, the Lapp.

“I pre­sume the girl is one of your race?”

“No,” said Ola, “she doesn’t be­long to the Sam­i­folk.”

“Per­haps she’s the daugh­ter of some new set­tler and is ac­cus­tomed to the life here?”

“No, she’s from the far south,” replied Ola, as if this was of small im­por­tance.

The fish­er­man grew more in­ter­ested.

“Then I don’t be­lieve that you can take her,” he said. “It’s doubt­ful if she could stand liv­ing in a tent in win­ter, since she was not brought up that way.”

“She will find kind par­ents and kind broth­ers and sis­ters in the tent,” in­sisted Ola Serka. “It’s worse to be alone than to freeze.”

The fish­er­man be­came more and more zeal­ous to pre­vent the adop­tion. It seemed as if he could not bear the thought of a child of Swedish par­ents be­ing taken in by La­p­lan­ders.

“You said just now that she had a fa­ther in the mine.”

“He’s dead,” said the Lapp abruptly.

“I sup­pose you have thor­oughly in­ves­ti­gated this mat­ter, Ola?”

“What’s the use of go­ing to all that trou­ble?” dis­dained the Lapp. “I ought to know! Would the girl and her brother have been obliged to roam about the coun­try if they had a fa­ther liv­ing? Would two chil­dren have been forced to care for them­selves if they had a fa­ther? The girl her­self thinks he’s alive, but I say that he must be dead.”

The man with the tired eyes turned to Ola.

“What is the girl’s name, Ola?” he asked.

The moun­taineer thought awhile, then said:

“I can’t re­mem­ber it. I must ask her.”

“Ask her! Is she al­ready here?”

“She’s down at the camp.”

“What, Ola! Have you taken her in be­fore know­ing her fa­ther’s wishes?”

“What do I care for her fa­ther! If he isn’t dead, he’s prob­a­bly the kind of man who cares noth­ing for his child. He may be glad to have an­other take her in hand.”

The fish­er­man threw down his rod and rose with an alert­ness in his move­ments that be­spoke new life.

“I don’t think her fa­ther can be like other folk,” con­tin­ued the moun­taineer. “I dare say he is a man who is haunted by gloomy fore­bod­ings and there­fore can not work steadily. What kind of a fa­ther would that be for the girl?”

While Ola was talk­ing the fish­er­man started up the strand.

“Where are you go­ing?” queried the Lapp.

“I’m go­ing to have a look at your fos­ter-daugh­ter, Ola.”

“Good!” said the Lapp. “Come along and meet her. I think you’ll say that she will be a good daugh­ter to me.”

The Swede rushed on so rapidly that the La­p­lan­der could hardly keep pace with him.

After a mo­ment Ola said to his com­pan­ion:

“Now I re­call that her name is Osa—this girl I’m adopt­ing.”

The other man only kept hur­ry­ing along and old Ola Serka was so well pleased that he wanted to laugh aloud.

When they came in sight of the tents, Ola said a few words more.

“She came here to us Sam­i­folk to find her fa­ther and not to be­come my fos­ter-child. But if she doesn’t find him, I shall be glad to keep her in my tent.”

The fish­er­man has­tened all the faster.

“I might have known that he would be alarmed when I threat­ened to take his daugh­ter into the Lapps’ quar­ters,” laughed Ola to him­self.

When the man from Kiruna, who had brought Osa to the tent, turned back later in the day, he had two peo­ple with him in the boat, who sat close to­gether, hold­ing hands—as if they never again wanted to part.

They were Jon Esser­son and his daugh­ter. Both were un­like what they had been a few hours ear­lier.

The fa­ther looked less bent and weary and his eyes were clear and good, as if at last he had found the an­swer to that which had trou­bled him so long.

Osa, the goose girl, did not glance long­ingly about, for she had found some­one to care for her, and now she could be a child again.





Homeward Bound!


The First Travelling Day

Satur­day, Oc­to­ber first.

The boy sat on the goosey-gan­der’s back and rode up amongst the clouds. Some thirty geese, in reg­u­lar or­der, flew rapidly south­ward. There was a rustling of feath­ers and the many wings beat the air so nois­ily that one could scarcely hear one’s own voice. Akka from Keb­nekaise flew in the lead; af­ter her came Yksi and Kaksi, Kolme and Neljä, Vi­isi and Ku­usi, Morten Goosey-Gan­der and Dun­fin. The six goslings which had ac­com­pa­nied the flock the au­tumn be­fore had now left to look af­ter them­selves. In­stead, the old geese were tak­ing with them twenty-two goslings that had grown up in the glen that sum­mer. Eleven flew to the right, eleven to the left; and they did their best to fly at even dis­tances, like the big birds.

The poor young­sters had never be­fore been on a long trip and at first they had dif­fi­culty in keep­ing up with the rapid flight.

“Akka from Keb­nekaise! Akka from Keb­nekaise!” they cried in plain­tive tones.

“What’s the mat­ter?” said the leader-goose sharply.

“Our wings are tired of mov­ing, our wings are tired of mov­ing!” wailed the young ones.

“The longer you keep it up, the bet­ter it will go,” an­swered the leader-goose, with­out slack­en­ing her speed. And she was quite right, for when the goslings had flown two hours longer, they com­plained no more of be­ing tired.

But in the moun­tain glen they had been in the habit of eat­ing all day long, and very soon they be­gan to feel hun­gry.

“Akka, Akka, Akka from Keb­nekaise!” wailed the goslings piti­fully.

“What’s the trou­ble now?” asked the leader-goose.

“We’re so hun­gry, we can’t fly any more!” whim­pered the goslings. “We’re so hun­gry, we can’t fly any more!”

“Wild geese must learn to eat air and drink wind,” said the leader-goose, and kept right on fly­ing.

It ac­tu­ally seemed as if the young ones were learn­ing to live on wind and air, for when they had flown a lit­tle longer, they said noth­ing more about be­ing hun­gry.

The goose flock was still in the moun­tain re­gions, and the old geese called out the names of all the peaks as they flew past, so that the young­sters might learn them. When they had been call­ing out a while:

“This is Por­sotjokko, this is Sär­jak­tjokko, this is Sulitelma,” and so on, the goslings be­came im­pa­tient again.

“Akka, Akka, Akka!” they shrieked in heartrend­ing tones.

“What’s wrong?” said the leader-goose.

“We haven’t room in our heads for any more of those aw­ful names!” shrieked the goslings.

“The more you put into your heads the more you can get into them,” re­torted the leader-goose, and con­tin­ued to call out the queer names.

The boy sat think­ing that it was about time the wild geese be­took them­selves south­ward, for so much snow had fallen that the ground was white as far as the eye could see. There was no use deny­ing that it had been rather dis­agree­able in the glen to­ward the last. Rain and fog had suc­ceeded each other with­out any re­lief, and even if it did clear up once in a while, im­me­di­ately frost set in. Ber­ries and mush­rooms, upon which the boy had sub­sisted dur­ing the sum­mer, were ei­ther frozen or de­cayed. Fi­nally he had been com­pelled to eat raw fish, which was some­thing he dis­liked. The days had grown short and the long evenings and late morn­ings were rather tire­some for one who could not sleep the whole time that the sun was away.

Now, at last, the goslings’ wings had grown, so that the geese could start for the south. The boy was so happy that he laughed and sang as he rode on the goose’s back. It was not only on ac­count of the dark­ness and cold that he longed to get away from La­p­land; there were other rea­sons too.

The first weeks of his so­journ there the boy had not been the least bit home­sick. He thought he had never be­fore seen such a glo­ri­ous coun­try. The only worry he had had was to keep the mos­qui­toes from eat­ing him up.

The boy had seen very lit­tle of the goosey-gan­der, be­cause the big, white gan­der thought only of his Dun­fin and was un­will­ing to leave her for a mo­ment. On the other hand, Thumbi­etot had stuck to Akka and Gorgo, the ea­gle, and the three of them had passed many happy hours to­gether.

The two birds had taken him with them on long trips. He had stood on snow-capped Mount Keb­nekaise, had looked down at the glaciers and vis­ited many high cliffs sel­dom tramped by hu­man feet. Akka had shown him deep-hid­den moun­tain dales and had let him peep into caves where mother wolves brought up their young. He had also made the ac­quain­tance of the tame rein­deer that grazed in herds along the shores of the beau­ti­ful Torne Lake, and he had been down to the great falls and brought greet­ings to the bears that lived there­abouts from their friends and rel­a­tives in West­man­land.

Ever since he had seen Osa, the goose girl, he longed for the day when he might go home with Morten Goosey-Gan­der and be a nor­mal hu­man be­ing once more. He wanted to be him­self again, so that Osa would not be afraid to talk to him and would not shut the door in his face.

Yes, in­deed, he was glad that at last they were speed­ing south­ward. He waved his cap and cheered when he saw the first pine for­est. In the same man­ner he greeted the first gray cabin, the first goat, the first cat, and the first chicken.

They were con­tin­u­ally meet­ing birds of pas­sage, fly­ing now in greater flocks than in the spring.

“Where are you bound for, wild geese?” called the pass­ing birds. “Where are you bound for?”

“We, like your­selves, are go­ing abroad,” an­swered the geese.

“Those goslings of yours aren’t ready to fly,” screamed the oth­ers. “They’ll never cross the sea with those puny wings!”

La­p­lan­der and rein­deer were also leav­ing the moun­tains. When the wild geese sighted the rein­deer, they cir­cled down and called out:

“Thanks for your com­pany this sum­mer!”

“A pleas­ant jour­ney to you and a wel­come back!” re­turned the rein­deer.

But when the bears saw the wild geese, they pointed them out to the cubs and growled:

“Just look at those geese; they are so afraid of a lit­tle cold they don’t dare to stay at home in win­ter.”

But the old geese were ready with a re­tort and cried to their goslings:

“Look at those beasts that stay at home and sleep half the year rather than go to the trou­ble of trav­el­ling south!”

Down in the pine for­est the young grouse sat hud­dled to­gether and gazed long­ingly af­ter the big bird flocks which, amid joy and mer­ri­ment, pro­ceeded south­ward.

“When will our turn come?” they asked the mother grouse.

“You will have to stay at home with mamma and papa,” she said.





Legends from Härjedalen

Tues­day, Oc­to­ber fourth.

The boy had had three days’ travel in the rain and mist and longed for some shel­tered nook, where he might rest awhile.

At last the geese alighted to feed and ease their wings a bit. To his great re­lief the boy saw an ob­ser­va­tion tower on a hill close by, and dragged him­self to it.

When he had climbed to the top of the tower he found a party of tourists there, so he quickly crawled into a dark cor­ner and was soon sound asleep.

When the boy awoke, he be­gan to feel un­easy be­cause the tourists lin­gered so long in the tower telling sto­ries. He thought they would never go. Morten Goosey-Gan­der could not come for him while they were there and he knew, of course, that the wild geese were in a hurry to con­tinue the jour­ney. In the mid­dle of a story he thought he heard honk­ing and the beat­ing of wings, as if the geese were fly­ing away, but he did not dare to ven­ture over to the balustrade to find out if it was so.

At last, when the tourists were gone, and the boy could crawl from his hid­ing place, he saw no wild geese, and no Morten Goosey-Gan­der came to fetch him. He called, “Here am I, where are you?” as loud as he could, but his trav­el­ling com­pan­ions did not ap­pear. Not for a sec­ond did he think they had de­serted him; but he feared that they had met with some mishap and was won­der­ing what he should do to find them, when Bataki, the raven, lit be­side him.

The boy never dreamed that he should greet Bataki with such a glad wel­come as he now gave him.

“Dear Bataki,” he burst forth. “How for­tu­nate that you are here! Maybe you know what has be­come of Morten Goosey-Gan­der and the wild geese?”

“I’ve just come with a greet­ing from them,” replied the raven. “Akka saw a hunter prowl­ing about on the moun­tain and there­fore dared not stay to wait for you, but has gone on ahead. Get up on my back and you shall soon be with your friends.”

The boy quickly seated him­self on the raven’s back and Bataki would soon have caught up with the geese had he not been hin­dered by a fog. It was as if the morn­ing sun had awak­ened it to life. Lit­tle light veils of mist rose sud­denly from the lake, from fields, and from the for­est. They thick­ened and spread with mar­vel­lous ra­pid­ity, and soon the en­tire ground was hid­den from sight by white, rolling mists.

Bataki flew along above the fog in clear air and sparkling sun­shine, but the wild geese must have cir­cled down among the damp clouds, for it was im­pos­si­ble to sight them. The boy and the raven called and shrieked, but got no re­sponse.

“Well, this is a stroke of ill luck!” said Bataki fi­nally. “But we know that they are trav­el­ling to­ward the south, and of course I’ll find them as soon as the mist clears.”

The boy was dis­tressed at the thought of be­ing parted from Morten Goosey-Gan­der just now, when the geese were on the wing, and the big white one might meet with all sorts of mishaps. After Thumbi­etot had been sit­ting wor­ry­ing for two hours or more, he re­marked to him­self that, thus far, there had been no mishap, and it was not worth while to lose heart.

Just then he heard a rooster crow­ing down on the ground, and in­stantly he bent for­ward on the raven’s back and called out:

“What’s the name of the coun­try I’m trav­el­ling over?”

“It’s called Här­jedalen, Här­jedalen, Här­jedalen,” crowed the rooster.

“How does it look down there where you are?” the boy asked.

“Cliffs in the west, woods in the east, broad val­leys across the whole coun­try,” replied the rooster.

“Thank you,” cried the boy. “You give a clear ac­count of it.”

When they had trav­elled a lit­tle far­ther, he heard a crow caw­ing down in the mist.

“What kind of peo­ple live in this coun­try?” shouted the boy.

“Good, thrifty peas­ants,” an­swered the crow. “Good, thrifty peas­ants.”

“What do they do?” asked the boy. “What do they do?”

“They raise cat­tle and fell forests,” cawed the crow.

“Thanks,” replied the boy. “You an­swer well.”

A bit far­ther on he heard a hu­man voice yo­del­ing and singing down in the mist.

“Is there any large city in this part of the coun­try?” the boy asked.

“What—what—who is it that calls?” cried the hu­man voice.

“Is there any large city in this re­gion?” the boy re­peated.

“I want to know who it is that calls,” shouted the hu­man voice.

“I might have known that I could get no in­for­ma­tion when I asked a hu­man be­ing a civil ques­tion,” the boy re­torted.

It was not long be­fore the mist went away as sud­denly as it had come. Then the boy saw a beau­ti­ful land­scape, with high cliffs as in Jämt­land, but there were no large, flour­ish­ing set­tle­ments on the moun­tain slopes. The vil­lages lay far apart, and the farms were small. Bataki fol­lowed the stream south­ward till they came within sight of a vil­lage. There he alighted in a stub­ble field and let the boy dis­mount.

“In the sum­mer grain grew on this ground,” said Bataki. “Look around and see if you can’t find some­thing eat­able.”

The boy acted upon the sug­ges­tion and be­fore long he found a blade of wheat. As he picked out the grains and ate them, Bataki talked to him.

“Do you see that moun­tain tow­er­ing di­rectly south of us?” he asked.

“Yes, of course, I see it,” said the boy.

“It is called Son­fjäl­let,” con­tin­ued the raven; “you can imag­ine that wolves were plen­ti­ful there once upon a time.”

“It must have been an ideal place for wolves,” said the boy.

“The peo­ple who lived here in the val­ley were fre­quently at­tacked by them,” re­marked the raven.

“Per­haps you re­mem­ber a good wolf story you could tell me?” said the boy.

“I’ve been told that a long, long time ago the wolves from Son­fjäl­let are sup­posed to have way­laid a man who had gone out to ped­dle his wares,” be­gan Bataki. “He was from Hede, a vil­lage a few miles down the val­ley. It was win­ter time and the wolves made for him as he was driv­ing over the ice on Lake Ljusna. There were about nine or ten, and the man from Hede had a poor old horse, so there was very lit­tle hope of his es­cap­ing.

“When the man heard the wolves howl and saw how many there were af­ter him, he lost his head, and it did not oc­cur to him that he ought to dump his casks and jugs out of the sledge, to lighten the load. He only whipped up the horse and made the best speed he could, but he soon ob­served that the wolves were gain­ing on him. The shores were des­o­late and he was four­teen miles from the near­est farm. He thought that his fi­nal hour had come, and was par­a­lyzed with fear.

“While he sat there, ter­ri­fied, he saw some­thing move in the brush, which had been set in the ice to mark out the road; and when he dis­cov­ered who it was that walked there, his fear grew more and more in­tense.

“Wild beasts were not com­ing to­ward him, but a poor old woman, named Finn-Malin, who was in the habit of roam­ing about on high­ways and by­ways. She was a hunch­back, and slightly lame, so he rec­og­nized her at a dis­tance.

“The old woman was walk­ing straight to­ward the wolves. The sledge had hid­den them from her view, and the man com­pre­hended at once that, if he were to drive on with­out warn­ing her, she would walk right into the jaws of the wild beasts, and while they were rend­ing her, he would have time enough to get away.

“The old woman walked slowly, bent over a cane. It was plain that she was doomed if he did not help her, but even if he were to stop and take her into the sledge, it was by no means cer­tain that she would be safe. More than likely the wolves would catch up with them, and he and she and the horse would all be killed. He won­dered if it were not bet­ter to sac­ri­fice one life in or­der that two might be spared—this flashed upon him the minute he saw the old woman. He had also time to think how it would be with him af­ter­ward—if per­chance he might not re­gret that he had not suc­coured her; or if peo­ple should some day learn of the meet­ing and that he had not tried to help her. It was a ter­ri­ble temp­ta­tion.

“ ‘I would rather not have seen her,’ he said to him­self.

“Just then the wolves howled sav­agely. The horse reared, plunged for­ward, and dashed past the old beg­gar woman. She, too, had heard the howl­ing of the wolves, and, as the man from Hede drove by, he saw that the old woman knew what awaited her. She stood mo­tion­less, her mouth open for a cry, her arms stretched out for help. But she nei­ther cried nor tried to throw her­self into the sledge. Some­thing seemed to have turned her to stone. ‘It was I,’ thought the man. ‘I must have looked like a de­mon as I passed.’

“He tried to feel sat­is­fied, now that he was cer­tain of es­cape; but at that very mo­ment his heart re­proached him. Never be­fore had he done a das­tardly thing, and he felt now that his whole life was blasted.

“ ‘Let come what may,’ he said, and reined in the horse, ‘I can­not leave her alone with the wolves!’

“It was with great dif­fi­culty that he got the horse to turn, but in the end he man­aged it and promptly drove back to her.

“ ‘Be quick and get into the sledge,’ he said gruffly; for he was mad with him­self for not leav­ing the old woman to her fate.

“ ‘You might stay at home once in awhile, you old hag!’ he growled. ‘Now both my horse and I will come to grief on your ac­count.’

“The old woman did not say a word, but the man from Hede was in no mood to spare her.

“ ‘The horse has al­ready tramped thirty-five miles to­day, and the load hasn’t light­ened any since you got up on it!’ he grum­bled, ‘so that you must un­der­stand he’ll soon be ex­hausted.’

“The sledge run­ners crunched on the ice, but for all that he heard how the wolves panted, and knew that the beasts were al­most upon him.

“ ‘It’s all up with us!’ he said. ‘Much good it was, ei­ther to you or to me, this at­tempt to save you, Finn-Malin!’

“Up to this point the old woman had been silent—like one who is ac­cus­tomed to take abuse—but now she said a few words.

“ ‘I can’t un­der­stand why you don’t throw out your wares and lighten the load. You can come back again to­mor­row and gather them up.’

“The man re­al­ized that this was sound ad­vice and was sur­prised that he had not thought of it be­fore. He tossed the reins to the old woman, loosed the ropes that bound the casks, and pitched them out. The wolves were right upon them, but now they stopped to ex­am­ine that which was thrown on the ice, and the trav­ellers again had the start of them.

“ ‘If this does not help you,’ said the old woman, ‘you un­der­stand, of course, that I will give my­self up to the wolves vol­un­tar­ily, that you may es­cape.’

“While she was speak­ing the man was try­ing to push a heavy brewer’s vat from the long sledge. As he tugged at this he paused, as if he could not quite make up his mind to throw it out; but, in re­al­ity, his mind was taken up with some­thing al­to­gether dif­fer­ent.

“ ‘Surely a man and a horse who have no in­fir­mi­ties need not let a fee­ble old woman be de­voured by wolves for their sakes!’ he thought. ‘There must be some other way of sal­va­tion. Why, of course, there is! It’s only my stu­pid­ity that hin­ders me from find­ing the way.’

“Again he started to push the vat, then paused once more and burst out laugh­ing.

“The old woman was alarmed and won­dered if he had gone mad, but the man from Hede was laugh­ing at him­self be­cause he had been so stupid all the while. It was the sim­plest thing in the world to save all three of them. He could not imag­ine why he had not thought of it be­fore.

“ ‘Lis­ten to what I say to you, Malin!’ he said. ‘It was splen­did of you to be will­ing to throw your­self to the wolves. But you won’t have to do that be­cause I know how we can all three be helped with­out en­dan­ger­ing the life of any. Re­mem­ber, what­ever I may do, you are to sit still and drive down to Lin­säll. There you must waken the towns­peo­ple and tell them that I’m alone out here on the ice, sur­rounded by wolves, and ask them to come and help me.’

“The man waited un­til the wolves were al­most upon the sledge. Then he rolled out the big brewer’s vat, jumped down, and crawled in un­der it.

“It was a huge vat, large enough to hold a whole Christ­mas brew. The wolves pounced upon it and bit at the hoops, but the vat was too heavy for them to move. They could not get at the man in­side.

“He knew that he was safe and laughed at the wolves. After a bit he was se­ri­ous again.

“ ‘For the fu­ture, when I get into a tight place, I shall re­mem­ber this vat, and I shall bear in mind that I need never wrong ei­ther my­self or oth­ers, for there is al­ways a third way out of a dif­fi­culty if only one can hit upon it.’ ”

With this Bataki closed his nar­ra­tive.

The boy no­ticed that the raven never spoke un­less there was some spe­cial mean­ing back of his words, and the longer he lis­tened to him, the more thought­ful he be­came.

“I won­der why you told me that story?” re­marked the boy.

“I just hap­pened to think of it as I stood here, gaz­ing up at Son­fjäl­let,” replied the raven.

Now they had trav­elled far­ther down Lake Ljusna and in an hour or so they came to Kol­sätt, close to the bor­der of Häls­ing­land. Here the raven alighted near a lit­tle hut that had no win­dows—only a shut­ter. From the chim­ney rose sparks and smoke, and from within the sound of heavy ham­mer­ing was heard.

“When­ever I see this smithy,” ob­served the raven, “I’m re­minded that, in for­mer times, there were such skilled black­smiths here in Här­jedalen, more es­pe­cially in this vil­lage—that they couldn’t be matched in the whole coun­try.”

“Per­haps you also re­mem­ber a story about them?” said the boy.

“Yes,” re­turned Bataki, “I re­mem­ber one about a smith from Här­jedalen who once in­vited two other mas­ter black­smiths—one from Dale­car­lia and one from Vermland—to com­pete with him at nail-mak­ing. The chal­lenge was ac­cepted and the three black­smiths met here at Kol­sätt. The Dale­car­lian be­gan. He forged a dozen nails, so even and smooth and sharp that they couldn’t be im­proved upon. After him came the Vermlan­der. He, too, forged a dozen nails, which were quite per­fect and, more­over, he fin­ished them in half the time that it took the Dale­car­lian. When the judges saw this they said to the Här­jedal smith that it wouldn’t be worth while for him to try, since he could not forge bet­ter than the Dale­car­lian or faster than the Vermlan­der.

“ ‘I shan’t give up! There must be still an­other way of ex­celling,’ in­sisted the Här­jedal smith.

“He placed the iron on the anvil with­out heat­ing it at the forge; he sim­ply ham­mered it hot and forged nail af­ter nail, with­out the use of ei­ther anvil or bel­lows. None of the judges had ever seen a black­smith wield a ham­mer more mas­ter­fully, and the Här­jedal smith was pro­claimed the best in the land.”

With these re­marks Bataki sub­sided, and the boy grew even more thought­ful.

“I won­der what your pur­pose was in telling me that?” he queried.

“The story dropped into my mind when I saw the old smithy again,” said Bataki in an off­hand man­ner.

The two trav­ellers rose again into the air and the raven car­ried the boy south­ward till they came to Lill­härdal Par­ish, where he alighted on a leafy mound at the top of a ridge.

“I won­der if you know upon what mound you are stand­ing?” said Bataki.

The boy had to con­fess that he did not know.

“This is a grave,” said Bataki. “Be­neath this mound lies the first set­tler in Här­jedalen.”

“Per­haps you have a story to tell of him too?” said the boy.

“I haven’t heard much about him, but I think he was a Nor­we­gian. He had served with a Nor­we­gian king, got into his bad graces, and had to flee the coun­try.

“Later he went over to the Swedish king, who lived at Up­sala, and took ser­vice with him. But, af­ter a time, he asked for the hand of the king’s sis­ter in mar­riage, and when the king wouldn’t give him such a high­born bride, he eloped with her. By that time he had man­aged to get him­self into such dis­favour that it wasn’t safe for him to live ei­ther in Nor­way or Swe­den, and he did not wish to move to a for­eign coun­try. ‘But there must still be a course open to me,’ he thought. With his ser­vants and trea­sures, he jour­neyed through Dale­car­lia un­til he ar­rived in the des­o­late forests be­yond the out­skirts of the prov­ince. There he set­tled, built houses and broke up land. Thus, you see, he was the first man to set­tle in this part of the coun­try.”

As the boy lis­tened to the last story, he looked very se­ri­ous.

“I won­der what your ob­ject is in telling me all this?” he re­peated.

Bataki twisted and turned and screwed up his eyes, and it was some time be­fore he an­swered the boy.

“Since we are here alone,” he said fi­nally, “I shall take this op­por­tu­nity to ques­tion you re­gard­ing a cer­tain mat­ter.

“Have you ever tried to as­cer­tain upon what terms the elf who trans­formed you was to re­store you to a nor­mal hu­man be­ing?”

“The only stip­u­la­tion I’ve heard any­thing about was that I should take the white goosey-gan­der up to La­p­land and bring him back to Skåne, safe and sound.”

“I thought as much,” said Bataki; “for when last we met, you talked con­fi­dently of there be­ing noth­ing more con­temptible than de­ceiv­ing a friend who trusts one. You’d bet­ter ask Akka about the terms. You know, I dare say, that she was at your home and talked with the elf.”

“Akka hasn’t told me of this,” said the boy won­der­ingly.

“She must have thought that it was best for you not to know just what the elf did say. Nat­u­rally she would rather help you than Morten Goosey-Gan­der.”

“It is sin­gu­lar, Bataki, that you al­ways have a way of mak­ing me feel un­happy and anx­ious,” said the boy.

“I dare say it might seem so,” con­tin­ued the raven, “but this time I be­lieve that you will be grate­ful to me for telling you that the elf’s words were to this ef­fect: You were to be­come a nor­mal hu­man be­ing again if you would bring back Morten Goosey-Gan­der that your mother might lay him on the block and chop his head off.”

The boy leaped up.

“That’s only one of your base fab­ri­ca­tions,” he cried in­dig­nantly.

“You can ask Akka your­self,” said Bataki. “I see her com­ing up there with her whole flock. And don’t for­get what I have told you to­day. There is usu­ally a way out of all dif­fi­cul­ties, if only one can find it. I shall be in­ter­ested to see what suc­cess you have.”




Vermland and Dalsland

Wed­nes­day, Oc­to­ber fifth.

To­day the boy took ad­van­tage of the rest hour, when Akka was feed­ing apart from the other wild geese, to ask her if that which Bataki had re­lated was true, and Akka could not deny it. The boy made the leader-goose prom­ise that she would not di­vulge the se­cret to Morten Goosey-Gan­der. The big white gan­der was so brave and gen­er­ous that he might do some­thing rash were he to learn of the elf’s stip­u­la­tions.

Later the boy sat on the goose-back, glum and silent, and hung his head. He heard the wild geese call out to the goslings that now they were in Dalarne, they could see Städ­jan in the north, and that now they were fly­ing over Ös­terdal River to Hor­rmund Lake and were com­ing to Ves­terdal River. But the boy did not care even to glance at all this.

“I shall prob­a­bly travel around with wild geese the rest of my life,” he re­marked to him­self, “and I am likely to see more of this land than I wish.”

He was quite as in­dif­fer­ent when the wild geese called out to him that now they had ar­rived in Vermland and that the stream they were fol­low­ing south­ward was Klaräl­ven.

“I’ve seen so many rivers al­ready,” thought the boy, “why bother to look at one more?”

Even had he been more ea­ger for sight­see­ing, there was not very much to be seen, for north­ern Vermland is noth­ing but vast, mo­not­o­nous for­est tracts, through which Klaräl­ven winds—nar­row and rich in rapids. Here and there one can see a char­coal kiln, a for­est clear­ing, or a few low, chim­ney­less huts, oc­cu­pied by Finns. But the for­est as a whole is so ex­ten­sive one might fancy it was far up in La­p­land.


A Little Homestead

Thurs­day, Oc­to­ber sixth.

The wild geese fol­lowed Klaräl­ven as far as the big iron foundries at Monk Fors. Then they pro­ceeded west­ward to Fryks­dalen. Be­fore they got to Lake Fryken it be­gan to grow dusky, and they lit in a lit­tle wet morass on a wooded hill. The morass was cer­tainly a good night quar­ter for the wild geese, but the boy thought it dis­mal and rough, and wished for a bet­ter sleep­ing place. While he was still high in the air, he had no­ticed that be­low the ridge lay a num­ber of farms, and with great haste he pro­ceeded to seek them out.

They were far­ther away than he had fan­cied and sev­eral times he was tempted to turn back. Presently the woods be­came less dense, and he came to a road skirt­ing the edge of the for­est. From it branched a pretty birch-bor­dered lane, which led down to a farm, and im­me­di­ately he has­tened to­ward it.

First the boy en­tered a farm yard as large as a city mar­ket­place and en­closed by a long row of red houses. As he crossed the yard, he saw an­other farm where the dwelling-house faced a gravel path and a wide lawn. Back of the house there was a gar­den thick with fo­liage. The dwelling it­self was small and hum­ble, but the gar­den was edged by a row of ex­ceed­ingly tall moun­tain-ash trees, so close to­gether that they formed a real wall around it. It ap­peared to the boy as if he were com­ing into a great, high-vaulted cham­ber, with the lovely blue sky for a ceil­ing. The moun­tain-ash were thick with clus­ters of red berries, the grass plots were still green, of course, but that night there was a full moon, and as the bright moon­light fell upon the grass it looked as white as sil­ver.

No hu­man be­ing was in sight and the boy could wan­der freely wher­ever he wished. When he was in the gar­den he saw some­thing which al­most put him in good hu­mour. He had climbed a moun­tain-ash to eat berries, but be­fore he could reach a clus­ter he caught sight of a bar­berry bush, which was also full of berries. He slid along the ash branch and clam­bered up into the bar­berry bush, but he was no sooner there than he dis­cov­ered a cur­rant bush, on which still hung long red clus­ters. Next he saw that the gar­den was full of goose­ber­ries and rasp­ber­ries and dog-rose bushes; that there were cab­bages and turnips in the veg­etable beds and berries on ev­ery bush, seeds on the herbs and grain-filled ears on ev­ery blade. And there on the path—no, of course he could not mis­take it—was a big red ap­ple which shone in the moon­light.

The boy sat down at the side of the path, with the big red ap­ple in front of him, and be­gan cut­ting lit­tle pieces from it with his sheath knife.

“It wouldn’t be such a se­ri­ous mat­ter to be an elf all one’s life if it were al­ways as easy to get good food as it is here,” he thought.

He sat and mused as he ate, won­der­ing fi­nally if it would not be as well for him to re­main here and let the wild geese travel south with­out him.

“I don’t know for the life of me how I can ever ex­plain to Morten Goosey-Gan­der that I can­not go home,” thought he. “It would be bet­ter were I to leave him al­to­gether. I could gather pro­vi­sions enough for the win­ter, as well as the squir­rels do, and if I were to live in a dark cor­ner of the sta­ble or the cow shed, I shouldn’t freeze to death.”

Just as he was think­ing this, he heard a light rus­tle over his head, and a sec­ond later some­thing which re­sem­bled a birch stump stood on the ground be­side him.

The stump twisted and turned, and two bright dots on top of it glowed like coals of fire. It looked like some en­chant­ment. How­ever, the boy soon re­marked that the stump had a hooked beak and big feather wreaths around its glow­ing eyes. Then he knew that this was no en­chant­ment.

“It is a real plea­sure to meet a liv­ing crea­ture,” re­marked the boy. “Per­haps you will be good enough to tell me the name of this place, Mrs. Brown Owl, and what sort of folk live here.”

That evening, as on all other evenings, the owl had perched on a rung of the big lad­der propped against the roof, from which she had looked down to­ward the gravel walks and grass plots, watch­ing for rats. Very much to her sur­prise, not a sin­gle grayskin had ap­peared. She saw in­stead some­thing that looked like a hu­man be­ing, but much, much smaller, mov­ing about in the gar­den.

“That’s the one who is scar­ing away the rats!” thought the owl. “What in the world can it be? It’s not a squir­rel, nor a kit­ten, nor a weasel,” she ob­served. “I sup­pose that a bird who has lived on an old place like this as long as I have ought to know about ev­ery­thing in the world; but this is be­yond my com­pre­hen­sion,” she con­cluded.

She had been star­ing at the ob­ject that moved on the gravel path un­til her eyes burned. Fi­nally cu­rios­ity got the bet­ter of her and she flew down to the ground to have a closer view of the stranger.

When the boy be­gan to speak, the owl bent for­ward and looked him up and down.

“He has nei­ther claws nor horns,” she re­marked to her­self, “yet who knows but he may have a poi­sonous fang or some even more dan­ger­ous weapon. I must try to find out what he passes for be­fore I ven­ture to touch him.”

“The place is called Mår­backa,” said the owl, “and gen­tle­folk lived here once upon a time. But you, your­self, who are you?”

“I think of mov­ing in here,” vol­un­teered the boy with­out an­swer­ing the owl’s ques­tion. “Would it be pos­si­ble, do you think?”

“Oh, yes—but it’s not much of a place now com­pared to what it was once,” said the owl. “You can weather it here I dare say. It all de­pends upon what you ex­pect to live on. Do you in­tend to take up the rat chase?”

“Oh, by no means!” de­clared the boy. “There is more fear of the rats eat­ing me than that I shall do them any harm.”

“It can’t be that he is as harm­less as he says,” thought the brown owl. “All the same I be­lieve I’ll make an at­tempt. …” She rose into the air, and in a sec­ond her claws were fas­tened in Nils Hol­gers­son’s shoul­der and she was try­ing to hack at his eyes.

The boy shielded both eyes with one hand and tried to free him­self with the other, at the same time call­ing with all his might for help. He re­al­ized that he was in deadly peril and thought that this time, surely, it was all over with him!

Now I must tell you of a strange co­in­ci­dence: The very year that Nils Hol­gers­son trav­elled with the wild geese there was a woman who thought of writ­ing a book about Swe­den, which would be suit­able for chil­dren to read in the schools. She had thought of this from Christ­mas time un­til the fol­low­ing au­tumn; but not a line of the book had she writ­ten. At last she be­came so tired of the whole thing that she said to her­self: “You are not fit­ted for such work. Sit down and com­pose sto­ries and leg­ends, as usual, and let an­other write this book, which has got to be se­ri­ous and in­struc­tive, and in which there must not be one un­truth­ful word.”

It was as good as set­tled that she would aban­don the idea. But she thought, very nat­u­rally, it would have been agree­able to write some­thing beau­ti­ful about Swe­den, and it was hard for her to re­lin­quish her work. Fi­nally, it oc­curred to her that maybe it was be­cause she lived in a city, with only gray streets and house walls around her, that she could make no head­way with the writ­ing. Per­haps if she were to go into the coun­try, where she could see woods and fields, that it might go bet­ter.

She was from Vermland, and it was per­fectly clear to her that she wished to be­gin the book with that prov­ince. First of all she would write about the place where she had grown up. It was a lit­tle home­stead, far re­moved from the great world, where many old-time habits and cus­toms were re­tained. She thought that it would be en­ter­tain­ing for chil­dren to hear of the man­i­fold du­ties which had suc­ceeded one an­other the year around. She wanted to tell them how they cel­e­brated Christ­mas and New Year and Easter and Mid­sum­mer Day in her home; what kind of house fur­nish­ings they had; what the kitchen and larder were like, and how the cow shed, sta­ble, lodge, and bath house had looked. But when she was to write about it the pen would not move. Why this was she could not in the least un­der­stand; nev­er­the­less it was so.

True, she re­mem­bered it all just as dis­tinctly as if she were still liv­ing in the midst of it. She ar­gued with her­self that since she was go­ing into the coun­try any­way, per­haps she ought to make a lit­tle trip to the old home­stead that she might see it again be­fore writ­ing about it. She had not been there in many years and did not think it half bad to have a rea­son for the jour­ney. In fact she had al­ways longed to be there, no mat­ter in what part of the world she hap­pened to be. She had seen many places that were more pre­ten­tious and pret­tier. But nowhere could she find such com­fort and pro­tec­tion as in the home of her child­hood.

It was not such an easy mat­ter for her to go home as one might think, for the es­tate had been sold to peo­ple she did not know. She felt, to be sure, that they would re­ceive her well, but she did not care to go to the old place to sit and talk with strangers, for she wanted to re­call how it had been in times gone by. That was why she planned it so as to ar­rive there late in the evening, when the day’s work was done and the peo­ple were in­doors.

She had never imag­ined that it would be so won­der­ful to come home! As she sat in the cart and drove to­ward the old home­stead she fan­cied that she was grow­ing younger and younger ev­ery minute, and that soon she would no longer be an old­ish per­son with hair that was turn­ing gray, but a lit­tle girl in short skirts with a long flaxen braid. As she rec­og­nized each farm along the road, she could not pic­ture any­thing else than that ev­ery­thing at home would be as in by­gone days. Her fa­ther and mother and broth­ers and sis­ters would be stand­ing on the porch to wel­come her; the old house­keeper would run to the kitchen win­dow to see who was com­ing, and Nero and Freja and an­other dog or two would come bound­ing and jump­ing up on her.

The nearer she ap­proached the place the hap­pier she felt. It was au­tumn, which meant a busy time with a round of du­ties. It must have been all these vary­ing du­ties which pre­vented home from ever be­ing mo­not­o­nous. All along the way the farm­ers were dig­ging pota­toes, and prob­a­bly they would be do­ing like­wise at her home. That meant that they must be­gin im­me­di­ately to grate pota­toes and make potato flour. The au­tumn had been a mild one; she won­dered if ev­ery­thing in the gar­den had al­ready been stored. The cab­bages were still out, but per­haps the hops had been picked, and all the ap­ples.

It would be well if they were not hav­ing house clean­ing at home. Au­tumn fair time was draw­ing nigh, ev­ery­where the clean­ing and scour­ing had to be done be­fore the fair opened. That was re­garded as a great event—more es­pe­cially by the ser­vants. It was a plea­sure to go into the kitchen on Mar­ket Eve and see the newly scoured floor strewn with ju­niper twigs, the white­washed walls and the shin­ing cop­per uten­sils which were sus­pended from the ceil­ing.

Even af­ter the fair fes­tiv­i­ties were over there would not be much of a breath­ing spell, for then came the work on the flax. Dur­ing dog days the flax had been spread out on a meadow to mould. Now it was laid in the old bath house, where the stove was lighted to dry it out. When it was dry enough to han­dle all the women in the neigh­bour­hood were called to­gether. They sat out­side the bath house and picked the flax to pieces. Then they beat it with swingles, to sep­a­rate the fine white fi­bres from the dry stems. As they worked, the women grew gray with dust; their hair and cloth­ing were cov­ered with flax seed, but they did not seem to mind it. All day the swingles pounded, and the chat­ter went on, so that when one went near the old bath house it sounded as if a blus­ter­ing storm had bro­ken loose there.

After the work with the flax, came the big hard­tack bak­ing, the sheep shear­ing, and the ser­vants’ mov­ing time. In Novem­ber there were busy slaugh­ter days, with salt­ing of meats, sausage mak­ing, bak­ing of blood pud­ding, and can­dle steep­ing. The seam­stress who used to make up their home­spun dresses had to come at this time, of course, and those were al­ways two pleas­ant weeks—when the women folk sat to­gether and bus­ied them­selves with sewing. The cob­bler, who made shoes for the en­tire house­hold, sat work­ing at the same time in the menser­vants’ quar­ters, and one never tired of watch­ing him as he cut the leather and soled and heeled the shoes and put eye­lets in the shoe­string holes.

But the great­est rush came around Christ­mas time. Lu­cia Day—when the house­maid went about dressed in white, with can­dles in her hair, and served cof­fee to ev­ery­body at five in the morn­ing—came as a sort of re­minder that for the next two weeks they could not count on much sleep. For now they must brew the Christ­mas ale, steep the Christ­mas fish in lye, and do their Christ­mas bak­ing and Christ­mas scour­ing.

She was in the mid­dle of the bak­ing, with pans of Christ­mas buns and cooky plat­ters all around her, when the driver drew in the reins at the end of the lane as she had re­quested. She started like one sud­denly awak­ened from a sound sleep. It was dis­mal for her who had just dreamed her­self sur­rounded by all her peo­ple to be sit­ting alone in the late evening. As she stepped from the wagon and started to walk up the long lane that she might come un­ob­served to her old home, she felt so keenly the con­trast be­tween then and now that she would have pre­ferred to turn back.

“Of what use is it to come here?” she sighed. “It can’t be the same as in the old days!”

On the other hand she felt that since she had trav­elled such a long dis­tance, she would see the place at all events, so con­tin­ued to walk on, al­though she was more de­pressed with ev­ery step that she took.

She had heard that it was very much changed; and it cer­tainly was! But she did not ob­serve this now in the evening. She thought, rather, that ev­ery­thing was quite the same. There was the pond, which in her youth had been full of carp and where no one dared fish, be­cause it was fa­ther’s wish that the carp should be left in peace. Over there were the menser­vants’ quar­ters, the larder and barn, with the farm yard bell over one gable and the weath­er­vane over the other. The house yard was like a cir­cu­lar room, with no out­look in any di­rec­tion, as it had been in her fa­ther’s time—for he had not the heart to cut down as much as a bush.

She lin­gered in the shadow un­der the big moun­tain-ash at the en­trance to the farm, and stood look­ing about her. As she stood there a strange thing hap­pened; a flock of doves came and lit be­side her.

She could hardly be­lieve that they were real birds, for doves are not in the habit of mov­ing about af­ter sun­down. It must have been the beau­ti­ful moon­light that had awak­ened these. They must have thought it was dawn and flown from their dove­cotes, only to be­come con­fused, hardly know­ing where they were. When they saw a hu­man be­ing they flew over to her, as if she would set them right.

There had been many flocks of doves at the manor when her par­ents lived there, for the doves were among the crea­tures which her fa­ther had taken un­der his spe­cial care. If one ever men­tioned the killing of a dove, it put him in a bad hu­mour. She was pleased that the pretty birds had come to meet her in the old home. Who could tell but the doves had flown out in the night to show her they had not for­got­ten that once upon a time they had a good home there.

Per­haps her fa­ther had sent his birds with a greet­ing to her, so that she would not feel so sad and lonely when she came to her for­mer home.

As she thought of this, there welled up within her such an in­tense long­ing for the old times that her eyes filled with tears. Life had been beau­ti­ful in this place. They had had weeks of work bro­ken by many hol­i­day fes­tiv­i­ties. They had toiled hard all day, but at evening they had gath­ered around the lamp and read Teg­ner and Runeberg, “Fru” Len­ngren7 and “Mam­sell” Bre­mer. They had cul­ti­vated grain, but also roses and jas­mine. They had spun flax, but had sung folk-songs as they spun. They had worked hard at their his­tory and gram­mar, but they had also played the­atre and writ­ten verses. They had stood at the kitchen stove and pre­pared food, but had learned, also, to play the flute and gui­tar, the vi­o­lin and pi­ano. They had planted cab­bages and turnips, peas and beans in one gar­den, but they had an­other full of ap­ples and pears and all kinds of berries. They had lived by them­selves, and this was why so many sto­ries and leg­ends were stowed away in their mem­o­ries. They had worn home­spun clothes, but they had also been able to lead care­free and in­de­pen­dent lives.

“Nowhere else in the world do they know how to get so much out of life as they did at one of these lit­tle home­steads in my child­hood!” she thought. “There was just enough work and just enough play, and ev­ery day there was a joy. How I should love to come back here again! Now that I have seen the place, it is hard to leave it.”

Then she turned to the flock of doves and said to them—laugh­ing at her­self all the while:

“Won’t you fly to fa­ther and tell him that I long to come home? I have wan­dered long enough in strange places. Ask him if he can’t ar­range it so that I may soon turn back to my child­hood’s home.”

The mo­ment she had said this the flock of doves rose and flew away. She tried to fol­low them with her eyes, but they van­ished in­stantly. It was as if the whole white com­pany had dis­solved in the shim­mer­ing air.

The doves had only just gone when she heard a cou­ple of pierc­ing cries from the gar­den, and as she has­tened thither she saw a sin­gu­lar sight. There stood a tiny midget, no taller than a hand’s breadth, strug­gling with a brown owl. At first she was so as­ton­ished that she could not move. But when the midget cried more and more piti­fully, she stepped up quickly and parted the fight­ers. The owl swung her­self into a tree, but the midget stood on the gravel path, with­out at­tempt­ing ei­ther to hide or to run away.

“Thanks for your help,” he said. “But it was very stupid of you to let the owl es­cape. I can’t get away from here, be­cause she is sit­ting up in the tree watch­ing me.”

“It was thought­less of me to let her go. But to make amends, can’t I ac­com­pany you to your home?” asked she who wrote sto­ries, some­what sur­prised to think that in this un­ex­pected fash­ion she had got into con­ver­sa­tion with one of the tiny folk. Still she was not so much sur­prised af­ter all. It was as if all the while she had been await­ing some ex­tra­or­di­nary ex­pe­ri­ence, while she walked in the moon­light out­side her old home.

“The fact is, I had thought of stop­ping here over night,” said the midget. “If you will only show me a safe sleep­ing place, I shall not be obliged to re­turn to the for­est be­fore day­break.”

“Must I show you a place to sleep? Are you not at home here?”

“I un­der­stand that you take me for one of the tiny folk,” said the midget, “but I’m a hu­man be­ing, like your­self, al­though I have been trans­formed by an elf.”

“That is the most re­mark­able thing I have ever heard! Wouldn’t you like to tell me how you hap­pened to get into such a plight?”

The boy did not mind telling her of his ad­ven­tures, and, as the nar­ra­tive pro­ceeded, she who lis­tened to him grew more and more as­ton­ished and happy.

“What luck to run across one who has trav­elled all over Swe­den on the back of a goose!” thought she. “Just this which he is re­lat­ing I shall write down in my book. Now I need worry no more over that mat­ter. It was well that I came home. To think that I should find such help as soon as I came to the old place!”

In­stantly an­other thought flashed into her mind. She had sent word to her fa­ther by the doves that she longed for home, and al­most im­me­di­ately she had re­ceived help in the mat­ter she had pon­dered so long. Might not this be the fa­ther’s an­swer to her prayer?





The Treasure on the Island


On Their Way to the Sea

Fri­day, Oc­to­ber sev­enth.

From the very start of the au­tumn trip the wild geese had flown straight south; but when they left Fryks­dalen they veered in an­other di­rec­tion, trav­el­ling over west­ern Vermland and Dal­s­land, to­ward Bo­hus­län.

That was a jolly trip! The goslings were now so used to fly­ing that they com­plained no more of fa­tigue, and the boy was fast re­cov­er­ing his good hu­mour. He was glad that he had talked with a hu­man be­ing. He felt en­cour­aged when she said to him that if he were to con­tinue do­ing good to all whom he met, as hereto­fore, it could not end badly for him. She was not able to tell him how to get back his nat­u­ral form, but she had given him a lit­tle hope and as­sur­ance, which in­spired the boy to think out a way to pre­vent the big white gan­der from go­ing home.

“Do you know, Morten Goosey-Gan­der, that it will be rather mo­not­o­nous for us to stay at home all win­ter af­ter hav­ing been on a trip like this,” he said, as they were fly­ing far up in the air. “I’m sit­ting here think­ing that we ought to go abroad with the geese.”

“Surely you are not in earnest!” said the goosey-gan­der. Since he had proved to the wild geese his abil­ity to travel with them all the way to La­p­land, he was per­fectly sat­is­fied to get back to the goose pen in Hol­ger Nils­son’s cow shed.

The boy sat silently a while and gazed down on Vermland, where the birch woods, leafy groves, and gar­dens were clad in red and yel­low au­tumn colours.

“I don’t think I’ve ever seen the earth be­neath us as lovely as it is to­day!” he fi­nally re­marked. “The lakes are like blue satin bands. Don’t you think it would be a pity to set­tle down in West Vem­minghög and never see any more of the world?”

“I thought you wanted to go home to your mother and fa­ther and show them what a splen­did boy you had be­come?” said the goosey-gan­der.

All sum­mer he had been dream­ing of what a proud mo­ment it would be for him when he should alight in the house yard be­fore Hol­ger Nils­son’s cabin and show Dun­fin and the six goslings to the geese and chick­ens, the cows and the cat, and to Mother Hol­ger Nils­son her­self, so that he was not very happy over the boy’s pro­posal.

“Now, Morten Goosey-Gan­der, don’t you think your­self that it would be hard never to see any­thing more that is beau­ti­ful!” said the boy.

“I would rather see the fat grain fields of Söder­slätt than these lean hills,” an­swered the goosey-gan­der. “But you must know very well that if you re­ally wish to con­tinue the trip, I can’t be parted from you.”

“That is just the an­swer I had ex­pected from you,” said the boy, and his voice be­trayed that he was re­lieved of a great anx­i­ety.

Later, when they trav­elled over Bo­hus­län, the boy ob­served that the moun­tain stretches were more con­tin­u­ous, the val­leys were more like lit­tle ravines blasted in the rock foun­da­tion, while the long lakes at their base were as black as if they had come from the un­der­world. This, too, was a glo­ri­ous coun­try, and as the boy saw it, with now a strip of sun, now a shadow, he thought that there was some­thing strange and wild about it. He knew not why, but the idea came to him that once upon a time there were many strong and brave he­roes in these mys­ti­cal re­gions who had passed through many dan­ger­ous and dar­ing ad­ven­tures. The old pas­sion of want­ing to share in all sorts of won­der­ful ad­ven­tures awoke in him.

“I might pos­si­bly miss not be­ing in dan­ger of my life at least once ev­ery day or two,” he thought. “Any­how it’s best to be con­tent with things as they are.”

He did not speak of this idea to the big white gan­der, be­cause the geese were now fly­ing over Bo­hus­län with all the speed they could muster, and the goosey-gan­der was puff­ing so hard that he would not have had the strength to re­ply.

The sun was far down on the hori­zon, and dis­ap­peared ev­ery now and then be­hind a hill; still the geese kept forg­ing ahead.

Fi­nally, in the west, they saw a shin­ing strip of light, which grew broader and broader with ev­ery wing stroke. Soon the sea spread be­fore them, milk white with a shim­mer of rose red and sky blue, and when they had cir­cled past the coast cliffs they saw the sun again, as it hung over the sea, big and red and ready to plunge into the waves.

As the boy gazed at the broad, end­less sea and the red evening sun, which had such a kindly glow that he dared to look straight at it, he felt a sense of peace and calm pen­e­trate his soul.

“It’s not worth while to be sad, Nils Hol­gers­son,” said the Sun. “This is a beau­ti­ful world to live in both for big and lit­tle. It is also good to be free and happy, and to have a great dome of open sky above you.”



The Gift of the Wild Geese

The geese stood sleep­ing on a lit­tle rock islet just be­yond Fjäll­backa. When it drew on to­ward mid­night, and the moon hung high in the heav­ens, old Akka shook the sleepi­ness out of her eyes. After that she walked around and awak­ened Yksi and Kaksi, Kolme and Neljä, Vi­isi and Ku­usi, and, last of all, she gave Thumbi­etot a nudge with her bill that star­tled him.

“What is it, Mother Akka?” he asked, spring­ing up in alarm.

“Noth­ing se­ri­ous,” as­sured the leader-goose. “It’s just this: we seven who have been long to­gether want to fly a short dis­tance out to sea tonight, and we won­dered if you would care to come with us.”

The boy knew that Akka would not have pro­posed this move had there not been some­thing im­por­tant on foot, so he promptly seated him­self on her back. The flight was straight west. The wild geese first flew over a belt of large and small is­lands near the coast, then over a broad ex­panse of open sea, till they reached the large clus­ter known as the Väder Is­lands. All of them were low and rocky, and in the moon­light one could see that they were rather large.

Akka looked at one of the small­est is­lands and alighted there. It con­sisted of a round, gray stone hill, with a wide cleft across it, into which the sea had cast fine, white sea sand and a few shells.

As the boy slid from the goose’s back he no­ticed some­thing quite close to him that looked like a jagged stone. But al­most at once he saw that it was a big vul­ture which had cho­sen the rock is­land for a night har­bour. Be­fore the boy had time to won­der at the geese reck­lessly alight­ing so near a dan­ger­ous en­emy, the bird flew up to them and the boy rec­og­nized Gorgo, the ea­gle.

Ev­i­dently Akka and Gorgo had ar­ranged the meet­ing, for nei­ther of them was taken by sur­prise.

“This was good of you, Gorgo,” said Akka. “I didn’t ex­pect that you would be at the meet­ing place ahead of us. Have you been here long?”

“I came early in the evening,” replied Gorgo. “But I fear that the only praise I de­serve is for keep­ing my ap­point­ment with you. I’ve not been very suc­cess­ful in car­ry­ing out the or­ders you gave me.”

“I’m sure, Gorgo, that you have done more than you care to ad­mit,” as­sured Akka. “But be­fore you re­late your ex­pe­ri­ences on the trip, I shall ask Thumbi­etot to help me find some­thing which is sup­posed to be buried on this is­land.”

The boy stood gaz­ing ad­mir­ingly at two beau­ti­ful shells, but when Akka spoke his name, he glanced up.

“You must have won­dered, Thumbi­etot, why we turned out of our course to fly here to the West Sea,” said Akka.

“To be frank, I did think it strange,” an­swered the boy. “But I knew, of course, that you al­ways have some good rea­son for what­ever you do.”

“You have a good opin­ion of me,” re­turned Akka, “but I al­most fear you will lose it now, for it’s very prob­a­ble that we have made this jour­ney in vain.

“Many years ago it hap­pened that two of the other old geese and my­self en­coun­tered fright­ful storms dur­ing a spring flight and were wind-driven to this is­land. When we dis­cov­ered that there was only open sea be­fore us, we feared we should be swept so far out that we should never find our way back to land, so we lay down on the waves be­tween these bare cliffs, where the storm com­pelled us to re­main for sev­eral days.

“We suf­fered ter­ri­bly from hunger; once we ven­tured up to the cleft on this is­land in search of food. We couldn’t find a green blade, but we saw a num­ber of se­curely tied bags half buried in the sand. We hoped to find grain in the bags and pulled and tugged at them till we tore the cloth. How­ever, no grain poured out, but shin­ing gold pieces. For such things we wild geese had no use, so we left them where they were. We haven’t thought of the find in all these years; but this au­tumn some­thing has come up to make us wish for gold.

“We do not know that the trea­sure is still here, but we have trav­elled all this way to ask you to look into the mat­ter.”

With a shell in ei­ther hand the boy jumped down into the cleft and be­gan to scoop up the sand. He found no bags, but when he had made a deep hole he heard the clink of metal and saw that he had come upon a gold piece. Then he dug with his fin­gers and felt many coins in the sand. So he hur­ried back to Akka.

“The bags have rot­ted and fallen apart,” he ex­claimed, “and the money lies scat­tered all through the sand.”

“That’s well!” said Akka. “Now fill in the hole and smooth it over so no one will no­tice the sand has been dis­turbed.”

The boy did as he was told, but when he came up from the cleft he was as­ton­ished to see that the wild geese were lined up, with Akka in the lead, and were march­ing to­ward him with great solem­nity.

The geese paused in front of him, and all bowed their heads many times, look­ing so grave that he had to doff his cap and make an obei­sance to them.

“The fact is,” said Akka, “we old geese have been think­ing that if Thumbi­etot had been in the ser­vice of hu­man be­ings and had done as much for them as he has for us they would not let him go with­out re­ward­ing him well.”

“I haven’t helped you; it is you who have taken good care of me,” re­turned the boy.

“We think also,” con­tin­ued Akka, “that when a hu­man be­ing has at­tended us on a whole jour­ney he shouldn’t be al­lowed to leave us as poor as when he came.”

“I know that what I have learned this year with you is worth more to me than gold or lands,” said the boy.

“Since these gold coins have been ly­ing un­claimed in the cleft all these years, I think that you ought to have them,” de­clared the wild goose.

“I thought you said some­thing about need­ing this money your­selves,” re­minded the boy.

“We do need it, so as to be able to give you such rec­om­pense as will make your mother and fa­ther think you have been work­ing as a goose boy with wor­thy peo­ple.”

The boy turned half round and cast a glance to­ward the sea, then faced about and looked straight into Akka’s bright eyes.

“I think it strange, Mother Akka, that you turn me away from your ser­vice like this and pay me off be­fore I have given you no­tice,” he said.

“As long as we wild geese re­main in Swe­den, I trust that you will stay with us,” said Akka. “I only wanted to show you where the trea­sure was while we could get to it with­out go­ing too far out of our course.”

“All the same it looks as if you wished to be rid of me be­fore I want to go,” ar­gued Thumbi­etot. “After all the good times we have had to­gether, I think you ought to let me go abroad with you.”

When the boy said this, Akka and the other wild geese stretched their long necks straight up and stood a mo­ment, with bills half open, drink­ing in air.

“That is some­thing I haven’t thought about,” said Akka, when she re­cov­ered her­self. “Be­fore you de­cide to come with us, we had bet­ter hear what Gorgo has to say. You may as well know that when we left La­p­land the agree­ment be­tween Gorgo and my­self was that he should travel to your home down in Skåne to try to make bet­ter terms for you with the elf.”

“That is true,” af­firmed Gorgo, “but as I have al­ready told you, luck was against me. I soon hunted up Hol­ger Nils­son’s croft and af­ter cir­cling up and down over the place a cou­ple of hours, I caught sight of the elf, skulk­ing along be­tween the sheds.

“Im­me­di­ately I swooped down upon him and flew off with him to a meadow where we could talk to­gether with­out in­ter­rup­tion.

“I told him that I had been sent by Akka from Keb­nekaise to ask if he couldn’t give Nils Hol­gers­son eas­ier terms.

“ ‘I only wish I could!’ he an­swered, ‘for I have heard that he has con­ducted him­self well on the trip; but it is not in my power to do so.’

“Then I was wrathy and said that I would bore out his eyes un­less he gave in.

“ ‘You may do as you like,’ he re­torted, ‘but as to Nils Hol­gers­son, it will turn out ex­actly as I have said. You can tell him from me that he would do well to re­turn soon with his goose, for mat­ters on the farm are in a bad shape. His fa­ther has had to for­feit a bond for his brother, whom he trusted. He has bought a horse with bor­rowed money, and the beast went lame the first time he drove it. Since then it has been of no earthly use to him. Tell Nils Hol­gers­son that his par­ents have had to sell two of the cows and that they must give up the croft un­less they re­ceive help from some­where.”

When the boy heard this he frowned and clenched his fists so hard that the nails dug into his flesh.

“It is cruel of the elf to make the con­di­tions so hard for me that I can not go home and re­lieve my par­ents, but he shan’t turn me into a traitor to a friend! My fa­ther and mother are square and up­right folk. I know they would rather for­feit my help than have me come back to them with a guilty con­science.”





The Journey to Vemminghög

Thurs­day, Novem­ber third.

One day in the be­gin­ning of Novem­ber the wild geese flew over Hal­land Ridge and into Skåne. For sev­eral weeks they had been rest­ing on the wide plains around Falköping. As many other wild goose flocks also stopped there, the grown geese had had a pleas­ant time vis­it­ing with old friends, and there had been all kinds of games and races be­tween the younger birds.

Nils Hol­gers­son had not been happy over the de­lay in Westergöt­land. He had tried to keep a stout heart; but it was hard for him to rec­on­cile him­self to his fate.

“If I were only well out of Skåne and in some for­eign land,” he had thought, “I should know for cer­tain that I had noth­ing to hope for, and would feel eas­ier in my mind.”

Fi­nally, one morn­ing, the geese started out and flew to­ward Hal­land.

In the be­gin­ning the boy took very lit­tle in­ter­est in that prov­ince. He thought there was noth­ing new to be seen there. But when the wild geese con­tin­ued the jour­ney far­ther south, along the nar­row coast­lands, the boy leaned over the goose’s neck and did not take his glance from the ground.

He saw the hills grad­u­ally dis­ap­pear and the plain spread un­der him, at the same time he no­ticed that the coast be­came less rugged, while the group of is­lands be­yond thinned and fi­nally van­ished and the broad, open sea came clear up to firm land. Here there were no more forests: here the plain was supreme. It spread all the way to the hori­zon. A land that lay so ex­posed, with field upon field, re­minded the boy of Skåne. He felt both happy and sad as he looked at it.

“I can’t be very far from home,” he thought.

Many times dur­ing the trip the goslings had asked the old geese:

“How does it look in for­eign lands?”

“Wait, wait! You shall soon see,” the old geese had an­swered.

When the wild geese had passed Hal­land Ridge and gone a dis­tance into Skåne, Akka called out:

“Now look down! Look all around! It is like this in for­eign lands.”

Just then they flew over Söder Ridge. The whole long range of hills was clad in beech woods, and beau­ti­ful, tur­reted cas­tles peeped out here and there.

Among the trees grazed roe­buck, and on the for­est meadow romped the hares. Hun­ters’ horns sounded from the forests; the loud bay­ing of dogs could be heard all the way up to the wild geese. Broad av­enues wound through the trees and on these ladies and gen­tle­men were driv­ing in pol­ished car­riages or rid­ing fine horses. At the foot of the ridge lay Ring Lake with the an­cient Bosjö Clois­ter on a nar­row penin­sula.

“Does it look like this in for­eign lands?” asked the goslings.

“It looks ex­actly like this wher­ever there are for­est-clad ridges,” replied Akka, “only one doesn’t see many of them. Wait! You shall see how it looks in gen­eral.”

Akka led the geese far­ther south to the great Skåne plain. There it spread, with grain fields; with acres and acres of sugar beets, where the beet-pick­ers were at work; with low white­washed farm- and out­houses; with num­ber­less lit­tle white churches; with ugly, gray sugar re­finer­ies and small vil­lages near the rail­way sta­tions. Lit­tle beech-en­cir­cled meadow lakes, each of them adorned by its own stately manor, shim­mered here and there.

“Now look down! Look care­fully!” called the leader-goose. “Thus it is in for­eign lands, from the Baltic coast all the way down to the high Alps. Farther than that I have never trav­elled.”

When the goslings had seen the plain, the leader-goose flew down the Öre­sund coast. Swampy mead­ows sloped grad­u­ally to­ward the sea. In some places were high, steep banks, in oth­ers drift-sand fields, where the sand lay heaped in banks and hills. Fish­ing ham­lets stood all along the coast, with long rows of low, uni­form brick houses, with a light­house at the edge of the break­wa­ter, and brown fish­ing nets hang­ing in the dry­ing yard.

“Now look down! Look well! This is how it looks along the coasts in for­eign lands.”

After Akka had been fly­ing about in this man­ner a long time she alighted sud­denly on a marsh in Vem­minghög town­ship and the boy could not help think­ing that she had trav­elled over Skåne just to let him see that his was a coun­try which could com­pare favourably with any in the world. This was un­nec­es­sary, for the boy was not think­ing of whether the coun­try was rich or poor.

From the mo­ment that he had seen the first wil­low grove his heart ached with home­sick­ness.




Home at Last

Tues­day, Novem­ber eighth.

The at­mos­phere was dull and hazy. The wild geese had been feed­ing on the big meadow around Skerup church and were hav­ing their noon­day rest when Akka came up to the boy.

“It looks as if we should have calm weather for awhile,” she re­marked, “and I think we’ll cross the Baltic to­mor­row.”

“In­deed!” said the boy abruptly, for his throat con­tracted so that he could hardly speak. All along he had cher­ished the hope that he would be re­leased from the en­chant­ment while he was still in Skåne.

“We are quite near West Vem­minghög now,” said Akka, “and I thought that per­haps you might like to go home for awhile. It may be some time be­fore you have an­other op­por­tu­nity to see your peo­ple.”

“Per­haps I had bet­ter not,” said the boy hes­i­tat­ingly, but some­thing in his voice be­trayed that he was glad of Akka’s pro­posal.

“If the goosey-gan­der re­mains with us, no harm can come to him,” Akka as­sured. “I think you had bet­ter find out how your par­ents are get­ting along. You might be of some help to them, even if you’re not a nor­mal boy.”

“You are right, Mother Akka. I should have thought of that long ago,” said the boy im­pul­sively.

The next sec­ond he and the leader-goose were on their way to his home. It was not long be­fore Akka alighted be­hind the stone hedge en­cir­cling the lit­tle farm.

“Strange how nat­u­ral ev­ery­thing looks around here!” the boy re­marked, quickly clam­ber­ing to the top of the hedge, so that he could look about.

“It seems to me only yes­ter­day that I first saw you come fly­ing through the air.”

“I won­der if your fa­ther has a gun,” said Akka sud­denly.

“You may be sure he has,” re­turned the boy. “It was just the gun that kept me at home that Sun­day morn­ing when I should have been at church.”

“Then I don’t dare to stand here and wait for you,” said Akka. “You had bet­ter meet us at Smy­gahök early to­mor­row morn­ing, so that you may stay at home over night.”

“Oh, don’t go yet, Mother Akka!” begged the boy, jump­ing from the hedge.

He could not tell just why it was, but he felt as if some­thing would hap­pen, ei­ther to the wild goose or to him­self, to pre­vent their fu­ture meet­ing.

“No doubt you see that I’m dis­tressed be­cause I can­not get back my right form; but I want to say to you that I don’t re­gret hav­ing gone with you last spring,” he added. “I would rather for­feit the chance of ever be­ing hu­man again than to have missed that trip.”

Akka breathed quickly be­fore she an­swered.

“There’s a lit­tle mat­ter I should have men­tioned to you be­fore this, but since you are not go­ing back to your home for good, I thought there was no hurry about it. Still it may as well be said now.”

“You know very well that I am al­ways glad to do your bid­ding,” said the boy.

“If you have learned any­thing at all from us, Thumbi­etot, you no longer think that the hu­mans should have the whole Earth to them­selves,” said the wild goose, solemnly. “Re­mem­ber you have a large coun­try and you can eas­ily af­ford to leave a few bare rocks, a few shal­low lakes and swamps, a few des­o­late cliffs and re­mote forests to us poor, dumb crea­tures, where we can be al­lowed to live in peace. All my days I have been hounded and hunted. It would be a com­fort to know that there is a refuge some­where for one like me.”

“In­deed, I should be glad to help if I could,” said the boy, “but it’s not likely that I shall ever again have any in­flu­ence among hu­man be­ings.”

“Well, we’re stand­ing here talk­ing as if we were never to meet again,” said Akka, “but we shall see each other to­mor­row, of course. Now I’ll re­turn to my flock.”

She spread her wings and started to fly, but came back and stroked Thumbi­etot up and down with her bill be­fore she flew away.

It was broad day­light, but no hu­man be­ing moved on the farm and the boy could go where he pleased. He has­tened to the cow shed, be­cause he knew that he could get the best in­for­ma­tion from the cows.

It looked rather bar­ren in their shed. In the spring there had been three fine cows there, but now there was only one—May­rose. It was quite ap­par­ent that she yearned for her com­rades. Her head drooped sadly, and she had hardly touched the feed in her crib.

“Good day, May­rose!” said the boy, run­ning fear­lessly into her stall. “How are mother and fa­ther? How are the cat and the chick­ens? What has be­come of Star and Gold-Lily?”

When May­rose heard the boy’s voice she started, and ap­peared as if she were go­ing to gore him. But she was not so quick-tem­pered now as for­merly, and took time to look well at Nils Hol­gers­son.

He was just as lit­tle now as when he went away, and wore the same clothes; yet he was com­pletely changed. The Nils Hol­gers­son that went away in the spring had a heavy, slow gait, a drawl­ing speech, and sleepy eyes. The one that had come back was lithe and alert, ready of speech, and had eyes that sparkled and danced. He had a con­fi­dent bear­ing that com­manded re­spect, lit­tle as he was. Although he him­self did not look happy, he in­spired hap­pi­ness in oth­ers.

“Moo!” bel­lowed May­rose. “They told me that he was changed, but I couldn’t be­lieve it. Wel­come home, Nils Hol­gers­son! Wel­come home! This is the first glad mo­ment I have known for ever so long!”

“Thank you, May­rose!” said the boy, who was very happy to be so well re­ceived.

“Now tell me all about fa­ther and mother.”

“They have had noth­ing but hard­ship ever since you went away,” said May­rose. “The horse has been a costly care all sum­mer, for he has stood in the sta­ble the whole time and not earned his feed. Your fa­ther is too soft­hearted to shoot him and he can’t sell him. It was on ac­count of the horse that both Star and Gold-Lily had to be sold.”

There was some­thing else the boy wanted badly to know, but he was dif­fi­dent about ask­ing the ques­tion point blank. There­fore he said:

“Mother must have felt very sorry when she dis­cov­ered that Morten Goosey-Gan­der had flown?”

“She wouldn’t have wor­ried much about Morten Goosey-Gan­der had she known the way he came to leave. She grieves most at the thought of her son hav­ing run away from home with a goosey-gan­der.”

“Does she re­ally think that I stole the goosey-gan­der?” said the boy.

“What else could she think?”

“Father and mother must fancy that I’ve been roam­ing about the coun­try, like a com­mon tramp?”

“They think that you’ve gone to the dogs,” said May­rose. “They have mourned you as one mourns the loss of the dear­est thing on earth.”

As soon as the boy heard this, he rushed from the cow shed and down to the sta­ble.

It was small, but clean and tidy. Every­thing showed that his fa­ther had tried to make the place com­fort­able for the new horse. In the stall stood a strong, fine an­i­mal that looked well fed and well cared for.

“Good day to you!” said the boy. “I have heard that there’s a sick horse in here. Surely it can’t be you, who look so healthy and strong.”

The horse turned his head and stared fixedly at the boy.

“Are you the son?” he queried. “I have heard many bad re­ports of him. But you have such a good face, I couldn’t be­lieve that you were he, did I not know that he was trans­formed into an elf.”

“I know that I left a bad name be­hind me when I went away from the farm,” ad­mit­ted Nils Hol­gers­son. “My own mother thinks I am a thief. But what mat­ters it—I shan’t tarry here long. Mean­while, I want to know what ails you.”

“Pity you’re not go­ing to stay,” said the horse, “for I have the feel­ing that you and I might be­come good friends. I’ve got some­thing in my foot—the point of a knife, or some­thing sharp—that’s all that ails me. It has gone so far in that the doc­tor can’t find it, but it cuts so that I can’t walk. If you would only tell your fa­ther what’s wrong with me, I’m sure that he could help me. I should like to be of some use. I re­ally feel ashamed to stand here and feed with­out do­ing any work.”

“It’s well that you have no real ill­ness,” re­marked Nils Hol­gers­son. “I must at­tend to this at once, so that you will be all right again. You don’t mind if I do a lit­tle scratch­ing on your hoof with my knife, do you?”

Nils Hol­gers­son had just fin­ished, when he heard the sound of voices. He opened the sta­ble door a lit­tle and peeped out.

His fa­ther and mother were com­ing down the lane. It was easy to see that they were bro­ken by many sor­rows. His mother had many lines on her face and his fa­ther’s hair had turned gray. She was talk­ing with him about get­ting a loan from her brother-in-law.

“No, I don’t want to bor­row any more money,” his fa­ther said, as they were pass­ing the sta­ble. “There’s noth­ing quite so hard as be­ing in debt. It would be bet­ter to sell the cabin.”

“If it were not for the boy, I shouldn’t mind sell­ing it,” his mother de­murred. “But what will be­come of him, if he re­turns some day, wretched and poor—as he’s likely to be—and we not here?”

“You’re right about that,” the fa­ther agreed. “But we shall have to ask the folks who take the place to re­ceive him kindly and to let him know that he’s wel­come back to us. We shan’t say a harsh word to him, no mat­ter what he may be, shall we mother?”

“No, in­deed! If I only had him again, so that I could be cer­tain he is not starv­ing and freez­ing on the high­ways, I’d ask noth­ing more!”

Then his fa­ther and mother went in, and the boy heard no more of their con­ver­sa­tion.

He was happy and deeply moved when he knew that they loved him so dearly, al­though they be­lieved he had gone astray. He longed to rush into their arms.

“But per­haps it would be an even greater sor­row were they to see me as I now am.”

While he stood there, hes­i­tat­ing, a cart drove up to the gate. The boy smoth­ered a cry of sur­prise, for who should step from the cart and go into the house yard but Osa, the goose girl, and her fa­ther!

They walked hand in hand to­ward the cabin. When they were about half way there, Osa stopped her fa­ther and said:

“Now re­mem­ber, fa­ther, you are not to men­tion the wooden shoe or the geese or the lit­tle brownie who was so like Nils Hol­gers­son that if it was not him­self it must have had some con­nec­tion with him.”

“Cer­tainly not!” said Jon Esser­son. “I shall only say that their son has been of great help to you on sev­eral oc­ca­sions—when you were try­ing to find me—and that there­fore we have come to ask if we can’t do them a ser­vice in re­turn, since I’m a rich man now and have more than I need, thanks to the mine I dis­cov­ered up in La­p­land.”

“I know, fa­ther, that you can say the right thing in the right way,” Osa com­mended. “It is only that one par­tic­u­lar thing that I don’t wish you to men­tion.”

They went into the cabin, and the boy would have liked to hear what they talked about in there; but he dared not ven­ture near the house. It was not long be­fore they came out again, and his fa­ther and mother ac­com­pa­nied them as far as the gate.

His par­ents were strangely happy. They ap­peared to have gained a new hold on life.

When the vis­i­tors were gone, fa­ther and mother lin­gered at the gate gaz­ing af­ter them.

“I don’t feel un­happy any longer, since I’ve heard so much that is good of our Nils,” said his mother.

“Per­haps he got more praise than he re­ally de­served,” put in his fa­ther thought­fully.

“Wasn’t it enough for you that they came here spe­cially to say they wanted to help us be­cause our Nils had served them in many ways? I think, fa­ther, that you should have ac­cepted their of­fer.”

“No, mother, I don’t wish to ac­cept money from any­one, ei­ther as a gift or a loan. In the first place I want to free my­self from all debt, then we will work our way up again. We’re not so very old, are we, mother?” The fa­ther laughed heartily as he said this.

“I be­lieve you think it will be fun to sell this place, upon which we have ex­pended such a lot of time and hard work,” protested the mother.

“Oh, you know why I’m laugh­ing,” the fa­ther re­torted. “It was the thought of the boy’s hav­ing gone to the bad that weighed me down un­til I had no strength or courage left in me. Now that I know he still lives and has turned out well, you’ll see that Hol­ger Nils­son has some grit left.”

The mother went in alone, and the boy made haste to hide in a cor­ner, for his fa­ther walked into the sta­ble. He went over to the horse and ex­am­ined its hoof, as usual, to try to dis­cover what was wrong with it.

“What’s this!” he cried, dis­cov­er­ing some let­ters scratched on the hoof.

“Re­move the sharp piece of iron from the foot,” he read and glanced around in­quir­ingly. How­ever, he ran his fin­gers along the un­der side of the hoof and looked at it care­fully.

“I ver­ily be­lieve there is some­thing sharp here!” he said.

While his fa­ther was busy with the horse and the boy sat hud­dled in a cor­ner, it hap­pened that other call­ers came to the farm.

The fact was that when Morten Goosey-Gan­der found him­self so near his old home he sim­ply could not re­sist the temp­ta­tion of show­ing his wife and chil­dren to his old com­pan­ions on the farm. So he took Dun­fin and the goslings along, and made for home.

There was not a soul in the barn yard when the goosey-gan­der came along. He alighted, con­fi­dently walked all around the place, and showed Dun­fin how lux­u­ri­ously he had lived when he was a tame goose.

When they had viewed the en­tire farm, he no­ticed that the door of the cow shed was open.

“Look in here a mo­ment,” he said, “then you will see how I lived in for­mer days. It was very dif­fer­ent from camp­ing in swamps and morasses, as we do now.”

The goosey-gan­der stood in the door­way and looked into the cow shed.

“There’s not a soul in here,” he said. “Come along, Dun­fin, and you shall see the goose pen. Don’t be afraid; there’s no dan­ger.”

Forth­with the goosey-gan­der, Dun­fin, and all six goslings wad­dled into the goose pen, to have a look at the el­e­gance and com­fort in which the big white gan­der had lived be­fore he joined the wild geese.

“This is the way it used to be: here was my place and over there was the trough, which was al­ways filled with oats and wa­ter,” ex­plained the goosey-gan­der.

“Wait! there’s some fod­der in it now.” With that he rushed to the trough and be­gan to gob­ble up the oats.

But Dun­fin was ner­vous.

“Let’s go out again!” she said.

“Only two more grains,” in­sisted the goosey-gan­der. The next sec­ond he let out a shriek and ran for the door, but it was too late! The door slammed, the mis­tress stood with­out and bolted it. They were locked in!

The fa­ther had re­moved a sharp piece of iron from the horse’s hoof and stood con­tent­edly stroking the an­i­mal when the mother came run­ning into the sta­ble.

“Come, fa­ther, and see the cap­ture I’ve made!”

“No, wait a minute!” said the fa­ther. “Look here, first. I have dis­cov­ered what ailed the horse.”

“I be­lieve our luck has turned,” said the mother. “Only fancy! the big white goosey-gan­der that dis­ap­peared last spring must have gone off with the wild geese. He has come back to us in com­pany with seven wild geese. They walked straight into the goose pen, and I’ve shut them all in.”

“That’s ex­tra­or­di­nary,” re­marked the fa­ther. “But best of all is that we don’t have to think any more that our boy stole the goosey-gan­der when he went away.”

“You’re quite right, fa­ther,” she said. “But I’m afraid we’ll have to kill them tonight. In two days is Morten Goose­day8 and we must make haste if we ex­pect to get them to mar­ket in time.”

“I think it would be out­ra­geous to butcher the goosey-gan­der, now that he has re­turned to us with such a large fam­ily,” protested Hol­ger Nils­son.

“If times were eas­ier we’d let him live; but since we’re go­ing to move from here, we can’t keep geese. Come along now and help me carry them into the kitchen,” urged the mother.

They went out to­gether and in a few mo­ments the boy saw his fa­ther com­ing along with Morten Goosey-Gan­der and Dun­fin—one un­der each arm. He and his wife went into the cabin.

The goosey-gan­der cried:

“Thumbi­etot, come and help me!”—as he al­ways did when in peril—al­though he was not aware that the boy was at hand.

Nils Hol­gers­son heard him, yet he lin­gered at the door of the cow shed.

He did not hes­i­tate be­cause he knew that it would be well for him if the goosey-gan­der were be­headed—at that mo­ment he did not even re­mem­ber this—but be­cause he shrank from be­ing seen by his par­ents.

“They have a hard enough time of it al­ready,” he thought. “Must I bring them a new sor­row?”

But when the door closed on the goosey-gan­der, the boy was aroused.

He dashed across the house yard, sprang up on the board­walk lead­ing to the en­trance door and ran into the hall­way, where he kicked off his wooden shoes in the old ac­cus­tomed way, and walked to­ward the door.

All the while it went so much against the grain to ap­pear be­fore his fa­ther and mother that he could not raise his hand to knock.

“But this con­cerns the life of the goosey-gan­der,” he said to him­self—“he who has been my best friend ever since I last stood here.”

In a twin­kling the boy re­mem­bered all that he and the goosey-gan­der had suf­fered on ice­bound lakes and stormy seas and among wild beasts of prey. His heart swelled with grat­i­tude; he con­quered him­self and knocked on the door.

“Is there some­one who wishes to come in?” asked his fa­ther, open­ing the door.

“Mother, you shan’t touch the goosey-gan­der!” cried the boy.

In­stantly both the goosey-gan­der and Dun­fin, who lay on a bench with their feet tied, gave a cry of joy, so that he was sure they were alive.

Some­one else gave a cry of joy—his mother!

“My, but you have grown tall and hand­some!” she ex­claimed.

The boy had not en­tered the cabin, but was stand­ing on the doorstep, like one who is not quite cer­tain how he will be re­ceived.

“The Lord be praised that I have you back again!” said his mother, laugh­ing and cry­ing. “Come in, my boy! Come in!”

“Wel­come!” added his fa­ther, and not an­other word could he ut­ter.

But the boy still lin­gered at the thresh­old. He could not com­pre­hend why they were so glad to see him—such as he was. Then his mother came and put her arms around him and drew him into the room, and he knew that he was all right.

“Mother and fa­ther!” he cried. “I’m a big boy. I am a hu­man be­ing again!”




The Parting with the Wild Geese

Wed­nes­day, Novem­ber ninth.

The boy arose be­fore dawn and wan­dered down to the coast. He was stand­ing alone on the strand east of Smyge fish­ing ham­let be­fore sun­rise. He had al­ready been in the pen with Morten Goosey-Gan­der to try to rouse him, but the big white gan­der had no de­sire to leave home. He did not say a word, but only stuck his bill un­der his wing and went to sleep again.

To all ap­pear­ances the weather promised to be al­most as per­fect as it had been that spring day when the wild geese came to Skåne. There was hardly a rip­ple on the wa­ter; the air was still and the boy thought of the good pas­sage the geese would have. He him­self was as yet in a kind of daze—some­times think­ing he was an elf, some­times a hu­man be­ing. When he saw a stone hedge along­side the road, he was afraid to go far­ther un­til he had made sure that no wild an­i­mal or vul­ture lurked be­hind it. Very soon he laughed to him­self and re­joiced be­cause he was big and strong and did not have to be afraid of any­thing.

When he reached the coast he sta­tioned him­self, big as he was, at the very edge of the strand, so that the wild geese could see him.

It was a busy day for the birds of pas­sage. Bird calls sounded on the air con­tin­u­ously. The boy smiled as he thought that no one but him­self un­der­stood what the birds were say­ing to one an­other. Presently wild geese came fly­ing; one big flock fol­low­ing an­other.

“Just so it’s not my geese that are go­ing away with­out bid­ding me farewell,” he thought. He wanted so much to tell them how ev­ery­thing had turned out, and to show them that he was no longer an elf but a hu­man be­ing.

There came a flock that flew faster and cack­led louder than the oth­ers, and some­thing told him that this must be the flock, but now he was not quite so sure about it as he would have been the day be­fore.

The flock slack­ened its flight and cir­cled up and down along the coast.

The boy knew it was the right one, but he could not un­der­stand why the geese did not come straight down to him. They could not avoid see­ing him where he stood. He tried to give a call that would bring them down to him, but only think! his tongue would not obey him. He could not make the right sound! He heard Akka’s calls, but did not un­der­stand what she said.

“What can this mean? Have the wild geese changed their lan­guage?” he won­dered.

He waved his cap to them and ran along the shore call­ing.

“Here am I, where are you?”

But this seemed only to frighten the geese. They rose and flew far­ther out to sea. At last he un­der­stood. They did not know that he was hu­man, had not rec­og­nized him. He could not call them to him be­cause hu­man be­ings can not speak the lan­guage of birds. He could not speak their lan­guage, nor could he un­der­stand it.

Although the boy was very glad to be re­leased from the en­chant­ment, still he thought it hard that be­cause of this he should be parted from his old com­rades.

He sat down on the sands and buried his face in his hands. What was the use of his gaz­ing af­ter them any more?

Presently he heard the rus­tle of wings. Old mother Akka had found it hard to fly away from Thumbi­etot, and turned back, and now that the boy sat quite still she ven­tured to fly nearer to him. Sud­denly some­thing must have told her who he was, for she lit close be­side him.

Nils gave a cry of joy and took old Akka in his arms. The other wild geese crowded round him and stroked him with their bills. They cack­led and chat­tered and wished him all kinds of good luck, and he, too, talked to them and thanked them for the won­der­ful jour­ney which he had been priv­i­leged to make in their com­pany.

All at once the wild geese be­came strangely quiet and with­drew from him, as if to say:

“Alas! he is a man. He does not un­der­stand us: we do not un­der­stand him!”

Then the boy rose and went over to Akka; he stroked her and pat­ted her. He did the same to Yksi and Kaksi, Kolme and Neljä, Vi­isi and Ku­usi—the old birds who had been his com­pan­ions from the very start.

After that he walked far­ther up the strand. He knew per­fectly well that the sor­rows of the birds do not last long, and he wanted to part with them while they were still sad at los­ing him.

As he crossed the shore mead­ows he turned and watched the many flocks of birds that were fly­ing over the sea. All were shriek­ing their coax­ing calls—only one goose flock flew silently on as long as he could fol­low it with his eyes. The wedge was per­fect, the speed good, and the wing strokes strong and cer­tain.

The boy felt such a yearn­ing for his de­part­ing com­rades that he al­most wished he were Thumbi­etot again and could travel over land and sea with a flock of wild geese.




Endnotes

1. “Mårten Gåskarl” (Morten Goosie-gan­der) is a pet name for a tame gan­der, just as we use Dickie-bird for a pet bird.

2. “Smirre Fox,” is cun­ning fox.

3. A Goa-Nisse is an elf-king, and cor­re­sponds to the English Puck or Robin Good­fel­low.

4. “Sirle Squir­rel,” is grace­ful, or nim­ble squir­rel.

5. “Mons” is a pet name ap­plied to cats; like our tommy or pussy. Mon­sie house-cat is equiv­a­lent to Tommy house-cat.

6. “Gripe Ot­ter,” means grab­bing or clutch­ing ot­ter.

7. Fru is the Swedish for Mrs. This ti­tle is usu­ally ap­plied to gen­tle­women only. The au­thor has used this mean­ing of “fru.”

8. In Swe­den the 10th of Novem­ber is called Morten Goose­day and cor­re­sponds to the Amer­i­can Thanks­giv­ing Day.
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