
  
    
      
    
  


 


 
 
 



About this eBook


••••••••








Fairy Tales



BY

 Hans Christian Andersen

 (1805–1875)


TRANSLATED BY:

 Heinrich Oskar Sommer

 (1861–1929)


ILLUSTRATED BY:

 Arthur Rackham

 (1867–1939)
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* * * *



Danish auther Hans Christian Andersen (2 April 1805 – 4 August 1875) was a prolific writer of plays, travelogues, novels, and poems, but he is best remembered for his fairy tales.


His stories, expressing themes that transcend age and nationality, have become culturally embedded in the West’s collective consciousness. They are readily accessible to children, but present lessons of virtue and resilience in the face of adversity for mature readers as well.


Andersen’s stories have been translated into more than 125 languages, and have inspired ballets, plays, and animated and live-action films. His most famous fairy tales include The Ugly Duckling, The Emperor’s New Clothes, The Little Mermaid, The Princess on the Pea, The Steadfast Tin Soldier, The Little Match Girl, Thumbelina, The Nightingale, The Red Shoes, and The Snow Queen.

 (—adapted from Wikipedia.)
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Note by the Illustrator


••••••••






In making this selection of Andersen’s fairy tales I have used the convenient edition published by Messrs George Allen and Unwin (1893), to whom my thanks are due for their permission. At the same time I should like to thank my Danish friends for their assistance, particularly those who gave me opportunities of seeing the indoor life as well as an outside view of the people to whom Andersen belonged. While in Copenhagen on a recent visit I had the good fortune to meet a lady who in her childhood — her very early childhood, it must have been — had listened, unsuspected by the author, to Andersen himself reading for the first time some of his own newly-written stories. While he read she sat on the floor under the table, silent as a mouse, hidden from Andersen’s view by the tablecloth—a little scene illustrating his well-known reluctance to be treated chiefly as a writer for children, but also providing a subject in which, had he known it, he would have found just such another incident as he had so often turned to account for one more of his immortal children’s stories. On this point one cannot read his autobiography without realizing that he was by no means insensible to the recognition gained by these smaating — trifles — as he called them. Indeed, how could he be? A recognition so immediate, so widespread, and so affectionate that few have had the happiness to win anything like it.


I should like to add that I have made no attempt in my illustrations to look through Danish eyes. But I think that my visit to Denmark, which, with all its modern progress, happily preserves in town and country a genial atmosphere of old dignity in comely everyday use, did give me just that nearer view of the author’s country that I needed — a view that helped me to realize again the sensation I felt as a child when I first read Andersen. This sensation experienced in childhood in foreign fairy tales is a foretaste of that encountering of familiar things in unfamiliar guise which later is one of the joys of foreign travel.


—A. R.

 1932
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Little Ida’s Flowers



••••••••





“My poor flowers are quite dead,” said little Ida. “They were so pretty yesterday, and now all the leaves hang withered! Why do they do that?” she asked the student who was sitting on the sofa, for she liked him very much. He knew how to tell the most beautiful stories, and could cut the most amusing pictures out of paper: hearts, with little ladies in them who danced, flowers, and big castles with doors that could be opened. He was a jolly young fellow. “Why do my flowers look so faded today?” she asked again, and showed him the bouquet, which was quite withered.


“Do you know what is the matter with them?” said the student. “The flowers were at a ball last night, and that’s why they hang their heads.”


“But flowers can’t dance!” said little Ida.


“Oh, yes!” said the student. “When it grows dark, and we are asleep, they jump merrily about; they have a ball almost every night.” 


“Can children go to this ball?”


“Oh, yes!” said the student; “little tiny daisies and the snowdrops.”


“Where do the beautiful flowers dance?” asked little Ida.


“Have you not often been outside the town gate, near the big castle where the king lives in the summer, where the beautiful garden is with all the flowers? You have seen the swans which swim up to you when you give them bread-crumbs. Out there, there are splendid balls, believe me.”







“I was out in the garden there yesterday with my mother,” said Ida; “but all the leaves were off the trees, and there are no longer any flowers there. Where are they? In the summer I saw so many!”


“They are in the castle,” said the student. “You must know that as soon as the king and all the Court return to town the flowers immediately run out of the garden into the castle and enjoy themselves. You ought to see that: the two most beautiful roses seat themselves on the throne, and then they are king and queen; all the red cockscombs come and place themselves on each side and bow—they are the chamberlains. Afterwards all the pretty flowers arrive, and a great ball takes place. The blue violets represent little naval cadets; they dance with hyacinths and crocuses, which they address as ‘Miss’; the tulips and the large tiger-lilies are old ladies, who see that they all dance well, and behave themselves.”


“But,” asked little Ida, “is nobody there who hurts the flowers because they dance in the king’s castle?”


“The truth is, nobody knows about it,” said the student. “Sometimes, of course, the old steward of the castle, who has to keep watch, comes during the night; he has a big bunch of keys, but as soon as the flowers hear the keys rattle they are quiet, and hide themselves behind the curtains, and only poke their heads out. ‘I can smell that there are flowers here,’ says the old steward, but he cannot see them.”


“That’s splendid!” said little Ida, and clapped her hands. “But should I not be able to see the flowers either?”


“Yes,” said the student; “only remember—when you go there again to look through the window, then you will see them. I looked in today, and saw a large yellow lily resting on the sofa and stretching herself. She was a lady-in-waiting.”


“Can the flowers from the Botanical Gardens also go there? Can they go such a long way?”


“Yes, certainly,” said the student; “if they wish they can fly. Have you not seen the pretty butterflies, red, yellow, and white? They look almost like flowers, and that is what they’ve been. They have flown off their stalks high into the air, and have beaten it with their petals as if they had little wings, and then they flew. And because they behaved themselves well they obtained permission to fly about in the daytime too, and had not to return home and sit still on their stalks; and thus the petals became in the end real wings. That you have seen yourself. It may be, however, that the flowers in the Botanical Gardens have never been at the king’s castle, or do not know that there is such merriment out there at night. Therefore I will tell you how you can give a surprise to the professor of botany, who lives next door. You know him well, do you not? When you go into his garden you must tell one of the flowers that a large ball takes place at the castle every night; then the flower will tell all the others, and they will all fly away; and if the professor comes into the garden he will not find a single flower there, and he will be unable to understand what has become of them.”


“But how can one flower tell the others? Flowers can’t talk!”


“Of course they can’t,” said the student, “but then they make signs. Have you never seen that when the wind blows a little the flowers nod to one another and move all their green leaves? That they understand as well as us when we talk together.”


“Can the professor understand their signs?” asked Ida.


“Certainly. One morning he came into the garden and saw a large stinging-nettle making signs with its leaves to a beautiful red carnation. It said: ‘You are so pretty, and I love you with all my heart.’ But the professor can’t stand things of that sort, and beat the stinging-nettle at once on its leaves, which are its fingers; but then it stung him, and since that time he never dares touch a stinging-nettle again,”
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“That’s funny,” said little Ida, laughing.


“How can one make a child believe such silly things!” said a tiresome lawyer, who had come to pay a visit and was also sitting on the sofa. He could not bear the student, and always grumbled when he saw him cutting out the funny amusing figures: sometimes he cut out a man hanging on a gibbet and holding a heart in his hand, for he had been stealing hearts; sometimes an old witch, who was riding on a broomstick, and carrying her husband on her nose. But all this the old actuary could not abide, and then he generally said, as he did now; “How can one make a child believe such silly things? They are stupid fancies!”


But to little Ida what the student told her about the flowers seemed very amusing, and she thought a great deal about it.


The flowers hung their heads because they were tired of dancing all night; they were surely ill. So she took them to her other toys, which were kept on a nice little table, and the whole drawer was full of pretty things. In the doll’s bed, her doll Sophy was sleeping, but little Ida said to her: “You must really get up now, Sophy, and be satisfied to lie in the drawer tonight. The poor flowers are ill, and they must lie in your bed; perhaps then they will recover!” And she took her out at once, and the doll looked very cross and did not say a single word, for she was angry that she could not keep her own bed.


Then Ida placed the flowers in the doll’s bed, pulled the little quilt over them, and said they must lie quietly, and she would make them some tea, so that they might get well again, and be able to get up in the morning. She drew the little curtains round the bed, lest the sun might shine in their eyes. She could not help thinking the whole evening about all the student had told her. And when she was going to bed herself, she first looked behind the curtains at the window, where her mother’s beautiful flowers stood, hyacinths and tulips, and she whispered in a low voice: “I know where you are going tonight—to the ball!” The flowers pretended not to understand her, and did not stir a leaf, but little Ida knew what she knew.


When she had gone to bed she lay for a long time thinking how delightful it would be to see the beautiful flowers dancing in the king’s castle. “I wonder if my flowers have really been there?” Then she fell asleep. In the night she woke up again; she had been dreaming of the flowers and of the student whom the lawyer had scolded. It was very quiet in the bedroom where Ida slept; the night-light was burning on the table, and her father and mother were asleep.


“I wonder if my flowers are still lying in Sophy’s bed!” she thought. “How I should like to know!” She raised herself a little and looked towards the door, which was ajar; in there lay her flowers and all her toys. She listened, and it seemed to her as if she heard someone in the room playing the piano, but very softly, and more beautifully than she had ever heard before. “I am sure all my flowers are dancing in there,” she thought. “How much I should like to see them!” But she dared not get up for fear of waking her father and mother.


“Oh! I wish they would come in here!” she thought. But the flowers did not come, and the music continued to play beautifully. At last she could bear it no longer—it was too beautiful. She crept out of her little bed, went softly towards the door, and peeped into the room. What an amusing sight she saw! 


There was no night-light in there, and yet it was quite light; the moon was shining on the floor; it was almost as light as day. All the hyacinths and tulips stood in two long rows in the room; not a single one remained on the windowsill, where only the empty pots were left. On the floor, all the flowers danced very gracefully round one another, made figures, and held each other by their long green leaves while swinging round. At the piano sat a large yellow lily, which little Ida was certain she had seen in the summer, for she remembered distinctly that the student had said: “How much that lily is like Miss Lina!” Then they all laughed at him; but now it seemed to little Ida as if the flower was really like the young lady: it had just her manners when she played—sometimes she bent her yellow smiling face to one side, sometimes to the other, and nodded in time to the sweet music! No one noticed little Ida. Then she saw a big blue crocus jump on the table, walk straight to the doll’s bed, and draw away the curtains; there were the sick flowers, but they got up at once and nodded to the others, to say that they wished to dance with them too. The old nutcracker in the shape of a man, whose lower jaw was broken off, got up and bowed to the beautiful flowers; they did not look at all ill now; they jumped down to the others and enjoyed themselves very much.


Then it seemed as if something fell from the table. Ida looked and saw the carnival rod jump down, and it seemed as if it was one of the flowers. It looked very pretty, and a little wax doll with a broad-brimmed hat, such as the lawyer usually wore, sat upon it. The carnival rod hopped about among the flowers on its three red stilts, and stamped quite loudly, for it was dancing a mazurka, a dance which the other flowers were unable to manage, as they were too light and could not stamp.


The wax doll on the carnival rod suddenly grew big, and, raising itself over the paper flowers which were on the rod, exclaimed: “How can one make a child believe such foolish things? They are stupid fancies!” And the wax doll looked exactly like the lawyer—just as yellow and cross as he was. But the paper flowers hit him on his thin legs, and then he shrank up again and became quite a little wax doll. All this was very amusing to see, and little Ida could not help laughing. The carnival rod continued to dance, and the lawyer had to dance too. There was no getting out of it, whether he made himself tall or long or remained the little yellow wax doll with the broad-brimmed black hat. Then the other flowers, especially those which had rested in the doll’s bed, interceded in his favour, and the carnival birch-rod gave in. At the same moment a loud knocking was heard in the drawer where Ida’s doll Sophy lay with many other toys; the nutcracker in the shape of a man walked up to the edge of the table, laid itself down at full length, and began to open the drawer a little way. Sophy rose and glanced with astonishment all round. “I suppose there is a ball here tonight,” she said. “Why has nobody told me of it?”


“Will you dance with me?” said the nutcracker.


“You are a nice one to dance with!” she said, and turned her back upon it.


Then she sat down on the edge of the drawer and thought that perhaps one of the flowers would ask her to dance, but none came. Then she coughed, “Hem! hem! hem!” but even in spite of this none appeared. Then the nutcracker began to dance by itself—not so badly, after all! As none of the flowers seemed to notice Sophy, she let herself drop down onto the floor, to make a noise. All the flowers came running to her and inquired if she had hurt herself; they were all very polite to her, especially the flowers who had been in her bed. But she was not hurt, and Ida’s flowers thanked her for the beautiful bed, and were very kind to her—took her into the centre of the room, where the moon was shining, and danced with her, while all the other flowers stood in a circle round them. Now Sophy was happy, and said they might keep her bed; she did not mind sleeping in the drawer.


But the flowers said: “You are very kind, but we cannot live any longer; we shall be dead by tomorrow. Tell little Ida to bury us in the garden, where she has buried the canary; then we shall wake up again next summer and be more beautiful than ever!”


“No, you must not die,” said Sophy, and kissed them. Then the door flew open and many beautiful flowers came dancing in. Ida could not at all understand where they came from; surely they had come from the king’s castle. Two beautiful roses with crowns on their heads walked in front; they were king and queen. Then came pretty stocks and carnations, bowing to all sides: they had brought music with them. Large poppies and peonies blew on pea-pods until they were quite red in the face. The blue hyacinths and the little white lilies of the valley tinkled as if they had bells. That was wonderful music! Then many other flowers came, and they all danced—blue violets, red daisies, and lilies of the valley. All the flowers kissed one another; it was lovely to watch. At last the flowers said “Good night” to one another, and then little Ida stole back into her bed again, and dreamed of all she had seen. When she got up in the morning, she quickly went to the little table to see if her flowers were still there. She drew the curtains from the little bed, and there they lay, all withered—much more so than the day before. Sophy was lying in the drawer where she had placed her, but she looked very sleepy.


“Can you remember what you have to tell me?” asked little Ida. But Sophy was mute, and did not say a single word. “You are not good,” said Ida. “Didn’t they all dance with you?” Then she took a small paper box on which pretty birds were painted, opened it, and put the dead flowers in it. “This will be a pretty coffin for you,” she said, “and when my cousins come again they shall help me to bury you, out in the garden, that next summer you may grow again, and be prettier than ever!”


The cousins were two lively boys called Jonas and Adolph; their father had given them two new crossbows, which they had brought with them to show Ida. She told them about the poor flowers, and asked them to help her to bury them. The two boys walked in front with their crossbows on their shoulders, while little Ida followed, carrying the pretty box with the dead flowers. In the garden they dug a little grave. Ida first kissed the flowers and then laid them with the box in the earth. Adolph and Jonas shot with their crossbows over the grave, for they had neither guns nor cannons.
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The Goblin and the Grocer



••••••••





There was once a student—a proper student; he lived in an attic and owned nothing at all. There was also a grocer—a proper grocer; he lived in a proper room, and he owned the whole house. The little goblin stuck to him, for every Christmas Eve, the grocer always gave him a bowl of porridge with a such a big lump of butter in it! That the grocer could afford, and so the goblin lived in the grocer’s shop, which was very cunning of him. 


One evening the student came in by the back door to buy some candles and cheese. He had no one to send, and so he came himself. He got what he wanted, and the grocer and his wife both nodded him a good evening. And she—she was a woman who could do more than merely nod; she was gifted with a tongue, if you like! The student nodded too, but suddenly stood still, reading the sheet of paper the cheese was wrapped up in. It was a page torn out of an old book, that ought never to have been torn up, an old book that was full of poetry.


“Here’s some more of the same kind,” said the grocer; “I gave an old woman a few coffee-beans for it. If you give me twopence you shall have the rest.”


“Thanks!” said the student. “Give it to me instead of the cheese; I can eat my bread and butter alone. It would be a sin to tear the book up into scraps. You are a fine man and a practical man, but you know as much about poetry as that tub there.”


Now this was very rude, especially to the tub, but the grocer laughed and the student laughed, for it was only said in fun. But the goblin was angry that anyone should dare to say such a thing to a grocer who was a householder and who sold the best butter.







When night was come and the shop shut up, and all were in bed but the student, the goblin came out, went into the bedroom, and took madam’s tongue away. She did not want it while she was asleep. And whatever object in the room he put it on acquired speech and voice, and told its thoughts and feelings just as well as madam. But only one object at a time could use it, which was a blessing; otherwise they would all have been speaking at once.


The goblin put the tongue on the tub, in which lay the old newspapers. “Is it really true,” he asked, “that you don’t know what poetry is?”


“Certainly I do,” said the tub. “Poetry is something they always put at the bottom of newspaper pages, and which is sometimes cut out. I daresay I have a great deal more of it in me than the student, and yet I am only a simple tub compared with the grocer.”


Then the goblin placed the tongue on the coffee-mill. Mercy on us! how it rattled away! And he put it on the butter-cask, and on the money-box—all were of the same opinion as the waste-paper tub, and the opinion of the multitude must be respected.


“Now I’ll tell the student.” And with these words the goblin stole quietly up the kitchen stairs to the attic where the student lived. He had a candle burning, and the goblin peeped through the keyhole and saw him reading in the torn book that he had got from the shop downstairs.


But how light it was in there! Out of the book shone a bright beam, which grew up into a thick stem and into a mighty tree, that rose and spread its branches over the student. Every leaf was fresh, and every blossom was a beautiful maiden’s head, some with eyes dark and sparkling, others blue and wonderfully clear; every fruit was a shining star, and there was a sound of glorious singing.


No, such splendour the little goblin had never dreamed of, let alone seen or heard. He remained standing there on tiptoe, peeping and peeping till the light in the garret went out. Probably the student had blown it out and gone to bed, but the goblin remained standing there all the same, for he could still hear the sweet lovely singing—a beautiful lullaby for the student, who had lain down to rest.


“What a wonderful place this is!” said the goblin. “I never expected such a thing. I should like to live with the student.” Then he thought, and thought it over again, but he sighed. “The student has no porridge,” and he went away—yes, he went down again to the grocer’s. And it was a good thing too that he did come back, for the tub had almost worn out madam’s tongue: it had already spoken out at one side all that was contained in it, and was just about to turn round to give it out from the other side too, when the goblin came and took the tongue back to madam. But from that time forth the whole shop, from the cash-box down to the firewood, took its views from the tub; and all paid it so much respect, and had such confidence in it, that when the grocer afterwards read the art and dramatic criticism in the newspaper of an evening they all believed it came from the tub.


But the little goblin no longer sat quietly listening to the wisdom and wit to be heard down there. No, as soon as the light began to glimmer out of the garret, he felt as if the rays were strong cables, drawing him up, and he was obliged to go and peep through the keyhole. Then a feeling of greatness came over him, such as we feel beside the rolling sea when the storm sweeps over it, and he burst into tears. He did not know himself why he wept, but a strange and very pleasant feeling was mingled with his tears. How wonderfully glorious it must be to sit with the student under that tree! But that could not be—he must content himself with the keyhole, and be glad of that. There he stood on the cold landing with the autumn wind blowing down from the trap-door in the loft; it was cold, so cold, but the little fellow only felt that when the light in the attic was put out and the music in the wonderful tree had died away. Ugh! Then he felt frozen, and he crept down to his warm corner again—it was cosy and comfortable there! And when Christmas came, and with it the porridge and the great lump of butter—why, then the grocer was the master for him!


But in the middle of the night the goblin was awakened by a terrible noise and a banging at the shutters, against which the people outside were knocking as hard as they could. The night watchman blew his horn, for a great fire had broken out. Was it in the house itself, or at the neighbour’s? Where was it? It was a dreadful moment!


The grocer’s wife was so bewildered that she took her gold earrings from her ears and put them into her pocket, so that she might save at least something; the grocer made a dash for his banknotes, and the maid for her silk shawl which she had managed to afford. Everyone wanted to save the best they had; the goblin wanted to do that too, and in a few leaps he was up the stairs and in the room of the student, who was calmly standing at the open window gazing at the fire that raged in the house of the neighbour opposite. The little goblin seized the book from the table, put it into his red cap, and clasped it with both hands—the greatest treasure in the house was saved. And then he ran up and away, out upon the roof of the house, on to the chimney. There he sat in the light of the flames from the burning house opposite, both hands pressed over his red cap which held his treasure, and now he knew where his heart was and to whom he really belonged. But when the fire was extinguished, and the goblin again began to reflect calmly, well…


“I will divide myself between the two,” he said. “I cannot give the grocer up altogether on account of the porridge!”


And that was only human, after all. Most of us stick to the grocer for the sake of the porridge.




The Ugly Duckling



••••••••





It was delightful out in the country: it was summer, and the cornfields were golden, the oats were green, the hay had been put up in stacks in the green meadows, and the stork went about on his long red legs and chattered Egyptian, for this was the language he had learned from his mother. Round the fields and meadows were great forests, and in the midst of the forests lay deep lakes. Yes, it was really delightful out in the country! In the midst of the sunshine there lay an old manor-house, with deep canals round it, and from the wall down to the water grew large burdocks, so high that little children could stand upright under the tallest of them. It was just as wild there as in the deepest wood. Here sat a duck upon her nest, for she had to hatch her ducklings, but she was almost tired out, for it took such a long time; and she so seldom had visitors. The other ducks liked better to swim about in the canals than to climb up to sit under a burdock and cackle with her.


At last one egg after another cracked open. “Peep! peep!” they cried; all the yolks had come to life, and little heads were peeping out.


“Quack! quack!” said the duck, and they all came out quacking as fast as they could, looking all round them under the green leaves, and the mother let them look as much as they wished, for green is good for the eyes.


“How wide the world is!” said the young ones, for they truly had much more room now than when they were in the eggs.


“Do you think this is the whole world?” said the mother. “That stretches far across the other side of the garden, quite into the parson’s field; but I have never been there yet! I hope you are all here,” she said, and she stood up. “No, I haven’t got you all. The biggest egg is still there. How long is this going to last? I am getting tired of it.” And she sat down again.


“Well, how goes it?” said an old duck, who had come to pay her a visit.


“It’s taking so long with this one egg,” said the duck sitting there. “It will not break. But look at the others! They are the prettiest ducklings I have ever seen! They are all just like their father, the rascal! He never comes to see me.”


“Let me see the egg which will not break,” said the old one. “Depend upon it, it is a turkey’s egg! I was once cheated in that way, and had a lot of bother and trouble with the young ones, for they are afraid of the water. I could not get them into it. I quacked and pecked, but it was no use! Let me see the egg. Yes, that’s a turkey’s egg! Let it alone, and teach the other children to swim.”


“I think I’ll just sit on it a little longer,” said the duck. “I’ve sat so long now that I may as well sit a few days more.”


“Just as you please,” said the old duck, and she went away.


At last the big egg broke. “Peep! peep!” said the little one, and crept out. It was very big and ugly. The duck looked at it.


“That’s a terribly big duckling!” said she; “none of the others look like that: can it really be a turkey chick? Well, we shall soon find that out! Into the water he shall go, even if I have to push him in myself!”


Next day the weather was splendidly bright, and the sun shone on all the green burdocks. The mother-duck went down to the canal, with all her little ones. Splash!—she sprang into the water. “Quack! quack!” she said, and one duckling after another plumped in. The water closed over their heads, but they came straight up again and swam beautifully; their legs went of themselves, and there they were, all in the water, and the ugly grey duckling swimming with them.


“No, he’s not a turkey,” said she; “see how well he uses his legs, and how upright he holds himself! He’s my own child! On the whole he’s quite pretty, if only you look at him properly. Quack! quack! come along with me, and I’ll lead you out into the world, and present you in the poultry-yard; but keep close to me, so that no one may tread on you, and watch out for the cats!”


And so they came into the poultry-yard. There was a terrible riot going on there, for two families were quarrelling about an eel’s head, and the cat got it after all.


“See, that’s the way of the world!” said the mother-duck; and her beak watered a bit, for she too wanted the eel’s head. “Now use your legs,” said she. “See that you bustle about, and bow your heads before the old duck yonder. She’s the grandest of all of them here; she’s of Spanish blood—that’s why she’s so fat, and, do you see, she has a red rag round her leg; that’s something unusually fine, and the greatest distinction any duck can enjoy: it means that they don’t want to lose her, and that she’s to be recognized by man and beast. Stir yourselves—don’t turn in your toes! A well-brought-up duck turns its toes right out, just like his father and mother—so! Now bend your necks and say ‘Quack!’”


And so they did; but the other ducks round about looked at them, and said loudly:


“Look there! Now we’re to have that lot too, as if there were not enough of us already! And—fie!—look how ugly that duckling is! We won’t stand that!” And one duck flew straight at him, and bit him in the neck.


“Let him alone,” said the mother; “he is doing no harm to anyone.”


“Yes, but he’s too big, and so odd,” said the duck who had bitten him, “and therefore he must be pecked.”


“Those are pretty children that mother has there!” said the old duck with the rag on her leg, “They’re all pretty but that one; that’s not a lucky one! I wish she could hatch him over again!”


“That cannot be, your Highness,” said the duckling’s mother. “He is not pretty, but he has a really good disposition, and swims as well as any other—yes, I may even say better! I think he will grow pretty, and may become smaller in time! He has lain too long in the egg, and therefore has not got the proper shape.” And she stroked his neck and smoothed his feathers. “Besides, he is a drake,” said she, “and so it does not matter so much. I think he will be very strong, and make his way in the world!”


“The other ducklings are graceful enough,” said the old duck. “Make yourself at home; and if you find an eel’s head you may bring it to me.”


So now they felt at home. But the poor duckling which had crept last out of the egg, and looked so ugly, was bitten and pushed and made a fool of, as much by the ducks as by the chickens.
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“He is too big!” they all said. And the turkey-cock, who had been born with spurs, and therefore thought himself an emperor, puffed himself up like a ship in full sail, and bore down upon him, and gobbled, and grew quite red in the face. The poor duckling did not know where to stand or where to go; he was quite miserable because he looked ugly, and was the butt of the whole yard.


So it went on the first day, and afterwards it became worse and worse. The poor duckling was chased about by them all; even his brothers and sisters were quite cross with him, and said, “If only the cat would catch you, you ugly thing!” And his mother said, “If you were only far away!” And the ducks bit him, and the chickens pecked at him, and the girl who fed the poultry kicked him aside.


Then he ran and flew over the hedge, and the little birds in the bushes flew up in fear.


“That is because I am so ugly!” thought the duckling; and he shut his eyes, but ran on farther; so he came out into the great moor, where the wild ducks lived. Here he lay the whole night long; he was so tired and sorrowful.


Towards morning the wild ducks flew up, and looked at their new comrade.


“What sort of a one are you?” they asked; and the duckling turned in every direction, and bowed to them as best he could. “You are remarkably ugly!” said the wild ducks. “But that’s all the same to us, so long as you do not marry into our family!”


Poor thing! He certainly was not thinking of marrying, and only hoped to get leave to lie among the reeds and drink some of the marsh water.


Thus he lay two whole days, and then there came two wild geese, or, rather, ganders, for both were males. It was not long since each came out of the egg, and that’s why they were so saucy.


“Listen, comrade,” said one of them. “You’re so ugly that I like you. Will you go with us, and become a bird of passage? Near here, in another moor, there are a few sweet lovely wild geese, all unmarried, and all able to say ‘Quack!’ You’ve a chance of making your fortune, ugly as you are!”


“Bang! bang!” sounded in the air above, and the two ganders fell dead in the swamp, and the water was stained blood-red. “Bang! bang!” it sounded again, and whole flocks of wild geese rose up  from the reeds. And then there was another shot. A great hunt was going on. The hunters were lying in wait all round the moor—yes, some were even sitting up in the branches of the trees, which stretched far over the reeds. The blue smoke rose up like clouds among the dark trees and drifted far over the water; into the mud came the hunting dogs—splash, splash!—and the rushes and the reeds bent on every side. That was a fright for the poor duckling! He turned his head to put it under his wing, but at that moment a frightful great dog stopped close to the duckling. His tongue hung far out of his mouth and his eyes gleamed horribly; he thrust out his nose close to the duckling, showed his sharp teeth, and—splash, splash!—on he went, without touching him.


“Oh, thank heaven!” sighed the duckling. “I am so ugly that even the dog does not want to bite me!”


And so he lay quite still, while the shots rattled through the reeds, and gun after gun went off. At last, late in the day, all was quiet again; but the poor duckling did not dare to move; he waited several hours before he looked round him, and then made off out of the marsh as fast as he could. He ran on over field and meadow, and such a storm was blowing that it was difficult to get along at all.


Towards evening the duckling came to a miserable little peasant’s hut. It was so tumbledown that it did not know which way to fall first, and that’s why it remained standing. The storm whistled so fiercely about the duckling that he was obliged to sit down to withstand it; and the tempest grew worse and worse. Then the duckling noticed that one of the hinges of the door had given way, and the door hung so askew that he could slip through the crack into the room; and so he did.


Here there lived a woman, with her tomcat and her hen. And the tomcat, whom she called Sonny, could arch his back and purr, and he could even give out sparks, but for that one had to stroke his fur the wrong way. The hen had very little short legs, and therefore she was called Chickabiddy-shortlegs; she laid good eggs, and the woman loved her as her own child.


In the morning the strange duckling was noticed at once, and the tomcat began to purr, and the hen to cluck.


“What’s all this?” said the woman, and looked about her; but she could not see well, and so she thought the duckling was a fat duck that had strayed in. “This is a rare catch!” she said. “Now I shall have duck’s eggs. I hope it is not a drake. That we must find out!”


And so the duckling was taken on trial for three weeks; but no eggs came. And the tomcat was master of the house, and the hen was mistress, and always said, “We and the world!” for she thought they were half the world, and by far the better half too. The duckling thought it might be possible to hold another opinion, but the hen would not allow it.


“Can you lay eggs?” she asked. “No! Then you’d better hold your tongue.”


And the tomcat said, “Can you arch your back, and purr, and give out sparks? No! Then you mustn’t have any opinion of your own when sensible folk are talking.”


And the duckling sat in a corner and was in a sad humour; then the fresh air and the sunshine streamed in; and he was seized with such a strange longing to swim on the water that he could not help telling it to the hen.


“What are you thinking of?” cried the hen. “You have nothing to do, that’s why you have these fancies. Lay eggs or purr and they will pass away.”


“But it is so delightful to swim on the water!” said the duckling, “so delightful to let it close over your head, and dive down to the bottom!”


“Yes, that must be a great pleasure truly,” said the hen. “You must be going crazy. Ask the cat about it—he’s the wisest creature I know—ask him if he likes to swim on the water or to dive under it: I won’t speak of myself. Ask our mistress, the old woman; no one in the world is wiser than she. Do you think she has any longing to swim, and to let the water close over her head?”


“You don’t understand me,” said the duckling.


“We don’t understand you? Then pray who will understand you? You surely don’t pretend to be wiser than the tomcat and the old woman—to say nothing of myself. Don’t be conceited, child, and be grateful for all the kindness that has been shown you. Have you not come into a warm room, and into company where you may learn something? But you are an idle chatterer, and it’s no pleasure to be with you. You may believe me, I speak for your own good. I say unpleasant things to you, and that’s the way you may always know your true friends! Just you learn to lay eggs, or to purr and give out sparks!”


“I think I’ll go out into the wide world,” said the duckling.


“Yes, do, by all means,” said the hen.


And away went the duckling. He swam on the water and dived, but he was slighted by all the other creatures because of his ugliness.


Then autumn came. The leaves in the forest turned yellow and brown, the wind caught them so that they danced about, and the air turned very cold. The clouds hung low, heavy with hail and snow, and on the fence stood the raven and croaked, “Caw! caw!” from sheer cold; yes, it makes one shiver only to think of it. The poor Duckling certainly was in a bad case. 


One evening—the sun was just setting in all its beauty—there came a whole flock of great handsome birds out of the bushes. The duckling had never seen anything so beautiful. They were dazzlingly white, with long, slender necks: they were swans. They uttered a very peculiar cry, spread their lovely long wings, and flew away from that cold region to warmer lands, to open lakes. They rose so high, so high, that the ugly little duckling felt quite queer as he watched them. He turned round and round in the water like a wheel, stretched out his neck towards them, and uttered such a strange loud cry that he frightened even himself. Oh! he could not forget those beautiful, those happy birds; and as soon as he could see them no longer he dived right down to the bottom, and when he came up again he was quite beside himself. He knew not what birds they were, nor where they were flying; but he loved them more than he had ever loved anyone before. He was not at all envious of them. How could he think of wishing for such loveliness as they had? He would have been quite happy if only the ducks would have allowed him to be with them—the poor ugly little thing!


And the winter grew so cold, so cold! The duckling was forced to swim about in the water to prevent it from freezing all over; but every night the hole in which he swam became smaller and smaller. It froze so hard that the icy covering creaked; and the duckling had to use his legs all the time to keep the hole from freezing up. At last he became exhausted, and lay quite still, and soon froze fast into the ice.


Early in the morning a peasant came by and saw him. And he went onto the ice, and broke the ice to pieces with his wooden shoe, and carried the duckling home to his wife. There he came to again. The children wanted to play with him, but the duckling thought they would hurt him, and in his fright he fluttered up into the milk-pan, so that the milk splashed all over the room. The woman cried out and clapped her hands, at which the duckling flew into the butter-tub, and then into the meal-barrel and out again. What a sight he was then! The woman screamed, and struck at him with the fire-tongs; the children tumbled over one another in trying to catch the duckling; and they laughed and they screamed! Luckily the door stood open, and the poor creature was able to slip out among the shrubs into the newly fallen snow.


But it would be too sad to tell you all the misery and trouble the duckling had to bear through the hard winter. He was lying out on the moor among the reeds, when the sun began to shine warmly again. The larks were singing, and it was lovely springtime.


Then all at once the duckling flapped his wings: they beat the air more strongly than before, and bore him quickly away; and before he knew it he found himself in a large garden, where the apple trees were in bloom, and lilacs scented the air and hung their long green branches down to the winding canals. Oh, here it was so beautiful, in the freshness of spring! and right in front of him from the thicket came three lovely white swans; they ruffled their feathers, and swam lightly over the water. The duckling knew the splendid creatures, and was seized with a strange sadness.


“I will fly to them, these royal birds! and they will kill me, because I, that am so ugly, dare to go near them. But that will not matter! Better be killed by them than snapped at by ducks, pecked by fowls, and kicked by the girl who takes care of the poultry-yard, and suffer hunger in winter!” And it flew down to the water, and swam towards the beautiful swans; they saw him, and came sailing up with ruffled feathers. “Only kill me!” said the poor creature, and bent his head down to the water and awaited his death. But what did he see in the clear water? He beheld his own image, but he was no longer a clumsy, dark grey bird, ugly and ungainly. He was himself a swan.
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It matters little to be born in a duck-yard when one comes from a swan’s egg!


He felt quite glad at all the trouble and misfortune he had suffered, for now he really appreciated his good fortune in all the beauty that surrounded him. And the big swans swam round him, and stroked him with their beaks.
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Into the garden came some little children, and threw bread and corn into the water; and the youngest cried, “There is a new one!” and the other children shouted with joy, “Yes, a new one has come!” And they clapped their hands and danced about, and ran to their father and mother; and bread and cake were thrown into the water; and they all said, “The new one is the most beautiful of all! so young and handsome!” and the old swans bowed their heads to him.


Then he felt quite shy, and hid his head under his wing, for he did not quite know what to do; he was so happy, and yet not at all proud, for a good heart is never proud. He thought of how he had been persecuted and despised; and now he heard them all saying that he was the most beautiful of all beautiful birds. Even the lilac bent its branches straight down into the water before him, and the sun shone warm and mild. He ruffled his feathers and lifted his slender neck, and from his heart he cried joyfully:


“Such happiness I never dreamed of when I was the ugly duckling!”




The Shepherdess

 and the Chimney-Sweep



••••••••





Have you ever seen a really old cupboard, quite black with age, and carved with foliage and scrolls? Just such a one stood in a parlour; it was a legacy from the great-grandmother, and was covered from top to bottom with carved roses and tulips. There were the quaintest flourishes upon it, and among them little deer stuck out their heads with lots of antlers. In the middle of the cupboard an entire figure of a man had been carved. He was certainly ridiculous to look at, and he grinned (for you could not call it laughing); he had a goat’s legs, little horns on his head, and a long beard. The children in the room always called him the Top-and-bottom-general-commander-in-chief-sergeant Billy-goats’-legs. That was a difficult name to pronounce, and there are not many who get this title; but to have carved him—that was certainly something. And there he was! 
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He was always looking at the table under the looking-glass, for on this table stood a comely little shepherdess made of china. Her shoes were gilt, her dress was adorned with a red rose, and besides this she had a golden hat and a shepherd’s crook; she was lovely. Close by her stood a little chimney-sweep, as black as coal, and also made of china. He was as clean and neat as anybody, for, as to his being a sweep, that was only what he was made to represent; the china-makers might just as well have made a prince of him, if they had been so minded.


There he stood very prettily with his ladder, and his face as fair and rosy  as a girl’s, and that was really a fault, for his face certainly ought to have had some black soot marks. He stood quite close to the shepherdess. They had both been placed where they stood, but as they had been placed there they had become engaged to each other, for they suited each other well. Both were young people, they were made of the same china, were equally fragile.
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Close to them stood another figure, three times as large as they were. This was an old Chinaman, who could nod. He was also made of china, and said that he was the grandfather of the little shepherdess; but this he could not prove. He declared he had authority over her, and that therefore he had nodded to Top-and-bottom-general-commander-in-chief-sergeant Billy-goats’-legs, who was wooing the little shepherdess.


“Then you will get a husband,” said the old Chinaman, “a husband who I verily believe is made of mahogany. He can make you Mrs Top-and-bottom-general-commander-in-chief-sergeant Billy-goats’-legs. He owns the whole cupboard full of silver plate, which he keeps hidden in secret drawers.”


“I won’t go into the dark cupboard!” said the little shepherdess. “I have heard tell that he has eleven china wives in there.”


“Then you may become the twelfth,” said the Chinaman. “This night, as soon as it rattles in the old cupboard, you shall be married, as sure as I am an old Chinaman!” And with that he nodded his head and fell asleep. 


But the little shepherdess cried, and looked at her heart’s beloved, the china chimney-sweep.


“I want to beg of you,” she said, “to go with me out into the wide world, for we can’t stay here!”


“I will do whatever you wish!” said the little chimney-sweep. “Let us start directly! I think I can make a living by exercising my profession.”


“I wish we were safely down from the table!” said she. “I shall not be happy until we are out in the wide world.”


And he comforted her, and showed her how she must set her little foot upon the carved border and the gilded foliage on the leg of the table. He brought his ladder, too, to help her, and they were soon together upon the floor. But when they looked up at the old cupboard—such a commotion was going on! All the carved stags were stretching out their heads, rearing up their antlers, and turning their necks; and  Top-and-bottom-general-commander-in-chief-sergeant Billy-goats’-legs sprang high in the air, and shouted across to the old Chinaman: “Now they’re running away! They’re running away!”


At that they were rather frightened, and jumped quickly into the drawer of the window-seat. Here there were three or four packs of cards, which were not complete, and a little dolls’ theatre, which had been built up as well as it could be managed. A comedy was being acted, and all the queens of diamonds and hearts, clubs and spades, sat in the first row, fanning themselves with their tulips, and behind them stood all the knaves, showing that they had a head both above and below, as is usual in playing-cards. The comedy was about two people who could not marry each other, and the shepherdess cried, because it was just like her own story.


“I can’t bear it!” she said. “I must get out of this drawer.”


But when they got down on the floor, and looked up at the table, the old Chinaman was awake, and was rocking his whole body—the lower part of him was all in one piece.


“Now the old Chinaman’s coming!” cried the little shepherdess, and she fell down upon her china knees, so frightened was she.


“I have an idea,” said the chimney-sweep. “Shall we creep into the great potpourri jar which stands in the corner? There we can lie on roses and lavender, and throw salt in his eyes when he comes.”


“That will be of no use,” she said. “Besides, I know that the old Chinaman and the potpourri jar were once engaged to each other, and a kind of liking always remains when people have once been on such terms. No, there’s nothing left for us but to go out into the wide world!”


“Have you really the courage to go out into the wide world with me?” asked the chimney-sweep. “Have you considered how big it is, and that we can never come back here again?”


“Yes, I have,” she said.


And the chimney-sweep looked sternly at her, and said:


“My way lies up the chimney. Have you really courage to creep with me through the stove—through the iron fire-box, as well as up the flue pipe? Then we can get out into the chimney, and I know how to find my way there. We’ll climb so high that they can’t catch us, and at the very top there’s a hole that leads out into the wide world.”


And he led her to the door of the stove.


“It looks very black there,” she said; but still she went with him, through the box and through the pipe, where it was pitch-dark night.


“Now we are in the chimney,” he said; “and look, look! up there a beautiful star is shining!”


And it was a real star in the sky which shone straight down upon them, as if it would show them the way. And they crawled and they crept. It was a frightful way, and terribly steep, but he supported her and helped her up; he held her, and showed her the best places to place her little china feet. And so they reached the top of the chimney, and upon that they sat down, for they were desperately tired, as they well might be.


The sky with all its stars was high above, and all the roofs of the town below them. They could see far around them, far out into the world. The poor shepherdess had never thought it would be like this. She leaned her little head against the chimney-sweep, and she wept so bitterly that all the gilt was washed off her girdle.


“This is too much,” she said. “I cannot bear it! The world is too big! If I were only back upon the little table under the looking-glass! I shall never be happy until I am there again. I have followed you out into the wide world, and now you may follow me back home again if you really love me.”


And the chimney-sweep spoke sensibly to her, spoke of the old Chinaman and of Top-and-bottom-general-commander-in-chief-sergeant Billy-goats’-legs, but she kissed her little chimney-sweep and sobbed so bitterly that he could not help giving way to her, though it was foolish.


And so with much difficulty they climbed down the chimney again. And they crept through the pipe and the fire-box. That was not pleasant at all. And at last they stood in the dark stove again. There they listened behind the door, to find out what was going on in the room. There it was quite still. They peeped out—ah! there lay the old Chinaman in the middle of the floor. He had fallen down from the table as he was pursuing them, and now he lay broken into three pieces; his back had come off all in one piece, and his head had rolled into a corner. The Top-and-bottom-general-commander-in-chief-sergeant Billy-goats’-legs stood where he had always stood, and meditated.


“This is terrible!” said the little shepherdess. “The old grandfather has fallen to pieces, and it is our fault! I shall never survive it!” And then she wrung her tiny little hands.


“He can be mended!” said the chimney-sweep. “He can easily be mended! Don’t be so hasty. If they cement his back together and give him a good rivet in his neck he will be as good as new, and may say many a disagreeable thing to us yet!”


“Do you think so?” she said.


So they climbed back upon the table where they used to stand.


“You see, this is as far as we have got,” said the chimney-sweep; “we might well have spared ourselves all our troubles!”


“If only old Grandfather could be riveted!” said the shepherdess. “I wonder if that costs very much!”


And mended he was. The family had his back glued and a good rivet put in his neck; and he was as good as new, only he could no longer nod.


“It seems you have become proud since you were broken to pieces,” said the Top-and-bottom-general-commander-in-chief-sergeant Billy-goats’-legs. “I don’t think there’s so much to be proud of! Am I to have her, or am I not?”


And the chimney-sweep and the little shepherdess looked at the old Chinaman quite piteously, for they were afraid he might nod. But he could not do that, and it was too irksome to him to have to tell a stranger that he had a rivet in his neck; and so the little china people remained together, and loved one another until they fell to pieces.
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The Snow Queen



••••••••





FIRST STORY

WHICH TREATS OF THE MIRROR
 AND THE BROKEN PIECES


Well, now we’re going to begin. When we are at the end of the story we shall know more than we do now, for he was a bad goblin! He was one of the very worst, for he was the devil. One day he was in a very good humour, for he had made a mirror which had this peculiarity: everything good and beautiful that was reflected in it shrank into almost nothing, but that all that was worthless and ugly was magnified and looked even worse than before. The most lovely landscapes looked like boiled spinach, and the best of people looked hideous, or stood on their heads and had no bodies; their faces were so distorted that no one would know them, and if anybody had one freckle it was sure to spread all over his nose and mouth. That was most amusing, said the devil. When a good pious thought passed through anyone’s mind it was shown again in the mirror, in such a way that the goblin-chief chuckled at his crafty invention. All who went to his school—for he kept a goblin school—declared all round that a miracle had been worked. For at last, they asserted, one could see for the first time how the world and the people in it really looked. They ran about with the mirror, till at last there was not a land or a person that had not been seen in it distorted. 


Next they wanted to fly up to heaven with it, to scoff at the angels and the Lord. The higher they flew with the mirror, the worse it grinned, till they could scarcely hold it. Higher and higher they flew, nearer to God and the angels, and then the mirror trembled so terribly in its grinning that it slipped out of their hands and fell down to the earth, where it was shattered into a hundred million billion and more splinters. After that it caused greater misfortune than before, for some of the splinters were hardly as big as a grain of sand, and these flew about all over the world, and whenever they flew into anyone’s eye they stuck there, and those people saw everything distorted, or had eyes only for the wrong side of a thing, for every little fragment had retained the same power as the whole looking-glass. A few people even got a tiny splinter of the mirror into their hearts, and that was terrible indeed, for such a heart became a block of ice. A few pieces of the glass were so large that they were used as windowpanes, but it was a bad thing to look at one’s friends through these panes; other pieces were made into spectacles, and when people put on these spectacles to see correctly and to be just, then things went all wrong; and then the Evil One laughed till his paunch shook: it delighted him so. But some little fragments of glass still floated about in the air. Now we shall hear!


SECOND STORY

A LITTLE BOY AND A LITTLE GIRL


In the big town, where there are so many houses and people that there is not room enough for everyone to have a little garden, and where most people therefore must be content with flowers in flowerpots, there were, however, two poor children who had a garden somewhat bigger than a flower-pot. They were not brother and sister, but they loved each other quite as much as if they had been. Their parents lived just opposite each other; they lived in two garrets, where the roof of one neighbour’s house joined that of the other, with the gutter running between them. In each house was a little window. You had only to step across the gutter to get from one window to the other.


Outside each window the parents had placed a big wooden box, in which grew the vegetables that they used and a little rose-bush; there was one in each box, and they grew splendidly. The parents then thought of placing the boxes across the gutter, so that they nearly reached from one window to another, and looked just like two walls of flowers. Sweet peas hung over the boxes, and the rose-bushes sent out long shoots, which clustered round the windows and bent towards each other; it was almost like a triumphal arch of flowers and leaves. As the boxes were very high, and the children knew that they must not climb on them, they were often allowed to go out on to the roof behind the boxes, and to sit upon their little stools under the roses, and there they could play happily.







In the winter there was an end of this amusement. The windows were sometimes frosted all over. But then they warmed coppers on the stove, and held the warm coins against the frosted pane; and this made a first-rate peep-hole, so round, so round! and out of each peeped a bright friendly eye, one from each window—it was the little boy and the little girl. His name was Kay and hers was Gerda.


In the summer they could get to each other at one jump, but in the winter they had to go down many stairs and up many stairs again, while the snow was falling outside.


“It is the white bees that are swarming,” said the old grandmother.


“Have they also a queen-bee?” asked the little boy, for he knew that there was one among the real bees.


“Yes, they have one,” said grandmother. “She always flies where they swarm thickest. She is the largest of them all, and never settles on the earth, but flies up again into the black sky. Many a winter’s night does she fly through the streets of the town, and looks in at the windows, and then they freeze fantastically and look like flowers.”


“Yes, I’ve seen that!” said both the children, and then they knew that it was true.


“Can the Snow Queen come in here?” asked the little girl.


“Let her try!” said the boy; “I’ll put her on the hot stove, and then she’ll melt.”


And the grandmother smoothed his hair, and told them some more tales.


In the evening, when little Kay was at home and half undressed, he climbed up on the chair by the window and looked out through the little hole. A few flakes of snow were falling outside, and one of them, the largest of all, settled on the edge of one of the flower-boxes. The snowflake grew larger and larger, till at last it became a maiden clothed in the finest white gauze, made of millions of star-like flakes. She was beautiful and delicate, but of ice—of blinding, sparkling ice. Yet she was alive; her eyes flashed like two bright stars, but there was no peace or rest in them. She nodded towards the window, and beckoned with her hand. The little boy was frightened, and jumped down from the chair, and the same moment it seemed as if a large bird flew by outside the window.


Next day it was clear and frosty, and then came the thaw, and with it the spring. The sun shone, the green shoots appeared, the swallows built their nests, the windows were opened, and the little children sat in their garden again, high up on the roof, at the top of the house.


How splendidly the roses bloomed that summer! The little girl had learned a hymn in which there was something about roses; and she thought of her own roses; so she sang it to the little boy, and he sang too:



Roses fade and die, but we

Our Infant Lord shall surely see.




And the little ones held each other’s hands, kissed the roses, and looked up at the bright sunshine and spoke to it, as if the Christ-child were there. What lovely summer days those were! How beautiful it was out there, by the sweet rose-bushes, which seemed as if they would never stop blooming!


Kay and Gerda sat and looked at the picture-book of beasts and birds. It was then, exactly as the clock struck five in the great church tower, that Kay said:


“Oh! Something has stabbed my heart! And now something has got into my eye!”


The little girl put her arms round his neck. He blinked his eyes. But no, there was nothing at all to be seen.


“I think it is gone,” he said; but it was not gone. It was one of those splinters of glass from the mirror—the goblin-mirror that we remember so well, the ugly glass that made everything great and good which was mirrored in it seem small and hideous, while the mean and the wicked things became distinct and large, and every fault was to be seen at once. Poor little Kay had also received a splinter right in his heart. And now that would soon become like a lump of ice. It did not hurt him any more, but the splinter was still there.


“Why are you crying?” he asked. “You look ugly like that. There’s nothing the matter with me. Oh, ugh!” he cried suddenly; “that rose is worm-eaten, and look—this one is quite crooked! They’re ugly roses, after all—like the box they stand in!”


And he kicked the box with his foot, and tore both the roses off.


“Kay, what are you doing?” cried the little girl.


And seeing her dismay, he tore off another rose and jumped in at his own window, away from dear little Gerda.


When afterwards she came with her picture-book, he said it was only fit for babies; and when grandmother told stories he was always sure to put in a but; and when he could manage it he would get behind her, put on a pair of spectacles, and talk just as she did; he could do it perfectly, and people laughed at him. Soon he could mimic the voice and walk of everybody in the street. Everything that was peculiar or ugly about them Kay would imitate. And people said, “He must certainly have a remarkable head, that boy!” But it was the glass that had got into his eye, the glass that had stuck in his heart, that caused all this, and even made him tease little Gerda, who loved him with all her heart.


His games now became quite different from what they were before; they became quite sensible. One winter’s day, when the snow was falling, he came out with a great burning-glass, held up the tail of his blue coat, and let the snowflakes fall upon it.


“Now look through the glass, Gerda,” he said.


And every flake of snow was magnified, and looked like a splendid flower, or a star with many points: it was lovely to see.


“Look, how cleverly they are made!” said Kay. “That’s much more interesting than real flowers; and there is not a single flaw in them—they are perfect—if only they would not melt.”

 
Soon after Kay came out with thick gloves on, and with his sled on his back. He shouted into Gerda’s ear, “I’ve got leave to go into the big square, where the other boys play,” and off he went.


In the big square the boldest among the boys often tied their sleds to the country people’s carts, and were dragged along a good way with them. It was great fun. At the height of their game, there came along a big sledge. It was all painted white, and in it sat somebody wrapped in a rough white fur, and with a white rough cap on. The sledge drove twice round the square, and Kay managed to fasten his little sled to it, and away he drove with it. It went faster and faster, straight into the next street. The driver turned round and nodded in a friendly way to Kay; it was just as if they knew one another. Every time Kay wanted to cast loose his little sled, the stranger nodded again, and so Kay stayed where he was, and so they drove out at the town gate. Then the snow began to fall so fast that the boy could not see a hand’s breadth before him, but still on he went. Then he hastily dropped the cord, so as to get loose from the big sledge, but it was no use, for his little sled was fast bound to the other, and they went on like the wind. Then he called out loudly, but nobody heard him; and the snow fell fast and the sledge flew on; every now and then it gave a jump, and they seemed to be flying over hedges and ditches. The boy was quite frightened. He wanted to say “Our Father,” but could remember nothing but the multiplication table.


The snowflakes became larger and larger; at last they looked like big white fowls. All at once they flew aside and the big sledge stopped, and the person who had driven it stood up. The fur and the cap were all made of snow; it was a lady, so tall and slender, and glittering white! It was the Snow Queen herself.


“We have travelled fast!” she said. “But you are shivering with cold! Creep under my bearskin.”


And she put him beside her in her own sledge, and wrapped the fur round him, and he felt as if he was sinking into a snowdrift.


“Are you still cold?” she asked, and then she kissed him on the forehead.


Ugh! that was colder than ice; it went right through to his heart, half of which was already a lump of ice; he felt as if he was going to die—but only for a moment; and then he felt quite well again, and he did not notice the cold any more.


“My sled! don’t forget my sled!”


That was the first thing he thought of; and it was bound fast to one of the white fowls, which flew behind them with the sled upon its back. The Snow Queen kissed Kay once more, and then he had forgotten little Gerda, and his grandmother, and everyone at home.


“Now you shall have no more kisses,” she said, “for if you did I should kiss you to death.”


Kay looked at her. She was so beautiful, he could not imagine a more wise or lovely face; she did not appear to be made of ice now, as before, when she sat outside the window and beckoned to him. In his eyes she was perfect; he did not feel at all afraid. He told her he could do mental arithmetic as far as fractions, and that he knew the number of square miles and the number of inhabitants in all countries. And all the time she smiled, and then it seemed to him that what he knew was not enough, and he looked up into the great space, and she flew with him high up upon the black cloud, and the storm blew and whistled; it seemed as though the wind sang old songs. They flew over forests and lakes, over sea and land: beneath them roared the cold wind, the wolves howled, the snow glistened; above them flew black screaming crows; but above all the moon shone bright and clear, and Kay gazed at it through the long, long winter night; by day he slept at the feet of the Snow Queen.


THIRD STORY

THE FLOWER GARDEN

OF THE WOMAN WHO KNEW MAGIC


But how did it fare with little Gerda when Kay did not return? What could have become of him? No one knew; no one could give information. The boys could only say that they had seen him tie his little sled to another very large one, which had driven along the street and out at the town gate. Nobody knew what had become of him; many tears were shed, and little Gerda cried long and bitterly. Then they said he was dead—he had been drowned in the river which flowed close by the town. Oh, those were long dark winter days indeed! Then came the spring, with its warm sunshine.


“Kay is dead and gone,” said little Gerda.


“I don’t believe it,” said the sunshine.


“He is dead and gone,” she said to the swallows.


“We don’t believe it,” they replied; and at last little Gerda did not believe it herself.


“I will take my new red shoes,” she said one morning, “those that Kay has never seen; and then I will go down to the river, and ask it about him.”


It was still very early; she kissed her old grandmother, who was asleep, took her red shoes, and went all alone out of the town gate to the river.


“Is it true that you have taken my little playmate? I will make you a present of my red shoes if you will give him back to me!”


And it seemed to her as if the waves nodded strangely; and then she took her red shoes, that she liked best of anything she possessed, and threw them both into the river; but they fell close to the bank, and the little wavelets bore them back to land again. It seemed as if the river would not take from her the dearest things she had because it had not got her little Kay. But she thought she had not thrown the shoes far enough out; so she climbed into a boat that lay among the reeds, and went to the farther end of the boat, and threw the shoes into the water again; but the boat was not made fast, and at the movement she caused, it drifted away from the shore. She noticed it, and hurried to get back, but before she reached the other end of the boat it was a yard from the bank, and was floating quickly away.


Then little Gerda was very much frightened, and began to cry; but no one heard her except the sparrows, and they could not carry her to land. They flew along the bank, and sang, as if to console her, “Here we are! here we are!” The boat drifted on with the stream, and little Gerda sat quite still, in her stockings. Her little red shoes floated along behind, but they could not catch up with the boat, which drifted faster.


It was very pretty on both sides. There were beautiful flowers, old trees, and slopes with sheep and cows; but not a human being was to be seen.


“Perhaps the river will carry me to little Kay,” thought Gerda.


And then she became more cheerful, and stood up, and for many hours she watched the pretty green banks. At last she came to a big cherry orchard, where there was a little house with curious blue and red windows. It had a thatched roof, and in front stood two wooden soldiers, who presented arms to those who sailed past.


Gerda called to them, for she thought they were alive, but, of course, they did not answer. She came quite close to them; the river carried the boat in to the shore,


Gerda called out still louder, and then there came out of the house an old, old woman leaning on a crutch: she had on a big sun-hat, painted with the most lovely flowers.


“You poor little child!” said the old woman. “How did you manage to come on the great strong river, and to float so far out into the wide world?”
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And then the old woman went right into the water, hooked the boat with her crutch, drew it to land, and lifted little Gerda out. Gerda was glad to be on dry land again, though she felt a little afraid of the strange old woman.


“Come and tell me who you are, and how you came here,” she said. And Gerda told her everything; and the old woman shook her head, and said, “Hm! hm!” And when Gerda had told her everything, and asked if she had not seen little Kay, the woman said that he had not yet come by, but that he probably would soon come; she was not to be sorrowful, but taste her cherries and look at the flowers, for they were better than any picture-book, for each one of them could tell a story. Then she took Gerda by the hand and led her into the little house, and locked the door after them.


The windows were very high up, and the panes were red, blue, and yellow; the daylight shone in in a strange way, with all colours. On the table stood the finest cherries, and Gerda ate as many as she liked, for she had leave to do so. While she was eating them the old woman combed her hair with a golden comb, and the hair curled and shone like lovely gold round the sweet little face, which was round and as blooming as a rose.


“I have long wished for such a dear little girl as you,” said the old woman. “Now you shall see how well we shall get on together.”


And the more she combed little Gerda’s hair, the more Gerda forgot her playmate Kay; for this old woman could work magic, but she was not a wicked witch. She only practised a little magic for her own amusement, and now only because she wanted to keep little Gerda. So she went into the garden, stretched out her crutch towards all the rose-bushes, and, beautiful as they were, they all sank into the black earth, and no one could tell where they had stood. The old woman was afraid that if Gerda saw roses she would think of her own, and remember little Kay, and run away.


Then she took Gerda out into the flower garden. What fragrance was there, and what loveliness! Every flower you could think of was there in full bloom; there were those of every season; no picture-book could be gayer and prettier. Gerda jumped for joy, and played till the sun went down behind the tall cherry trees. Then she was put into a lovely bed with red silk pillows stuffed with blue violets, and she slept there, and dreamed as happily as a queen on her wedding-day.


Next day she could again play with the flowers in the warm sunshine; and thus many days went by. Gerda knew every flower; but, many as there were, it still seemed to her as if one were missing, but which one she did not know. One day she sat looking at the old woman’s sun-hat with the painted flowers, and it happened that the prettiest of them all was a rose. The old woman had forgotten to remove it from her hat when she made the others sink into the ground. But so it always is when one does not keep one’s wits about one.


“What, are there no roses here?” cried Gerda.


And she went among the beds, and searched and searched, but there was not one to be found. Then she sat down and cried; and her hot tears fell just upon a spot where a rose-tree lay buried, and when the warm tears moistened the earth the tree at once shot up again as blooming as when it had sunk; and Gerda embraced it, kissed the roses, and thought of the beautiful roses at home, and with them of little Kay too.


“Oh, how I have been wasting my time!” said the little girl, “I, who ought to have been looking for little Kay! Do you know where he is?” she asked the roses. “Do you think he is dead?”


“He is not dead,” said the roses. “We have been in the ground. All the dead people are there, but Kay is not there.”


“Thank you,” said little Gerda; and she went to the other flowers, looked into their cups, and asked, “Do you not know where little Kay is?”


But every flower stood in the sun thinking only of her own story or fairy tale. Little Gerda heard many, many of them; but not one knew anything of Kay.


And what said the tiger-lily?


“Do you hear the drum ‘rub-a-dub’? There are only three notes, always ‘rub-a-dub’! Hear the funeral chant of the women! Hear the call of the priests! The Hindu woman stands in her long red robe on the funeral pile; the flames rise up round her and her dead husband; but the Hindu woman is thinking of the living one here in the circle, of him whose eyes burn hotter than flames, whose glances burn in her soul more ardently than the flames themselves which are soon to burn her body to ashes. Can the flame of the heart die in the flames of the funeral pile?”


“I don’t understand that at all!” said little Gerda.


“That is my story,” said the lily.


What says the convolvulus?


“Over the narrow mountain path hangs an old knight’s castle: the ivy grows thick over the crumbling red walls, leaf by leaf up to the balcony, and there stands a beautiful girl. She leans over the balustrade and gazes up the path. No rose on its stem is fresher than she; no apple blossom wafted by the wind floats more lightly along. How her costly silks rustle! Will he never come?”


“Is it Kay you mean?” asked little Gerda.


“I am only talking of my own story—my dream,” replied the convolvulus.


What said the little snowdrop?


“Between two trees a board is hanging on ropes: it is a swing. Two pretty little girls, with dresses as white as snow and green silk ribbons on their hats, are sitting on it, swinging. Their brother, who is bigger than they are, stands on the swing with his arm round the rope to hold himself, for in one hand he has a little bowl, and in the other a clay pipe: he is blowing soap-bubbles. The swing moves, and the bubbles fly up with beautiful changing colours; the last one still hangs from the bowl of the pipe, swayed by the wind. The swing goes to and fro. A little black dog, light as the bubbles, stands up on his hind legs and wants to be taken on to the swing. It goes on, and the dog falls, and barks with anger: the bubble bursts. A swinging board and a shimmering foam-picture—that is my song!”


“It may be very pretty, what you’re telling me, but you speak so mournfully, and you don’t mention little Kay at all.”


What do the hyacinths say?


“There were three beautiful sisters, transparent and delicate. The dress of one was red, of the second blue, and of the third pure white. Hand in hand they danced by the calm lake in the bright moonlight. They were not elves—they were human-born. It was so sweet and fragrant there! The girls disappeared in the forest, and the fragrance became sweeter still. Three coffins, with the three beautiful maidens lying in them, glided from the wood-thicket across the lake; the fireflies flew gleaming round them like little hovering lights. Are the dancing girls sleeping, or are they dead? The flower-scent says they are dead. The evening bell tolls their knell!”


“You make me quite sorrowful,” said little Gerda. “Your scent is so strong, I cannot help thinking of the dead maidens. Ah! is little Kay really dead? The roses have been down beneath the ground, and they say no.”


“Ding, dong!” rang the hyacinth bells. “We are not tolling for little Kay—we do not know him; we only sing our song, the only one we know.”


And Gerda went to the buttercup, shining out among the green leaves.


“You are a little bright sun,” said Gerda. “Tell me, if you know—where shall I find my playmate?”


And the buttercup shone so gaily, and looked back at Gerda. What song could the buttercup sing? It was not about Kay.


“In a little courtyard God’s bright sun shone warm on the first day of spring. The sunbeams glided down the white wall of the neighbouring house. Close by grew the first yellow flower, shining like gold in the bright sunbeams. An old grandmother sat out of doors in her chair; her pretty granddaughter, a poor maid-servant, had come home for a short visit: she kissed her grandmother. There was gold, heart’s gold, in that blessed kiss, gold on the lips, gold on the ground, gold in the morning hour. See, that is my little story,” said the buttercup.


“My poor old grandmother!” sighed Gerda. “Yes, she is surely longing for me and grieving for me, just as she did for little Kay. But I shall soon go home again and bring Kay with me. There is no use in my asking the flowers: they only know their own song, and give me no information.” 


Then she tucked her little frock round her, that she might run the faster; but the jonquil struck her on the leg as she jumped over it, and she stopped to look at the tall flower, and asked, “Do you, perhaps, know anything?”


And she bent close down to the flower. And what did it say?


“I can see myself! I can see myself!” said the jonquil. “Oh! oh! how sweet my scent is! Up in the little attic stands a little dancing girl half dressed. She stands sometimes on one foot, sometimes on both; she seems to tread on all the world. She’s nothing but a delusion: she pours water out of a teapot on a bit of stuff—it is her bodice. ‘Cleanliness is a good thing,’ she says. Her white frock hangs on a hook; it has been washed in the teapot too, and dried on the roof. She puts it on and ties her saffron kerchief round her neck, and the dress looks all the whiter. Point your toes! Look how she seems to stand on a stalk! I can see myself! I can see myself!”


“I don’t care at all about that!” said Gerda. “It is no use your telling me!”


And then she ran to the end of the garden. The gate was locked, but she pressed against the rusty latch, and it gave way, the gate sprang open, and little Gerda ran with bare feet out into the wide world. She looked back three times, but no one was there to come after her. At last she could run no more, and she sat down on a big stone; and when she looked round she saw that summer was over—it was late in the autumn. No one could have known that in the beautiful garden, where there was always sunshine, and where the flowers of every season were always blooming.


“Alas! how I have lost my time!” said little Gerda. “It is already autumn! I must not stay any longer.”


And she got up to go on. Oh, how sore and tired were her little feet! And all around looked so cold and bleak; the long willow leaves were quite yellow, and the mist dripped from the trees like rain; one leaf dropped after another—only the sloe still bore fruit, but the fruit was sour, and set the teeth on edge. Oh, how grey and gloomy it looked out in the wide world!


FOURTH STORY

THE PRINCE AND PRINCESS


Gerda had to rest again soon; and there hopped across the snow, just in front of where she was sitting, a big crow. It stopped a long time to look at her, nodding its head; and then it said, “Caw! caw! Goo’ day! Goo’ day!” It could not say it better, but it meant to be kind to the little girl, and asked where she was going all alone in the wide world. The word ‘alone’ Gerda understood very well, and felt how much it expressed; and she told the crow the whole story of her life and fortunes, and asked if it had not seen Kay.


And the crow nodded very gravely, and said:


“That may be! That may be!”


“What, do you believe so?” cried the little girl, and nearly smothered the crow, she kissed it so.


“Gently, gently!” said the crow. “I think I know: I believe it may be little Kay, but now he has certainly forgotten you for the Princess.”


“Does he live with a princess?” asked Gerda.


“Yes; listen!” said the crow. “But it’s so difficult for me to speak your language. If you know crows’ language, [*] I can tell it much better.”


“No, I never learned it,” said Gerda; “but my grandmother understood it, and could speak the language too. I only wish I had learned it.”


“It doesn’t matter,” said the crow. “I will tell you as well as I can, but it will be rather badly.”


And then the crow told her what it knew.


“In the country in which we now are there lives a princess who is quite wonderfully clever—but then she has read all the newspapers in the world, and has forgotten them again, she is so clever. Lately she was sitting on the throne—and that’s not so very amusing, they say—and she began to hum a song, and it was just this:



Why shouldn’t I be married?




‘Wait—there’s something in that!’ said she. And at once she felt she wanted to get married, but she wished for a husband who could answer when he was spoken to, not one who only stood and looked handsome, for that is wearisome. So she called all her maids of honour together, and when they heard what she wanted they were delighted. ‘I like that, now,’ said they; ‘I thought the very same thing myself the other day.’ You may be sure that every word I am telling you is true,” said the crow. “I have a tame sweetheart who goes about freely in the castle, and she told me everything.”


Of course, the sweetheart was a crow too, for birds of a feather flock together, and one crow always chooses another crow.


“Newspapers were published directly, with a border of hearts and the Princess’s initials. One could read in them that every young man who was good-looking might come to the castle and speak to the Princess, and the one who spoke in a way that showed he was quite at home there, and who spoke best,  would be chosen by the Princess  for her husband. Yes, yes,” said the crow, “you can believe me. It’s as true as I sit here. People came streaming in; there was a great crowding and running to and fro, but no one succeeded either on the first or second day. They could all speak well enough when they were out in the streets, but when they entered the palace gates, and saw the guards in silver, and at the top of the staircase the lackeys in gold, and the great lighted halls, they became confused. And when they stood in front of the throne where the Princess sat, they could do nothing but repeat the last thing she said, and, of course, she did not care to hear her own words again. It was just as if the people in there had taken some sleeping powder and had fallen asleep till they got into the street again, for not till then were they able to speak. There stood a whole row of them, from the town gate to the palace. I went out myself to see it,” said the crow. “They were hungry and thirsty, but in the palace they did not receive so much as a glass of lukewarm water. A few of the wisest had brought bread and butter with them, but they would not share with their neighbours, for they thought, ‘Let him look hungry, and the Princess won’t have him!’”


“But Kay, little Kay?” asked Gerda. “When did he come? Was he among the crowd?”


“Give me time! Give me time! We’re just coming to him. It was on the third day that there came along a little person, without horse or carriage, walking quite merrily up to the castle. His eyes sparkled like yours, he had fine long hair, but his clothes were shabby.”


“That was Kay!” cried Gerda, delighted. “Oh, then I have found him!” And she clapped her hands.


“He had a little knapsack on his back,” said the crow.


“No, that must have been his sled,” said Gerda, “for he went away with a sled.”


“That may be so,” said the crow, “for I did not look very closely. But this much I know from my tame sweetheart, that when he came in at the palace gate and saw the military guards in silver, and at the top of the staircase the lackeys in gold, he was not in the least abashed. He nodded, and said to them, ‘It must be tiresome standing on the stairs—I’d rather go in.’ The halls were ablaze with lights; chancellors and excellencies walked about with bare feet, and carried golden vessels. It was enough to make anyone solemn! And his boots creaked dreadfully, but he was not at all frightened.”


“That must have been Kay!” said Gerda. “I know he had new boots on; I’ve heard them creak in grandmother’s room.”


“Yes, they certainly creaked,” said the crow. “And he went boldly in to the Princess herself, who sat on a pearl as big as a spinning-wheel; and all the maids of honour, with their maids and maids’ maids, and all the cavaliers, with their gentlemen followers and their gentlemen’s gentlemen, who themselves had a page apiece, were standing round; and the nearer they stood to the door, the prouder they looked. The gentlemen’s gentlemen’s pages, who always go in slippers, could hardly be looked at, so proudly did they stand in the doorway!”


“That must be terrible!” said little Gerda. “And yet Kay won the Princess?”


“If I had not been a crow I would have taken her myself, although I am engaged. They say he spoke as well as I do when I speak crows’ language; so I heard from my tame sweetheart. He was merry and agreeable; he had not come to woo the Princess, but only to hear her wisdom. He admired her just as much as she admired him!”


“Yes, that must have been Kay!” said Gerda. “He was so clever, he could do mental arithmetic up to fractions. Oh, won’t you take me to the palace too?”


“Well, that’s easily said,” replied the crow, “but how are we to manage it? I’ll talk it over with my tame sweetheart; she can probably advise us; but this I must tell you—such a little girl as you are will never get permission to go right inside!”


“Oh, yes, I shall,” said Gerda. “When Kay hears that I’m there, he’ll come out at once and fetch me.”


“Wait for me over there at the steps,” said the crow; and he wagged his head and flew away.


It was late in the evening when the crow came back.


“Caw! caw!” he said. “I’m to greet you kindly from her, and here’s a little loaf for you. She took it from the kitchen. There’s bread enough there, and you must be hungry. You can’t possibly get into the palace, for you are barefooted, and the guards in silver and the lackeys in gold would not allow it. But don’t cry; you shall get in somehow. My sweetheart knows a little back staircase that leads up to the bedroom, and she knows where she can get the key.”


And they went into the garden, into the great avenue, where the leaves were falling one after the other; and when the lights in the palace were put out one after the other, the crow led little Gerda to a back door, which stood ajar.


Oh, how Gerda’s heart beat with fear and longing! It was just as if she had been going to do something wrong, and yet she only wanted to know if it was little Kay. Yes, it must be he. And she thought so earnestly of his clever eyes and his long hair: she could see how he smiled as he used to when they sat at home under the roses. He would surely be glad to see her; to hear what a long way she had come for his sake; and to know how sorry they had all been at home when he did not come back. Oh, what fear and what joy that was!


Now they were on the stairs. A little lamp was burning upon a cupboard, and in the middle of the room stood the tame crow, turning her head on every side and staring at Gerda, who curtsied as her grandmother had taught her.


“My betrothed has spoken to me very favourably of you, my little lady,” said the tame crow. “Your life story, your vita, as they call it, is really most touching. Will you take the lamp? Then I will go first. We will go straight along, for we shall meet nobody.”


“I feel as if someone were coming after us,” said Gerda, as she fancied something rushed by her. It seemed like a shadow on the wall; horses with flowing manes and thin legs, hunters, and gentlemen and ladies on horseback.
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“They are only dreams,” said the tame crow. “They are coming to carry the nobles’ thoughts out hunting. That’s all the better, for you may look the more closely at them in bed. But I hope, when you are taken into favour and are honoured, that you will show a grateful heart.”


“Of that we may be sure!” said the crow from the wood.


They came now into the first room; the walls were hung with rose-coloured satin embroidered with flowers; and here again the dreams came flitting by them, but they swept by so quickly that Gerda could not see the high-born lords and ladies. Each room was more splendid than the last; one was almost bewildered! And then they came to the bedchamber. Here the ceiling was like a great palm tree with crystal leaves, and in the middle of the floor were two beds, each hung like a lily on a stalk of gold. One of them was white, and in that lay the Princess; the other was red, and in that one Gerda was to look for little Kay. She bent one of the red leaves aside, and she saw a brown neck. Oh, that must be Kay! She called his name out loud, and held the lamp over him. The dreams rushed on horseback through the room again—he awoke, turned his head, and—it was not little Kay!


The Prince was like him only in the neck; but he was young and handsome, and the Princess peeped out, blinking, from the white lily bed, and asked what was the matter. Then little Gerda cried, and told them her whole story, and all that the crows had done for her.


“You poor little thing!” said the Prince and Princess.


And they praised the crows, and said that they were not angry with them at all, but they were not to do it again. However, they should be rewarded.


“Will you fly away free?” asked the Princess. “Or would you rather have permanent posts as Court crows, with the leavings of the kitchen as perquisites?”


And the two crows bowed, and begged for permanent posts, for they thought of their old age, and said, “It is so good to have something put by for the old man,” as they put it.


And the Prince got up out of bed, and let Gerda sleep in it, and he could not do more than that. She folded her little hands, and thought, “How good men and animals are!” and then she shut her eyes and went quietly to sleep. All the dreams came flying by again, looking like God’s angels, and they drew a little sled, on which Kay sat and nodded; but all this was only a dream, and so it was gone again as soon as she awoke.


Next day she was clothed from top to toe in silk and velvet. She was invited to stay in the castle and enjoy herself, but she only begged them to give her a little carriage, and a horse, and a pair of little boots; and then she could drive out into the wide world and find Kay.


They gave her both boots and a muff, and she was prettily dressed; and when she was ready to start, a new coach of pure gold was there for her before the door. Shining like a star on it was the coat of arms of the Prince and Princess. Coachman, footmen, and the postilions—for there were postilions too—all had golden crowns on their heads. The Prince and the Princess themselves helped her into the carriage, and wished her good luck. The forest crow, who was now married, accompanied her the first three miles. He sat by Gerda’s side, for he could not bear riding backward. The other crow stood in the doorway, flapping her wings; she did not go with them, for she suffered from headache, that had come on since she had got her permanent appointment: she had had too much to eat. The coach was stocked with sugar-cakes, and under the seat there were ginger-nuts and fruit.


“Farewell! Farewell!” cried the Prince and Princess; and little Gerda wept, and the crow wept. And they went on like that for the first three miles, and then the crow said farewell too, and that was the saddest parting of all. And then he flew up into a tree, and beat his black wings as long as he could see the coach, which glittered like the bright sunshine.


FIFTH STORY

THE LITTLE ROBBER GIRL


They drove on through a dark forest, but the coach gleamed like a torch that dazzled the robbers’ eyes, so that they could not bear to look at it.


“It is gold! It is gold!” they cried, and rushed forward and seized the horses, killed the little postilions, the coachman, and the footmen, and then dragged little Gerda out of the carriage.


“She is fat—she is pretty—she has been fattened on nuts!” said the old robber woman, who had a long matted beard, and eyebrows that hung down over her eyes. “She’s as good as a little fatted lamb! How well she will taste!”


And she drew out her shining knife, which glittered in a horrible way.


“Oh!” screamed the old woman at the same moment; for her ear was bitten by her own little daughter, who hung on her back and was as wild and savage as an animal. “You ugly brat!” said her mother, and she had not time to kill Gerda then.


“She shall play with me!” said the little robber girl. “She shall give me her muff and her pretty dress, and sleep with me in my bed!”


And then she bit her again, so that the woman jumped high in the air and turned about, and all the robbers laughed and said: “Look how she dances with her cub!”


“I will go in the carriage!” said the little robber girl.


And she would have her own way, for she was so spoiled and obstinate; and she and Gerda sat in the carriage, and off they drove over stock and stone deep into the forest. The little robber girl was as big as Gerda, but stronger and more broad-shouldered, and she had a dark skin. Her eyes were quite black, and they looked almost mournful. She took little Gerda round the waist, and said:


“They shall not kill you as long as I don’t get angry with you. I suppose you are a princess?”


“No,” replied Gerda. And she told all that had happened to her, and how fond she was of little Kay.


The robber girl looked at her earnestly, and gave a little nod with her head, and said, “They shall not kill you even if I do get angry with you, for then I will do it myself.”


And then she dried Gerda’s eyes, and put her own hands into the beautiful muff that was so soft and warm.


Soon the coach stopped, and they were in the courtyard of a robber’s castle. Its walls had cracked from the top to the bottom; ravens and crows flew in and out of the open holes, and big bulldogs—each of which looked as if he could devour a man—jumped high in the air, but they did not bark, for that was forbidden.


In the great old smoky hall, a big fire was burning in the middle of the stone floor. The smoke went up to the ceiling, and had to find its own way out. A big cauldron of soup was boiling, and hares and rabbits were roasting on the spit.


“You shall sleep here tonight with me and all my little pets tonight,” said the robber girl.


They got something to eat and drink, and then went over into a corner, where there were lying some straw and some carpets. Overhead, sitting on laths and perches, were nearly a hundred pigeons. They all seemed to be asleep, but they moved a little when the two little girls came.


“They are all mine,” said the little robber girl; and she quickly seized one of the nearest, held it by the feet, and shook it till it flapped its wings. “Kiss it!” she cried, and thrust it in Gerda’s face. “There sit rascals from the wood,” she went on, pointing to a number of laths that had been nailed in front of a hole high up in the wall. “Those are wood pigeons, those two; they fly away at once if one does not keep them properly shut up. And here’s my old sweetheart ‘Bae.’” And she dragged out by the horns a reindeer that was tied up and had a polished copper ring round its neck. “We have to keep him fast too, or he’d run away from us. Every evening I tickle his neck with my sharp knife, and that frightens him terribly!”







And the little girl drew a long knife out of a crack in the wall and let it slide over the reindeer’s neck. The poor animal kicked out with its legs, and the robber girl laughed, and pulled Gerda into bed with her.


“Do you keep the knife with you while you’re asleep?” asked Gerda, and looked at it rather frightened.


“I always sleep with my knife,” replied the robber girl. “One never knows what may happen. But tell me once again what you told me before about little Kay, and why you went out into the wide world.”


And Gerda told it all over again, and the wood pigeons cooed above them in their cage, and the other pigeons slept. The little robber girl put her arm round Gerda’s neck, held her knife in the other hand, and slept so that anyone could hear her. But Gerda could not close her eyes at all—she did not know whether she was to live or die.


The robbers sat round the fire, sang, and drank, and the old robber woman turned somersaults. It was a terrible sight for the little girl to see.


Then the wood pigeons said, “Coo! coo! We have seen little Kay. A white hen was carrying his sled. He sat in the Snow Queen’s sledge, which drove close by the forest as we lay in our nests. She blew upon us young pigeons, and all died except us two. Coo! coo!” 


“What are you saying up there?” asked Gerda. “Where was the Snow Queen going? Do you know anything about it?”


“She was probably going to Lapland, where there’s always ice and snow. Ask the reindeer that is tied up with the rope.”


“Yes, there is always snow and ice there, it is glorious and fine!” said the reindeer. “There one runs free in the wide glittering valleys! There the Snow Queen has her summer tent; but her stronghold is up nearer the North Pole, on the island they call Spitzbergen.”


“Oh, Kay, little Kay!” sighed Gerda.


“Lie still, or I shall stick the knife into you!” said the robber girl.


In the morning Gerda told her all that the wood pigeons had said, and the robber girl looked very serious, and nodded her head, and said:


“No matter, no matter! Do you know where Lapland is?” she asked the reindeer.


“Who should know better than I?” said the animal, and its eyes shone in its head. “There was I born and bred! There have I leaped about over the snowfields!”


“Listen!” said the robber girl to Gerda. “You see all our menfolk have gone. Only mother is here still, and she’ll stay; but towards noon she drinks out of the big bottle, and then she sleeps for a little; then I’ll do something for you.”


Then she sprang out of bed, and clasped her mother round the neck and pulled her beard, saying: “Good morning, my own dear nanny-goat!” And her mother tweaked her nose till it was red and blue; but that was all done out of pure love.


When the mother had drunk out of her bottle and was taking a little nap, the robber girl went to the reindeer, and said:


“I should like very much to tickle you a few times more with the knife, for then you are so funny; but never mind. I’ll untie your rope and set you free, so that you may run to Lapland; but you must use your legs well, and carry this little girl to the palace of the Snow Queen, where her playmate is. You’ve heard what she told me, for she spoke loud enough, and you were listening.”


The reindeer jumped high for joy. The robber girl lifted little Gerda up, and had the sense to tie her on, and even to give her her own little cushion to sit on. “It doesn’t matter,” said she, “and there are your fur boots for you, for it’s growing cold; but I shall keep the muff, for it’s so very pretty. Still, you shall not freeze, for all that: here are my mother’s big mittens—they’ll reach right up to your elbows. Put them on! Now your hands look just like my ugly mother’s!”


And Gerda wept for joy.


“I can’t bear to see you whimpering,” said the little robber girl. “You ought to be looking delighted! And here are two loaves and a ham for you, so you need not starve.”


These were tied on the reindeer’s back. The little robber girl opened the door, called in all the big dogs, and then cut the rope with her knife, and said to the reindeer, “Now run, but take good care of the little girl!”


And Gerda stretched out her hands, with the big mittens, towards the little robber girl, and said, “Farewell!”


And off flew the reindeer over stumps and stones, away through the great forest, over marshes and steppes, as fast as it could go. The wolves howled and the ravens croaked. “Hiss! hiss!” went the air, while up in the sky red lights quivered  like flames of fire.

 
“Those are my old Northern Lights,” said the reindeer. “Look how they flash!” And then he ran on faster than ever, day and night. The loaves were eaten, and the ham too, and now they reached Lapland.


SIXTH STORY

THE LAPP WOMAN AND THE FINN WOMAN


At a little hut they stopped. It was very humble; the roof sloped right down to the ground, and the door was so low that the family had to creep on their stomachs when they wanted to go in or out. No one was in the house but an old Lapp woman, cooking fish over an oil lamp; and the reindeer told her all Gerda’s history, but his own first, for that seemed the more important, and Gerda was so numbed with cold that she could not speak.
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“Oh, you poor creatures!” said the Lapp woman. “You’ve a long way to run yet! You must go more than a hundred miles into Finmark, for the Snow Queen is there, staying in the country, and burning blue lights every evening. I’ll write a few words on a dried codfish, for I have no paper, and I’ll give you that to take to the Finn woman up there. She can give you better information than I can.”
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And when little Gerda had been warmed, and had had something to eat and drink, the Lapp woman wrote a few words on a dried codfish, bidding Gerda to take good care of it, tied her on the reindeer again, and away they went. Flash! flash! went the beautiful blue Northern Lights all night long.


At last they got to Finmark, and knocked at the chimney of the Finn woman, for she had no door at all.


There was such a heat inside that the Finn woman herself went about almost naked. She was little and very grimy. She at once loosened little Gerda’s things and took off her mittens and boots, or else it would have been too hot for her. Next she laid a piece of ice on the reindeer’s head, and read what was written on the codfish. She read it three times, and then she knew it by heart; so she put the fish into the soup-kettle, for it was good to eat, and she never wasted anything.


And then the reindeer told his own history first, and little Gerda’s after, and the Finn woman blinked with her wise eyes, but said nothing at all.


“You are so clever,” said the reindeer. “I know you can tie all the winds of the world together with a bit of thread; if the seaman undoes one knot he has a good wind; if he undoes the second it blows hard; but if he undoes the third and the fourth there comes such a tempest that the forests are blown down. Will you not give the little girl a draught, so that she may get twelve men’s strength, and overcome the Snow Queen?”


“Twelve men’s strength!” said the Finn woman. “Much good that would be!”


But she went to a shelf and took down and unrolled a large skin. Strange characters were written upon it, and the Finn woman read until the perspiration ran down her forehead.


But the reindeer begged again so hard for little Gerda, and Gerda looked at the Finn woman with beseeching eyes so full of tears, that she began to blink with her own, and drew the reindeer into a corner, and whispered to him, while she laid fresh ice upon his head:


“Little Kay is certainly at the Snow Queen’s, and finds everything there to his taste and liking, and thinks it the best place in the world; but that is because he has a splinter of glass in his eye and a little grain of glass in his heart. These must be got out, or he will never be human again, and the Snow Queen will keep her power over him.”


“But can’t you give little Gerda something that will give her power to conquer all this?”


“I can give her no greater power than she has already. Don’t you see how great that is? Don’t you see how man and beast are obliged to serve her, and how with her bare feet she has got on so well in the world? She must not be told of her power by us: it is in her heart, and there it will remain, because she is such a dear innocent child. If she herself cannot reach the Snow Queen and remove the bits of glass from little Kay, we can’t help her! Two miles from here the Snow Queen’s garden begins; you can carry the little girl that far. Then set her down by the big bush with the red berries that stands in the snow. Don’t stand there gossiping, but hurry back here again!”


And the Finn woman lifted little Gerda on to the reindeer, who ran off as fast as he could.


“Oh, I have left my boots! I have left my mittens!” cried Gerda, as soon as she felt the biting cold. But the reindeer dared not stop: he ran on till he came to the bush with the red berries. There he put Gerda down, and kissed her on the mouth. Big bright tears ran down the creature’s cheeks; and then he ran back, as fast as he could. There stood poor Gerda without shoes, without gloves, in the midst of the terrible icy Finmark.
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She ran on as fast as she could; then she was met by a whole regiment of snowflakes; but they did not fall from the sky, for that was quite bright, and shone with the Northern Lights. The snowflakes ran along the ground, and the nearer they came the larger they grew. Gerda still remembered how large and curious the snowflakes had appeared when she looked at them through the burning-glass. But here they were far larger and much more terrible—they were alive! They were the Snow Queen’s advance guard and had the strangest shapes. Some looked like ugly great porcupines, others like knots of snakes, that stretched out their heads, and others like little fat bears whose hair stood on end. All were dazzling white: all were living snowflakes.


Then little Gerda said the Lord’s Prayer; and the cold was so great that she could see her own breath, which came out of her mouth like smoke. Her breath became thicker and thicker, and formed itself into little bright angels, who grew and grew as soon as they touched the earth. All had helmets on their heads and shields and spears in their hands. Their number increased more and more, and when Gerda had finished her prayer, a whole legion stood round about her, and thrust their spears at the terrible snowflakes, so that these were shattered into a hundred pieces. Little Gerda could now go safely and fearlessly on her way. The angels rubbed her hands and feet, and then she did not feel the cold so much, and she hurried on to the Snow Queen’s palace.


But now we will see what Kay is doing. He certainly is not thinking of little Gerda, and least of all that she is standing in front of the palace.


SEVENTH STORY

OF THE SNOW QUEEN’S CASTLE AND WHAT HAPPENED THERE AT LAST


The walls of the palace were made of the drifting snow, and the windows and doors of the cutting winds. There were more than a hundred halls, all just as the snow had drifted. The largest of them extended for several miles; they were all lit up by the strong Northern Lights, and how wide and empty, how icy cold and glittering they all were! There never was any merriment there, not even a little bears’ ball, at which the storm could have played the music, while the polar bears walked about on their hind legs and showed off their pretty manners; never any little games of kiss-in-the-ring or touch-last; never any little coffee parties among the young lady arctic foxes. Empty, vast, and cold were the halls of the Snow Queen. The Northern Lights flamed so brightly that they could be counted both when they were highest in the sky and when they were lowest. In the middle of this empty endless snow hall was a frozen lake. It had cracked into a thousand pieces, but each piece was so exactly like the rest that it was a perfect work of art. In the middle of the lake sat the Snow Queen when she was at home, and then she said that she sat on the Mirror of Reason, and that this was the only one, and the best in the world.


Little Kay was quite blue with cold—indeed, nearly black; but he did not feel it, for she had kissed away his icy shiverings, and his heart was like a lump of ice. He was dragging some sharp flat pieces of ice to and fro, joining them together in all kinds of ways, for he wanted to make something out of them. It was just like when we have little tablets of wood, with which we make patterns, and call them a “Chinese puzzle.” Kay was making patterns too—and very artistic ones. It was the Ice Puzzle of Reason. In his eyes the patterns were very remarkable and of the highest importance; that was because of the speck of glass in his eye. He laid out whole patterns, so that they formed words—but he could never manage to make the word he wanted—the word “eternity.”

 
The Snow Queen had said: “If you can make that word, you shall be your own master, and I will give you the whole world and a new pair of skates.”


But he could not.


“Now I must fly away to warm countries,” said the Snow Queen. “I will go and peep into the black cauldrons.” She meant the volcanoes Etna and Vesuvius, as they are called. “I’ll whiten them a little. That’s necessary; it will be good for the lemons and the grapes.”
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And away flew the Snow Queen, and Kay sat all alone in the great empty mile-long ice hall and gazed at his pieces of ice, and thought and thought till crackles were heard inside him. He sat so stiff and immovable that one might have thought he was frozen.


It was then that little Gerda entered the castle by the great gate. Here cutting winds kept guard, but she said the evening prayer, and the winds dropped as if they wanted to go to sleep; and she went on into the great empty cold halls, and she saw Kay. She recognized him, and flew to him, and embraced him, and held him fast, and called out:


“Kay, dear little Kay! At last I have found you!”


But he sat quite still, stiff and cold. Then little Gerda wept hot tears, which fell upon his breast. They penetrated into his heart, they thawed the lump of ice, and melted the little piece of glass in it. He looked at her, and she sang the hymn:



Roses fade and die, but we 

Our Infant Lord shall surely see.




Then Kay burst into tears. He wept so that the splinter of glass was washed out of his eye. And then he knew her, and cried joyfully: “Gerda, dear little Gerda! Where have you been all this time? And where have I been?” And he looked all around him. “How cold it is here! How empty and vast!”


And he held fast to Gerda, and she laughed and wept for joy. There was such joy that even the pieces of ice danced about them; and when they were tired and lay down again they formed themselves into the very letters the Snow Queen meant when she said that if he found them out he should be his own master, and she would give him the whole world and a new pair of skates.


And Gerda kissed his cheeks, and they became blooming. She kissed his eves, and they shone like her own. She kissed his hands and feet, and he became well and merry. The Snow Queen might come home now; there stood his discharge, written in shining blocks of ice.


And they took each other by the hand and went out of the great palace. They talked of the grandmother, and of the roses on the roof; and wherever they went the winds sank to rest and the sun came out; and when they came to the bush with the red berries, the reindeer was standing there waiting. He had brought with him another young reindeer, whose udder was full, and who gave the children warm milk and kissed them on the mouth. Then they carried Kay and Gerda, first to the Finn woman, where they warmed themselves thoroughly in the hot room, and received instructions for their journey home, and then to the Lapp woman, who had made clothes for them and got their sledge ready for them.


The reindeer and the young one ran free by their side, and followed them as far as the boundary of the country, where the first green leaves were budding. There Kay and Gerda took leave of the two reindeer and the Lapp woman. “Farewell!” they all said. And once more they heard the birds twitter and saw the forest all decked with green buds. Out of it came riding a young girl on a splendid horse, which Gerda knew, for it had drawn her golden coach. She had a bright red cap on her head and pistols in her belt. It was the little robber girl, who had grown tired of staying at home, and wished first to go north and, if she didn’t like that, then somewhere else. She knew Gerda at once, and Gerda knew her too; it was a joyful meeting.


“You are a fine fellow to go gadding about!” she said to little Kay. “I should like to know whether you deserve that anybody should run to the end of the world after you!”


But Gerda patted her cheeks, and asked after the Prince and Princess.


“They’ve gone to foreign countries,” said the robber girl.


“But the crow?” said Gerda.


“Why, the crow is dead,” answered the other. “The tame sweetheart has become a widow, and goes about with a bit of black worsted round her leg. She complains most sadly, but it’s all talk. But now tell me how you have fared, and how you got hold of him.”


And Gerda and Kay told their story.


“Snip-snap-snurre-basselurre! it’s all right at last then!” said the robber girl. And she took them both by the hand, and promised that if she ever came through their town she would come and pay them a visit. And then she rode away into the wide world. 


Gerda and Kay went hand in hand, and as they went the spring became lovely with flowers and green leaves. The church bells rang, and they recognized the high steeples and the great town in which they lived. On they went to their grandmother’s door, and up the stairs, and into the room, where everything stood in the same place as before. The big clock was going “Tick! tick!” and the hands moved; but as they went in through the door they noticed that they had become grownup people. The roses out on the roof gutter were blooming at the open window, and there stood their little children’s stools, and Kay and Gerda sat down, each on their own, and held each other by the hand. They had forgotten the cold empty grandeur of the Snow Queen’s castle like a bad dream. Grandmother was sitting in God’s bright sunshine, and read aloud from the Bible, “Except ye become as little children,ye cannot enter into the Kingdom of Heaven.”


And Kay and Gerda looked into each other’s eyes, and all at once they understood the old hymn:



Roses fade and die, but we 

Our Infant Lord shall surely see.




There they both sat, grown up and yet children—children at heart—and it was summer, warm glorious summer.



[*]   Children have a kind of gibberish language, formed by adding letters or syllables to every word, which is called “crow’s language.” (“Pig Latin,” in the U.S.)






The Swineherd
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There was once a Prince who was not very rich and whose kingdom was very small, but still it was big enough for him to afford to marry, and married he wanted to be.


Now, it was certainly rather bold of him to say to the Emperor’s daughter, “Will you have me?” But he did venture, for his name was famous far and wide, and there were hundreds of princesses who would have said, “Yes, thank you.” But did she say so? Well, now we shall hear.


On the grave of the Prince’s father there grew a rose-bush, a very beautiful rose-bush. It bloomed only every fifth year, and even then it bore only a single rose, but that was a rose! It was so sweet that whoever smelled it forgot all sorrow and trouble. And then he had a nightingale, which could sing as if all possible melodies dwelt in its little throat. This rose and this nightingale the Princess was to have, and so they were put into great silver caskets and sent to her.


The Emperor had the presents carried before him into the great hall where the Princess was playing at ‘visiting’ with her maids of honour—they had nothing else to do—and when she saw the silver caskets, with the presents in them, she clapped her hands for joy.


“If only it were a little pussycat!” she said.


But there came out only the lovely rose.


“Oh, how prettily it is made!” said all the Court ladies.


“It is more than pretty,” said the Emperor; “it is charming.” 


But the Princess touched it, and then she was almost ready to cry. “Ugh, papa!” she said; “it is not artificial—it’s a natural rose!”


“Ugh!” said all the Court; “it’s a natural one!”


“Let us first see what is in the other casket before we get angry,” said the Emperor. And then the nightingale came out; it sang so beautifully that for the moment they did not know what to say against it.


“Superbe! charmant!” said the maids of honour, for they all spoke French, each one worse than the other.


“How that bird reminds me of our late beloved Empress’s musical box!” said an old cavalier. “Ah, yes! it is the same tone, the same expression!”


“Yes,” said the Emperor; and he cried like a little child.


“I do hope it is not a real bird,” said the Princess.


“Yes, it is a real bird,” said those who had brought it.


“Yes! Then let the bird fly away,” said the Princess; and she would on no account allow the Prince to come.


But the Prince was not to be discouraged. He stained his face brown and black, drew his hat down over his brows, and knocked at the door.


“Good day. Emperor!” he said. “Could I not be taken into service here in the castle?”


“Yes,” said the Emperor, “but there are so many who wish for that. But let me see! I do want someone to look after the pigs, for we have many of them.”


And so the Prince was appointed the imperial swineherd. He was given a miserable little room down by the pigsty, and there he had to stay. All day long he sat and worked, and by the evening he had made a neat little pot, with bells all round it, and when the pot boiled these bells rang out prettily and played the old tune:



Ah, thou darling Augustin,

All is gone, gone, gone!




But the most artful thing about it was that, by holding one’s finger in the steam, one could at once smell what kind of dinner was being cooked at every stove in the town. That was quite another thing to the rose.


Soon the Princess came by with all her maids of honour, and when she heard the melody she stood still and looked quite pleased, for she too could play “Ah, thou darling Augustin.” It was the only tune she could play, and then she played it with one finger.


“Why, that’s what I play!” she said. “He must be a well-educated swineherd! Listen! Go in and ask him what the instrument costs!”


So one of the maids of honour had to run in; but first she put on her clogs.


“What will you take for that pot?” said the maid of honour.


“I will have ten kisses from the Princess,” said the swineherd.


“Heaven preserve us!” said the maid of honour.


“Well, I won’t sell it for less,” said the swineherd.


“Well, what did he say?” asked the Princess.


“I really cannot tell you,” said the maid of honour. “It is so shocking!”


“Well, you can whisper it.” And she whispered it. “He is very rude,” said the Princess, and went away at once. But when she had gone a little way the bells sounded so prettily:



Ah, thou darling Augustin,

All is gone, gone, gone!




“Listen!” said the Princess. “Ask him will he take ten kisses from my maids of honour.”


“No, thank you!” said the swineherd. “Ten kisses from the Princess, or I shall keep my pot.”


“How tiresome!” cried the Princess. “But at least you’ll have to stand round me, so that nobody sees.”


And the maids of honour stood round her, and spread out their skirts, and so the swineherd had his ten kisses and she had the pot.


Then there was rejoicing! All the evening and all the day long the pot was kept boiling; there was not a kitchen in the whole town where they did not know what was being cooked, at the shoemaker’s as well as the chamberlain’s. The ladies danced with pleasure, and clapped their hands.


“We know who will have sweet soup and pancakes, and who has hasty pudding and cutlets; how interesting that is!”


“Highly interesting!” said the mistress of the robes.


“Yes, but hold your tongues, for I am the Emperor’s daughter.”


“Heaven preserve us!” they all said together.


The swineherd—that is to say, the Prince (but, of course, they did not know that he was not a real swineherd)—let no day pass without doing something, and so he made a rattle. When anyone swung this rattle he could play all the waltzes, galops, and polkas that have been known since the beginning of the world.


“But that is superbe!” said the Princess, as she went past. “I have never heard anything finer. Listen! Just go in and ask what the instrument costs; but no more kisses!”


“He will have a hundred kisses from the Princess,” said the maid of honour who had gone in to ask.


“I think he must be mad!” said the Princess; and she went away; but when she had gone a little way she stopped. “One must encourage art,” she said. “After all, I am the Emperor’s daughter! Tell him he shall have ten kisses, like the last time, and he may take the rest from my maids of honour.”


“Ah, but we don’t like that!” said the maids of honour.


“That’s all nonsense!” said the Princess. “If I can kiss him, you can too; remember, I give you your board and wages.”


And so the maids of honour had to go down to him again.


“A hundred kisses from the Princess,” he said, “or nothing!”


“Stand round me!” she said then; and all the maids of honour stood round her while he kissed her.


“What is that crowd down by the pigsty?” asked the Emperor, who had stepped out on the balcony. He rubbed his eyes, and put on his spectacles. “Why, those are the maids of honour up to their tricks! I shall have to go down to them!”


So he pulled up his slippers at the back, for they were shoes which he had trodden down at the heels. Gracious me! how he hurried! As soon as he got down to the courtyard he went quite softly, and the maids of honour were too busy counting the kisses and seeing fair play—he shouldn’t have too many, but not too few either—to notice the Emperor. Then he stood on tiptoe.


“What’s all this?” said he when he saw them kissing, and he hit them on the head with his slipper, just as the swineherd was taking the eighty-sixth kiss.







“Be off!” said the Emperor, for he was angry.


And the Princess and the swineherd were both banished from his empire. So there she stood and cried, and the swineherd scolded, and the rain poured down.


“Oh, miserable wretch that I am!” said the Princess; “if only I had taken that handsome Prince! Oh, how unhappy I am!”


And the swineherd went behind a tree, washed the black and brown stains from his face, threw away the shabby clothes, and stepped forth in his princely garments, so handsome that the Princess could not help curtsying to him.


“I have come to despise you,” he said. “You would not have an honest prince; you did not value the rose and the nightingale, but for a mere toy you kissed the swineherd, and now you must make the best of it!”


And so he went into his kingdom and shut and locked the door in her face. So now she might stand outside and sing:



Ah, thou darling Augustin,

All is gone, gone, gone!






The Beetle



••••••••





The emperor’s favourite horse was shod with gold; he had a golden horseshoe on each foot.


But why was that?


He was a beautiful creature, with slender legs, bright, intelligent eyes, and a mane that hung down like a veil over his neck. He had carried his master through the smoke of gunpowder and the rain of bullets, and had heard the balls whistling past. He had bitten, kicked, and taken part in the fight when the enemy pressed forward, and, leaping with the emperor across the fallen horse of one of the foe, had saved the bright golden crown and the life of the emperor—and that was worth more than all the bright gold. And that is why the emperor’s horse had golden horseshoes.


A beetle came creeping out. “First the great, then the small,” he said; “but size is not everything.” And with that he stretched out his thin legs.


“Well, what do you want?” asked the smith.


“Golden shoes,” replied the beetle.


“Why, you must be out of your senses!” cried the smith. “You want golden shoes too?”


“Certainly—golden shoes!” said the beetle. “Am I not as good as that creature there, that is waited on, and brushed, and has food and drink put before him? Don’t I belong to the imperial stables too?”


“But why has the horse golden shoes?” asked the smith. “Don’t you understand that?”


“Understand? I understand that it is a personal slight for me,” said the beetle. “It is done to vex me, and I will therefore go out into the wide world.”


“Go along with you then!” said the smith.


“You rude fellow!” said the beetle; and then he went out of the stable, flew a short distance, and soon afterwards found himself in a beautiful flower-garden, fragrant with roses and lavender.


“Isn’t it beautiful here?” asked one of the little lady-bird beetles that were flying about with their red, shield-shaped, black-spotted wings. “How sweet it is here, and how lovely!”


“I have been used to better than that,” said the beetle. “You call this beautiful? Why, there’s not even a dunghill.”


Then he went on, under the shadow of a big gillyflower, where a caterpillar was creeping along.


“How beautiful the world is!” said the caterpillar. “The sun is so warm, and everything so happy! And when one day I fall asleep and die, as they call it, I shall awake as a butterfly.”


“What things you do fancy!” said the beetle. “To fly about as a butterfly! I come from the emperor’s stable, but no one there—not even the emperor’s favourite horse, that wears my cast-off golden shoes—fancies anything like that. Get wings! Fly! Well, we’ll fly now!” And away flew the beetle. “I don’t want to be vexed, but all the same, I am.” he said, as he flew off.


Soon afterwards he fell upon a great lawn; here he lay awhile, and pretended to be asleep, but at last he really dozed off.


Suddenly a heavy shower of rain fell from the clouds. The noise awoke the beetle, and he wanted to creep into the earth, but could not, for he was being turned over and over. First he was swimming on his stomach, then on his back, and flying was not to be thought of—he despaired of getting away from the place alive. So he remained, quietly lying where he was. When the rain had left off a little, and the beetle had blinked the water out of his eyes, he saw the gleam of something white; it was linen laid out to bleach. He reached it and crept into a fold of the damp linen. It was certainly not so comfortable here as in the warm dunghill in the stable, but nothing better happened to be at hand, and so he stayed where he was—stayed a whole day and a whole night, and the rain stayed too. Towards morning he crept out; he was greatly annoyed at the climate. On the linen sat two frogs, their bright eyes sparkling with pure joy.


“This is glorious weather,” said one. “How refreshing! And the linen keeps the water together so beautifully. My hind legs are itching to swim.”


“I should like to know,” said the other, “whether the swallow which flies about so far has ever found a better climate than ours in her many travels abroad. So nice and damp! It is really like lying in a wet ditch. Whoever doesn’t like this can’t be said to love his native country.”


“Have you then never been in the emperor’s stable?” asked the beetle. “There the dampness is warm and fragrant; that’s the climate for me! But you can’t take it with you when you travel. Is there no dung-heap in the garden here, where people of rank, like myself, can feel at home and take up their quarters?”


The frogs either could not or would not understand him.


“I never ask twice!” exclaimed the beetle, after he had already asked three times and received no answer.


Then he went a little farther, and came across a piece of broken pottery which should certainly not have been lying there, but which, as it lay, afforded a good shelter against wind and weather. Here lived several families of earwigs; they did not require much—only company. The females are full of tenderest maternal love, and every mother therefore praised her child as the most beautiful and cleverest.


“Our little son is engaged to be married!” said one mother. “Sweet innocence! It is his sole ambition to get into a parson’s ear someday. He is so artless and lovable; his engagement will keep him steady. What joy for a mother!”


“Our son,” said another mother, “had hardly crept out of the egg when he was off on his travels. He’s all life and spirits; he’ll run his feelers off. What joy for a mother! Isn’t it so, Mr Beetle?” They recognized the stranger by the cut of his wings.


“You are both right!” said the beetle, and then they begged him to enter the room—that is to say, to come as far as he could under the piece of pottery.
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“Now you see my little earwig too,” cried a third and a fourth mother. “They are the sweetest children, and very playful. They are never naughty, except when they occasionally have pains in their inside; unfortunately, one gets those only too easily at their age.”


In this manner every mother spoke of her baby, and the babies joined in too, and used the little nippers on their tails to tweak the beetle’s moustache.


“Yes, they’re always up to something, the little rascals!” said the mothers, bubbling over with maternal affection. But this bored the beetle, and so he asked whether it was much farther to the dunghill.


“Why, that’s out in the wide world, on the other side of the ditch,” answered an earwig. “I hope none of my children will go so far—it would be the death of me.”


“I’ll try to get as far anyhow,” said the beetle; and he went off without saying goodbye, for that is considered the most polite way. By the ditch he met several of his kind—beetles, all of them.


“We live here!” they said. “We are very comfortable. May we ask you to step down into the rich mud? The journey has no doubt been very fatiguing for you?”


“Very,” said the beetle. “I have been exposed to the rain, and have had to lie on linen, and cleanliness always weakens me very much. I have pain, too, in one wing, through having stood in the draught under a broken piece of pottery. It is really quite a comfort to get once more among one’s own kindred.”


“Perhaps you come from the dung-heap?” asked the eldest.


“Oho! from higher places!” cried the beetle. “I come from the emperor’s stable, where I was born with golden shoes on my feet. I am travelling on a secret mission, but you must not ask me any questions about it, for I won’t betray the secret.”


With that the beetle stepped down into the rich mud. There sat three young maiden beetles; they giggled, because they did not know what to say.


“None of them are engaged yet,” said the mother; and the young maiden beetles giggled again, this time from bashfulness.


“I have not seen greater beauties in the imperial stables,” said the beetle, taking a rest.


“Don’t you spoil my girls for me, and don’t speak to them unless you have serious intentions. But about that I have no doubt, and so I give you my blessing!”


“Hurrah!” cried all the other beetles, and our friend was now engaged. The engagement was immediately followed by the wedding, for there was no reason for delay.


The following day passed very pleasantly, and the one after that fairly so; but on the third day the time had come to think of providing food for the wife, and perhaps even for children.


“I have allowed myself to be taken in,” thought the beetle. “Nothing is therefore left for me but to take them in, in return.”


So said, so done. Away he went, and stayed out the whole day and the whole night—and his wife sat there, a lonely widow.


“Oh!” said the other beetles, “that fellow whom we received into our family is a thorough vagabond; he went away and left his wife sitting there, to be a burden upon us.”


“Well, then she must be passed off as unmarried again, and stay here as my child,” said the mother. “Shame on the villain who deserted her!”


In the meantime the beetle had gone on travelling, and had sailed across the watery ditch on a cabbage leaf. In the morning two people came to the ditch; when they spied him they picked him up, turned him over and over, and looked very wise, especially one of them—a boy. “Allah sees the black beetle in the black stone and in the black rock. Isn’t it written so in the Koran?” Then he translated the beetle’s name into Latin, and enlarged upon its species and nature. The second person, an older scholar, was for taking him home with them. But the other said that they had specimens quite as good as that, and this, our beetle thought, was not a polite thing to say—so he suddenly flew out of the speaker’s hand. His wings being now dry, he flew a pretty long distance and reached a hothouse, where, one of the windows being ajar, he slipped in comfortably and buried himself in the fresh manure.


“How delightful it is here!” he said.


Soon after he fell asleep, and dreamed that the emperor’s favourite horse had fallen and had given him his golden horseshoes, with the promise to have two more made for him.


That was very acceptable. When the beetle awoke he crept out and looked about him. What splendour there was in the hothouse! In the background were palm trees, growing to a great height; the sun made them look transparent, and under them what a wealth of greenery and bright flowers, red as fire, yellow as amber, and white as driven snow!


“There is an incomparable splendour in these plants,” said the beetle. “How fine they will taste when they decay! This is a good larder! There must certainly be relatives of mine living here. I’ll have a look round to see if I can find anyone to associate with. Proud I am, and that is my pride.” And now he strolled about in the hothouse, and thought of his beautiful dream of the dead horse, and the golden horseshoes he had inherited.


Suddenly a hand seized the beetle, squeezed him, and turned him over and over.


The gardener’s son and a playmate had come up to the hothouse, had spied the beetle, and wanted to have some fun with him. First he was wrapped up in a vine-leaf, and then put into a warm trousers pocket. There he cribbled and crabbled about with all his might; but for this he got a squeeze from the boy’s hand, and that taught him to be quiet. Then the boy ran off to the great lake at the end of the garden. Here the beetle was put into an old, half-broken wooden shoe, in which a little stick was placed for a mast, and to this mast the beetle was bound by a woollen thread. Now he was a sailor and had to sail. The lake was not very large, but to the beetle it seemed an ocean; he was so terrified by it that he fell on his back and kicked out with his feet. The little ship sailed away, and the current of the water seized it. But when it went too far from the shore the little boy would turn up his trousers, go into the water, and fetch it back to the land. But at last, just as it was setting out to sea again in full sail, the children were called away for something important. They hastened  away from the lake, and left the little ship to its fate. This drifted farther and farther away from the shore, and farther out into the open sea. It was terrible for the beetle, for he could not get away, being bound to the mast. Then a fly paid him a visit. “What lovely weather!” said the fly. “I’ll rest here and bask in the sun; it’s very pleasant for you here.”


“You speak without knowing the facts! Don’t you see that I’m a prisoner?”


“But I’m not,” said the fly, and flew off.


“Well, now I know the world,” said the beetle. “It’s a base world. I’m the only honest one in it. First they refuse me golden shoes; then I have to lie on wet linen and stand in a draught; and, to cap all, they fasten a wife on to me. Then, when I have taken a quick step out into the world, and learned how comfortable one can be there, and how it ought to be for me, up comes a human boy, binds me fast, and leaves me to the wild waves, while the emperor’s favourite horse prances about in golden shoes. That vexes me most of all! But one must not count on sympathy in this world. My career is very interesting; but what’s the use of that if nobody knows it? The world doesn’t deserve to be made acquainted with my story, for it ought to have given me golden shoes in the emperor’s stable when the emperor’s favourite horse was being shod, and I stretched out my legs too. If I had received golden shoes I should have been an ornament to the stable; now the stable has lost me, the world has lost me—all is over!”


But all was not over yet. A boat with some young girls in it came along.


“Look, there’s an old wooden shoe sailing along,” said one of the girls.


“There’s a little creature tied up in it!” cried another.


The boat came quite close to our beetle’s little ship, and the young girls fished it up out of the water. One of them drew a small pair of scissors out of her pocket, cut the woollen thread without hurting the beetle, and when she got to the shore placed him in the grass.


“Creep, creep. Fly, fly away—if you can,” she said. “Freedom is a glorious thing.”


The beetle flew up and went through the open window of a large building; there he sank down, tired and exhausted, upon the fine, soft long mane of the emperor’s favourite horse, who was standing in his stable; and the beetle found himself at home again. The beetle clung fast to the mane, and sat there quite still for a time to recover.


“Here I sit on the emperor’s favourite horse—sit on him just like an emperor. But what was I going to say? Ah, yes! I remember. It’s a good idea, and quite correct. Why does the emperor’s horse have golden shoes? That’s what the smith asked me. Now the answer is clear to me. The horse had golden horseshoes on my account!”


And now the beetle was in a good temper. “Travelling opens one’s mind,” he said.


The sun’s rays came streaming into the stable upon him, and made things bright and pleasant.


“The world is not so bad after all, when you come to examine it,” said the beetle; “but you must know how to take it.”


Yes, the world was beautiful, because the emperor’s favourite horse had only received golden shoes so that the beetle might become his rider. “Now I will go down to the other beetles and tell them how much has been done for me. I will relate to them all the things I went through in my travels abroad, and tell them that I shall now remain at home till the horse has worn out his golden shoes.”
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Soup from

 a Sausage Skewer
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I


“That was an excellent dinner yesterday,” said an old mouse of the female sex to another who had not been present at the festive meal. “I sat number twenty-one from the old mouse-king; that was not such a bad place! Would you like to hear the menu? The courses were very well arranged: mouldy bread, bacon-rind, tallow candles, and sausage—and then the same things over again. It was just as good as having two banquets. Everything went on as jovially and as good-humouredly as at a family gathering. There was absolutely nothing left but the sausage skewers. The conversation turned upon these, and at last the expression ‘soup from sausage skins,’ or, as the proverb runs in the neighbouring country, ‘soup from a sausage skewer,’ was mentioned. Now everyone had heard of this, but no one had tasted such soup, much less prepared it. A very pretty toast to the inventor was drunk; it was said that he deserved to be made a Poor-Law Guardian. That was very witty, wasn’t it? And the old mouse-king rose and promised that the young lady mouse who could prepare the said soup in the most tasty way should be his queen; he gave her a year and a day for the trial.”
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“That wasn’t bad!” said the other mouse. “But how is the soup prepared?”


“Ah! how is it prepared?” That was just what all the other lady mice, both young and old, were asking. They would all have liked to be queen, but they did not want to take the trouble to go out into the wide world to learn how to prepare the soup, and yet that was what would have to be done. But everyone is not ready to leave home and family; and out in the world cheese-rinds are not to be had for the asking, nor is bacon to be smelled every day. No, one must suffer hunger, perhaps even be eaten up alive by a cat.


Such were probably the considerations by which the majority allowed themselves to be deterred from going out into the world in search of information. Only four mice gave in their names as being ready to start. They were young and active, but poor; each of them intended to proceed to one of the four quarters of the globe, and it would then be seen to which of them fortune was favourable. Each of the four took a sausage skewer with her, so that she might be mindful of her object in travelling; the sausage skewer was to be her pilgrim’s staff.


They set out at the beginning of May, and not till the May of the following year did they return, and then only three of them; the fourth did not report herself, nor did she send any word or sign, notwithstanding that the day of trial had arrived.


“Yes, every pleasure has its drawback,” said the mouse-king. Then he gave orders that all the mice for many miles round should be invited. They were to assemble in the kitchen, and the three travelled mice should stand in a row alone; a sausage skewer, hung with black crape, was erected in memory of the fourth, who was missing. No one was to give his opinion before the mouse-king had said what was to be said.


Now we shall hear!


II

WHAT THE FIRST LITTLE MOUSE
 HAD SEEN AND LEARNED ON HER TRAVELS


“When I went out into the wide world,” said the little mouse, “I thought, as a great many do at my age, that I already knew all there was to be known. But that was not so; years must pass before one gets as far as that. I went straight to the sea. I went off in a ship that sailed to the north. I had been told that a ship’s cook must know how to make the best of things at sea, but it is easy to make the best of things if one has plenty of sides of bacon and great tubs of salt pork and mouldy flour; one has delicate living there, but one does not learn how to make soup from a sausage skewer. We sailed on for many days and nights; the ship rocked fearfully, and we did not get off without a wetting, either. When we at last reached our destination I left the vessel; it was up in the far north.


“It is a strange thing to leave one’s own corner at home, to sail in a ship which is only a kind of corner too, and then suddenly to find oneself more than a hundred miles away in a strange land. I saw great trackless forests of pines and birches that smelled so strong that I sneezed and thought of sausages. There were great lakes there too. The waters when looked at quite close were clear, but from a distance they appeared black as ink. White swans lay upon them; they lay so still I thought they were foam, but when I saw them fly and walk I recognized them. They belong to the same race as the geese; one can easily see that by their walk—no one can deny his family descent. 


“I kept to my own kind. I associated with the forest and field mice, who, by the way, know very little, especially as regards cooking, and yet that was just what I had gone abroad for. The idea that soup might be made from a sausage skewer seemed to them so extraordinary that it at once spread from mouth to mouth through the whole wood. That the problem could ever be solved they thought an impossibility, and least of all did I think that there, and the very first night too, should I be initiated into the manner of preparing it. It was the height of summer, and that, said the mice, was why the forest smelled so strongly, why the herbs were so fragrant, why the lakes  with the swans floating upon them were so clear and yet so dark.


“On the edge of the wood, surrounded by three or four houses, a pole as high as the mainmast of a ship had been set up, and from the top of it hung wreaths and fluttering ribbons—it was a Maypole. Lads and lasses danced round the tree, and sang as loudly as they could to the music of the fiddler. All went merrily in the sunset and by moonlight, but I took no part in it—what has a little mouse to do with a May-dance? I sat in the soft moss and held my sausage skewer fast. The moon threw its rays just upon a spot where stood a tree covered with such exceedingly fine moss that I may almost say it was as fine and soft as the mouse-king’s fur; but it was green, and that is good for the eyes.


“All at once, the most charming little people came marching out. They did not reach higher than my knee, and though they looked like human beings they were better proportioned. They called themselves elves, and wore fine clothes of flower-leaves trimmed with the wings of flies and gnats, which did not look at all bad. Directly they appeared they seemed to be looking for something—I did not know what; but at last some of them came up to me, the chief among them pointing to my sausage skewer, and saying, ‘That is just the kind of one we want! It is pointed—it is excellent!’ And the more he looked at my pilgrim’s staff the more delighted he became.


“‘To lend,’ I said, ‘but not to keep.’


“‘Not to keep!’ they all cried; then they seized the sausage skewer, which I let go, and danced off with it to the spot with the fine moss, where they set it up in the midst of the green. They wanted to have a Maypole too, and the one they had now seemed cut out for them. Then it was decorated, and what a sight that was!


“Little spiders spun golden threads round it, and hung it with fluttering veils and flags, so finely woven and bleached so snowy white in the moonshine that it dazzled my eyes. They took the colours from the butterflies’ wings and strewed these over the white linen, and flowers and diamonds gleamed upon it so that I could not recognize my sausage skewer at all; there was certainly not another Maypole in the whole world like that which had been made out of it. And now at last came a great party of elves. They wore no clothes at all—it could not have been more genteel. I was invited to witness the festivities, but only at a certain distance, for I was too big for them.
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“Then began a wonderful music! It seemed as if thousands of glass bells were ringing, so full, so rich that I thought it was the singing of the swans; I even thought I heard the voice of the cuckoo and the blackbird, and at last the whole wood seemed to join in. There were children’s voices, the sound of bells, and the song of birds; the most glorious melodies and all that was lovely came out of the elves’ Maypole—it was a whole peal of bells, and yet it was my sausage skewer. That so much could have been got out of it I should never have believed, but it no doubt depends upon what hands it gets into. I was deeply moved; I wept, as a little mouse can weep, for pure joy.


“The night was far too short, but up yonder they are not any longer about that time of year. In the morning dawn the light breezes sprang up, the surface of the woodland lake became ruffled, and all the dainty floating veils and flags floated in the air. The waving garlands of spiders’ web, the hanging bridges and balustrades, or whatever they are called, vanished as if they were nothing. Six elves carried my sausage skewer back to me, asking me at the same time whether I had any wish that they could fulfil. So I begged them to tell me how to make soup from a sausage skewer.


“‘How we do it?’ asked the chief of the elves, smiling. ‘Why, you have just seen it. You hardly knew your own sausage skewer again.’


“‘They only mean that for a joke,’ I thought, and I told them straight away the object of my journey, and what hopes were entertained at home respecting this brew. ‘What advantage,’ I asked, ‘can accrue to the mouse-king and to the whole of our mighty kingdom by my having witnessed this splendour? I can’t shake it out of the sausage skewer and say, “Look, here is the sausage skewer; now comes the soup!” That would be a kind of dish that could only be served up when people had had enough.’


“Then the elf dipped his little finger in the cup of a blue violet and said to me, ‘Pay attention! Here I anoint your pilgrim’s staff, and when you return home and enter the mouse-king’s castle, touch the warm breast of your king with it, and violets will spring forth and cover the whole of the staff, even in the coldest wintertime. And with that I think I have given you something to take home with you, and even a little more!’


But before the little mouse said what this “a little more” was, she touched the king’s breast with her staff, and in truth the most beautiful bunch of violets burst forth. They smelled so strongly that the mouse-king immediately ordered the mice who stood nearest the chimney to put their tails into the fire to make a smell of burning, for the scent of the violets was not to be borne—it was not of the kind they liked.


“But what was the ‘more’ of which you spoke?” asked the mouse-king.


“Well,” said the little mouse, “that is, I think, what is called ‘effect.’” And thereupon she turned the staff round, and, behold, there was no longer a single flower to be seen upon it; she held only the naked skewer, and this she lifted like a conductor’s baton.


“‘Violets,’ the elf told me, ‘are to look at, to smell, and to touch. Hearing and taste, therefore, still remain to be considered.’” Then the little mouse beat time, and music was heard—not such as rang through the forest at the elves’ party, but such as is to be heard in the kitchen. What a sound of cooking and roasting there was! It came suddenly, as if the wind were rushing through all the victuals, and as if the pots and kettles were boiling over. The fire-shovel hammered upon the brass kettle, and then—suddenly all was quiet again. The low subdued singing of the tea-kettle was heard, and it was wonderful to listen to: they could not quite tell whether the kettle was beginning to boil or leaving off. The little pot bubbled and the big pot bubbled, and each took no notice of the other, and it seemed as if there was no rhyme nor reason in the pots. Then the little mouse waved her baton more and more wildly—the pots foamed, threw up big bubbles, boiled over; the wind roared and whistled through the chimney—oh! it became so alarming that the little mouse dropped her stick.


“A very odd soup!” said the Mouse King. “Will it not be served up now?”


“That was all,” answered the little mouse, with a bow.


“That was all! Well, then, let us hear what the next has to say!” said the king.


III

WHAT THE SECOND LITTLE MOUSE
 HAD TO TELL


“I was born in the castle library,” said the second mouse. “I and several members of our family have never had the good fortune to get into the dining room, let alone the larder; it was only on my travels and here today that I saw a kitchen. Indeed, we often had to suffer hunger in the library, but we acquired much knowledge. The rumour of the royal prize offered to those who could make soup from a sausage skewer reached our ears, and then my old grandmother brought out a manuscript that she could not read herself, but which she had heard read out, and in which was written: ‘If one is a poet, one can make soup from a sausage skewer.’ She asked me whether I was a poet. I felt that I was innocent in that respect, and she said that then I must go out and manage to become one. I again asked what I was to do, for that seemed quite as difficult as to learn how to make the soup. But my grandmother had heard a good deal read out, and she said three things above all were necessary: ‘Understanding, imagination, and feeling. If you can manage to attain these three you are a poet, and then the matter of the sausage skewer will be an easy one for you.’


“I departed, and marched towards the west, out into the wide world, to become a poet.


“Understanding is of the most importance in everything—that I knew; the other two qualities are held in much less esteem, and I therefore went in quest of understanding first. Yes, where does it dwell? ‘Go to the ant and learn wisdom,’ said a great king of the Jews; I had learned that in the library. So I did not stop till I came to the first great ant-hill, and there I set myself to watch, that I might become wise.


“The ants are a very respectable little people; they are understanding all through. Everything with them is like a well-worked sum in arithmetic that comes right. To work and to lay eggs, they say, means both to live and to provide for posterity, and so that is what they do. They divide themselves into clean and dirty ants. The rank of each is indicated by a number, 
and the ant-queen is number one, and her opinion the only correct one. She contains the wisdom of all the world, and it was important for me to know that. She spoke so much, and it was so clever, that it seemed to me like nonsense. She said that her ant-hill was the highest thing in the world, though close beside it stood a tree which was higher, much higher—it was not to be denied, and so nothing was said of that. One evening an ant had lost herself on the tree and had crawled up the trunk—not so far up as the crown, but still higher than any ant had reached till then; and when she turned round and came home again, she told of something far higher that she had come across out in the world. But this all the ants thought an insult to the community, and the ant was therefore condemned to be muzzled and to be kept in solitary confinement for life. But shortly afterwards another ant came across the same tree and made the same journey and the same discovery. She spoke about it cautiously, but unintelligibly, as they called it; and as she was, besides, a much-respected ant and one of the clean ones, she was believed; and when she died an eggshell was erected to her memory, for they had a great respect for the sciences. I saw,” continued the little mouse, “that the ants always ran about with their eggs on their backs. Once I saw one of them, who had dropped her load, try very hard to raise it again, but she did not succeed. Two others came up and tried with all their strength to help her, till they nearly dropped their own eggs. Then they were obliged to stop a moment, for everyone must think of himself first. The ant-queen remarked that their conduct that day showed that they possessed kind hearts and good understanding. ‘These two qualities,’ she said, ‘give us ants a place in the first rank among all reasoning beings. We all possess understanding in a high degree, and I have the most of all.’ And with that she raised herself on her hind legs, so that she could not fail to be recognized. I could not be mistaken: I swallowed her. ‘Go to the ants to learn wisdom’—now I had the queen!


“I now went closer to the large tree I have already mentioned several times. It was an oak, with a tall trunk and a full, wide-spreading crown, and was very old. I knew that here dwelt a living being, a woman called a dryad, who is born with the tree and dies with it. I had heard of this in the library. Now I beheld such a tree, and one of these oak-maidens. She uttered a terrible cry when she saw me so close to her. Like all women, she was very much afraid of mice; but she had more cause to be so than others, for I could have gnawed the tree through on which her life depended. I spoke to the maiden in a friendly, cordial way, and inspired her with courage; she took me in her dainty hand, and when I had told her why I had gone out into the wide world she promised me that very evening I should probably have one of the two treasures of which I was still in quest. She told me that Phantasy was her intimate friend, that he was as handsome as the God of Love, and that he rested many an hour under the leafy branches of the tree, which then rustled more strongly than ever over the two. He called her his dryad, she said, and the tree his tree; the beautiful gnarled oak was just to his taste, the roots spread themselves deeply and firmly in the ground, and the trunk and the crown rose high up into the fresh air; they knew the driving snow, the keen winds, and the warm sunshine, as these should be known. ‘Yes,’ continued the Dryad, ‘the birds up there in the crown sing and tell of foreign countries they have visited, and on the only dead bough the stork has built his nest—that is very ornamental, and one hears a little, too, about the land of the pyramids. All this pleases Phantasy, but it is not enough for him; so I myself have to tell him about the life in the woods, and have to go back to my childhood’s days when I was young and the tree was frail, so frail that a stinging-nettle overshadowed it; and I have to tell everything till now that the tree has grown big and strong. Now sit you down under the green thyme yonder and pay attention; and when Phantasy comes I’ll find some opportunity to tweak his wings and pull out a little feather. Take the feather—no better one has been given a poet for a pen—and it will suffice you!’


“And when Fantasy came, the feather was pulled out, and I seized it,” said the little mouse. “I put it in water and held it there till it got soft. It was very hard to digest even then, but still I nibbled it up at last. It is very easy to gnaw oneself into being a poet, though there are many things that one has to swallow. Now I had two—understanding and imagination—and through these two I knew that the third was to be found in the library; for a great man has said and written that there are novels which exist purely and solely to relieve people of their superfluous tears, and are therefore a kind of sponge to suck up the feelings. I remembered a few of those books which had always looked particularly appetizing, and were well thumbed and greasy; they must have absorbed an infinite quantity of emotion.


“I betook myself back to the library, and devoured, so to speak, a whole novel—that is, the soft or essential part of it; but the crust, the binding, I left. When I had digested it, and another one besides, I noticed what a stirring there was inside me, and I devoured a piece of a third novel. And now I was a poet. I said so to myself, and told it to others too. I had headache and stomach-ache, and I don’t know what aches I didn’t have. Then I began to think what stories might be made to refer to a sausage skewer, and a great many pegs and sticks and staves and splinters came into my thoughts—the ant-queen had possessed an extraordinary understanding. I remembered the man who put a white stick into his mouth by which he could make both himself and the stick invisible. I thought of wooden hobbyhorses, of staves of rhymes, of breaking a staff over a man’s back, and of goodness knows how many expressions of that kind concerning staves, sticks, and pegs. All my thoughts ran upon pegs, sticks, and staves, and if one is a poet—and that I am, for I have tortured myself till I have become one—one must be able to make poetry on these things too. I will therefore be able to serve you up a peg—that is, a story—every day in the week; yes, that is my soup!”


“Let us hear what the third one has to say!” ordered the mouse-king.


“Squeak! squeak!” was heard at the kitchen door, and a little mouse—it was the fourth of the mice who had competed for the prize, the one whom the others believed to be dead—shot in like an arrow. She knocked the sausage skewer with the crape right over. 
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She had been running day and night, had travelled on the railway in the goods train, having watched her opportunity, and yet she had arrived almost too late. She pressed forward, looking very crumpled. She had lost her sausage skewer, but not her voice, for she began to speak at once, as if they had been waiting only for her and wanted to hear her only—as if everything else in the world was of no consequence whatever. She spoke at once, and went on till she had said all she had to say. She appeared so unexpectedly that no one had time to object  to her speech before she began. Let us hear what she said.


IV

WHAT THE FOURTH MOUSE
 HAD TO TELL, BEFORE THE THIRD ONE HAD SPOKEN


“I immediately betook myself to the largest town,” she said; “the name has escaped me—I have a bad memory for names. From the railway station I was taken with some confiscated goods to the town hall, and when I arrived there I ran into the gaoler’s dwelling. The gaoler was talking of his prisoners, especially of one who had uttered some hasty words. About these words other words had been spoken, and then again others, and these again had been written down and recorded.


“‘The whole thing is soup from a sausage skewer,’ said the gaoler; ‘but the soup may cost him his neck!’


“Now this gave me some interest in the prisoner,” said the little mouse, “so I seized an opportunity and slipped in to him—for there is a mouse-hole to be found behind every locked door! The prisoner looked very pale, and had a long beard and large sparkling eyes. The lamp flickered and smoked, and the walls were so used to that that they grew no blacker for it. The prisoner was scratching pictures and verses in white upon the black, but I did not read them. I believe he was finding it very dull, and I was a welcome guest. He lured me with bread-crumbs, and with whistling and gentle words. He was very glad to see me; I gradually began to trust him, and we became friends. He shared his bread and water with me, gave me cheese and sausage, and I lived well; but I must say that after all it was principally the good company that kept me there. He let me run about on his hand, on his arm, and right up his sleeve; he let me creep about in his beard, and called me his little friend, I really began to like him—such things are mutual! I forgot what I had gone out into the wide world to seek, and left my sausage skewer in a crack in the floor; it lies there still. I wanted to stay where I was; if I went away the poor prisoner would have no one at all, and that is too little in this world. I stayed, but he did not. He spoke to me very sadly the last time, gave me twice as much bread and cheese as usual, and threw me kisses; he went and never came back. I  know nothing more of his history. 


“‘Soup from a sausage skewer,’ the gaoler had said, and to him I now went. He certainly took me in his hand, but he put me into a cage, into a treadmill. That’s awful! One runs and runs and gets no farther, and is only laughed at.


“The gaoler’s daughter was a most charming little girl, with a head of curls like the finest gold, and such joyous eyes and such a smiling mouth! ‘You poor little mouse,’ she said, and, peeping into my hateful cage, she drew out the iron pin, and I sprang down upon the windowsill and so out upon the gutter of the roof. Free! free! I thought only of that, and not of the object of my travels,


“It was dark—night was drawing near, I took up my lodgings in an old tower where a watchman and an owl dwelt. I trusted neither, and least of the two the owl. That animal is like a cat, and possesses the great failing of eating mice; but one may be mistaken, and that I was. She was a respectable, highly educated old owl; she knew more than the watchman, and quite as much as I. The owl children made a fuss about everything. ‘Don’t make soup from a sausage skewer,’ the old one would say; those were the harshest words she could bring herself to utter, such tender affection did she cherish for her own family. Her behaviour inspired me with such confidence that I sent her a ‘peep’ from the crack where I sat. This confidence pleased her very much, and she assured me that I should be under her protection, and that no animal would be allowed to do me harm. She would eat me herself in winter, she declared, when food got scarce.


“She was in every way a clever woman; she explained to me that the watchman could only shriek through the horn that hung loose at his side, saying, ‘He is terribly conceited about it, and thinks he is an owl in the tower. He wants to look big, but is very little! Soup from a sausage skewer!’


“I begged the owl to give me the recipe for the soup, and then she explained it to me, ‘Soup from a sausage skewer,’ she said, ‘is only a human expression, and can be used in different ways. Everyone thinks his own way is the most correct, but the whole thing really means nothing.’


“‘Nothing!’ I exclaimed. I was struck. The truth is not always agreeable, but truth is above everything, and the old owl said so too. So I thought it over, and soon perceived that if I brought home that which is above everything, I should bring far more than soup from a sausage skewer. And thereupon I hastened away, so that I might get home in time and bring the highest and best, that which is above everything—namely, the truth. The mice are an enlightened little people, and the mouse-king is above them all. He is capable of making me queen—for the sake of truth!”


“Your truth is a lie!” said the mouse who had not yet spoken. “I can prepare the soup, and I will prepare it too.”


V

HOW IT WAS PREPARED


“I didn’t travel,” said the third mouse; “I remained in the country, and that’s the right thing to do. There is no necessity to travel—one can get everything just as good here. I remained; I did not get my information from supernatural beings, did not gobble it up, nor yet learn it from owls. I have evolved mine from my own thoughts. Now just you set the kettle upon the fire. That’s it. Now some water poured into it! Quite full—up to the brim! So—now more fuel! Let it burn up, so that the water boils—it must boil over and over! That’s it! Now throw  in the skewer. Will the king now be pleased to dip his tail into the boiling water and stir it with that tail? The longer the king stirs, the stronger the soup will become. It costs nothing. It requires no other ingredients—only stirring!”
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“Can’t someone else do that?” asked the king.


“No,” said the mouse. “It is only the king’s tail that contains the power.”


And the water boiled and spluttered, and the mouse-king placed himself close to the kettle—it seemed almost dangerous. He put out his tail, as the mice do in the dairy when they skim a pan of milk and then lick their creamy tails. But he only put his tail in as far as the hot steam, then he quickly sprang down from the hearth.


“It’s understood, of course, that you are to be my queen!” he cried; “but we’ll leave the soup till our golden wedding. In this way the poor of my kingdom, who will have to be fed then, will have something to look forward to with pleasure, and for a long time, too.”


Then they held the wedding. But several of the mice said, as they were returning home, “That was really not to be called soup from a sausage skewer after all, but rather soup from a mouse’s tail.” This and that of what had been told they thought very good; but the whole thing might have been different. “Now I would have told it so—and so—and so!”


These were the critics, and they are always so wise—afterwards.


* * * *


This story went out all over the wide world, and opinions differed about it, but the story itself remained as it was. And that is the best result in affairs both great and small, even with soup from a sausage skewer. But don’t expect any thanks for it.




The Elfin Hill



••••••••





Some large lizards were running nimbly about in the clefts of an old tree; they could understand each other very well, for they spoke lizard language.


“How it is rumbling and buzzing in the old elfin hill!” said one lizard. “I’ve not been able to close my eyes for two nights because of the noise! I might just as well have had the toothache all the time, for I don’t get any sleep then either.”


“There’s something going on in there!” said another lizard. “They propped up the top of the hill on four red posts till cock-crow, to have it thoroughly aired, and the elfin girls have learned new dances with some stamping in them! There’s something going on.”


“Yes, I have talked with an earthworm of my acquaintance,” said the third lizard. “The earthworm came straight out of the hill, where he had been grubbing in the ground night and day: he had heard a great deal. He can’t see, poor creature, but he understands how to wriggle about and listen. They expect visitors in the elfin hill—visitors of rank, but who they are the earthworm would not say, and perhaps, indeed, he did not know. All the will-o’-the-wisps are ordered to hold a torchlight procession, as it is called; and the silver and gold, of which there is plenty in the elfin hill, is to be polished and put out in the moonlight.”


“Who may these strangers be?” asked all the lizards. “What can be going on? Hark, how it hums and how it rumbles!”


At that very moment the elfin hill opened, and an old elfin maiden, hollow at the back, [*] but for the rest very respectably dressed, came tripping out. She was the old elfin king’s housekeeper. She was a distant relative of the family, and wore an amber heart on her forehead. Her legs moved so rapidly—trip, trip! Gracious!—how she could trip!—straight down to the marsh, to the night-raven. [†]
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“You are invited to the elfin hill this evening,” she said, “but will you do me a great service and undertake the invitations? You ought to do something, as you don’t keep house yourself. We shall have some very distinguished friends, troll-folk who have something to say; and so the old elfin king wants to make a display.”


“Who’s to be invited?” asked the night-raven.


“All the world may come to the grand ball, even human beings, if they can talk in their sleep, or can do something in our way. But for the banquet the company is to be strictly select; we shall only have the most distinguished. I had a dispute with the elfin king, for in my opinion we should not even admit ghosts. The merman and his daughters must be invited first. They may not be much pleased to come on dry land, but they shall have a wet stone to sit upon, or something still better, and I think they won’t refuse for this once. All the old trolls of the first class, with tails, and the wood demon and his gnomes we must have. And then I think we must not leave out the grave-pig, the death-horse, [‡] and the church brownie. Properly speaking, they belong to the clergy, who are not of our class. But that’s only their vocation; they are closely related to us and frequently pay us visits.”


“Caw!” said the night-raven, and flew off at once to give the invitations.
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The elfin girls were already dancing on the elfin hill, and they danced with long shawls woven of mist and moonshine, and that looks very pretty for those who like that sort of thing. In the middle of the elfin hill was the great hall, splendidly decorated. The floor had been washed with moonshine, and the walls rubbed with witches’ fat, so that they shone in the light like tulips. In the kitchen plenty of frogs were roasting on the spit, stuffed snakeskins with little children’s fingers in them, and salads of mushroom spawn, wet mouse-snouts, and hemlock; beer brewed by the marsh witch, sparkling saltpetre wine from grave cellars—all very substantial eating. Rusty nails and church window glass were among the sweets.


The old elfin king had his golden crown polished with powdered slate pencil; it was slate pencil from the first form, and it’s very difficult for the elfin king to get first form slate pencil! In the bedroom, curtains were hung up, and fastened with snail-slime. Yes, there was indeed a rumbling and jostling there!


“Now we must perfume the place by burning horsehair and pig’s bristles, and then I think I shall have done my part,” said the old elfin maiden.


“Father dear,” said the youngest daughter, “may I hear now who our distinguished guests are to be?”


“Well,” he said, “I suppose I must tell you now. Two of my daughters must be prepared to be married! Two will certainly be married. The old goblin from Norway, who lives in the old Dovrefield, and possesses many strong castles on the rocky hills, and a gold mine which is better than anyone thinks, is coming with his two sons, who both want to choose a wife. The old goblin is a true old honest Norwegian veteran, merry and straightforward. I know him from old days, when we drank with one another. He came here to fetch his wife; now she is dead—she was a daughter of the King of the Chalk-cliffs of Moen. He took his wife on tick, as the saying is. Oh, how I do want to see the old fellow! His sons, they say, are rather rude, forward youngsters, but perhaps people do them wrong, and they’ll be right enough when they grow older. Let me see if you can teach them manners!”


“And when will they come?” asked one of his daughters.


“That depends on wind and weather,” said the elfin king. “They travel economically: they’ll come when there’s a chance of a ship. I wanted them to come overland across Sweden, but the old fellow did not like that way. He does not keep up with the times, and I don’t hold with that.”


Just then two will-o’-the-wisps came hopping up, one quicker than the other, and so of course one arrived first.


“They’re coming! They’re coming!” they cried.


“Give me my crown, and let me stand in the moonlight,” said the elfin king.


And the daughters gathered up their trains and curtseyed down to the ground.


There stood the old goblin from Dovre, with a crown of hardened icicles and polished fir-cones. Moreover, he wore a bearskin and great warm boots. His sons, on the contrary, went bare-necked, and with no braces, for they were strong men.


“Is that a hill?” asked the younger of the boys, and he pointed to the elfin hill. “Up in Norway we should call it a hole.”


“Boys!” said the old man, “a hole goes in, a hill goes up. Have you no eyes in your heads?”


The only thing they wondered at down here, they said, was that they could understand the language without difficulty.


“Don’t give yourself airs!” said the old man. “One would think you were not full-fledged.”







And then they went into the elfin hill, where the really grand company were assembled, and  in such a hurry that one might almost say they had been blown together. But it was nicely and prettily arranged to suit everyone’s taste. The sea folk sat at table in big wash-tubs: they said it was just as if they were at home. Everyone had good table manners except the two young Northern goblins: they put their feet up on the table, but they thought that everything they did was right.


“Feet off the table!” said the old goblin, and they obeyed, but not immediately. The ladies who sat next to them they tickled with pine cones that they had brought with them, and then took off their boots to be more comfortable, and gave them to the ladies to hold, but their father, the old Dovre goblin, was quite different; he told such fine stories of the imposing Norwegian rocks, and of the waterfalls which rushed down white with foam with a noise like thunder and the sound of organs; he told of the salmon that leap up the rushing streams when the nixie plays upon her golden harp; he told of shining winter nights, when the sleigh bells are jingling, and the lads skate with burning torches over the clear ice, which is so transparent that they can see the fishes dart beneath their feet. Yes, he could tell it so finely that one saw and heard what he described. It was just as if the sawmills were going, as if the servants and maids were singing songs and dancing the Halling dance. Hurrah! All at once the old goblin gave the old elfin girl a smacking kiss! That was a kiss! And yet they were not related to each other at all!


Then the elfin maidens had to dance, first in the usual way and then with stamping steps, and that suited them well; then came the artistic and solo dance. Gracious! How they could stretch their legs! Nobody knew where they began and where they ended, which were their arms and which their legs—they were all mixed up like wood shavings; and then they whirled round till the death-horse turned giddy and was obliged to leave the table.


“Brrrr!” said the old goblin. “That’s good fun for the legs! But what else can they do besides dancing, stretching their legs, and making a whirlwind?”


“That you shall soon know!” said the elfin king.


And he called out the youngest of his daughters. She was as dainty and light as moonshine; she was the most delicate of all the sisters. She took a white shaving in her mouth, and disappeared—that was her art.


But the old goblin said he should not like his wife to possess this gift, and he did not think that his boys would either.


The second one could walk by her own side just as if she had a shadow,  which is a thing Elves never have.


The third daughter was of quite another kind; she had learned in the brewhouse of the marsh witch, and understood how to lard elder-tree logs with glow-worms.


“She will make a good housewife,” said the old goblin; and then he winked a health to her with his eyes, for he did not want to drink too much.


Next came the fourth elfin girl; she had a big golden harp to play upon, and when she struck the first string all lifted up their left feet, for the goblins are left-legged, and when she struck the second chord all had to do what she wished.


“That’s a dangerous woman!” said the old goblin; but both his sons had gone out of the hill, for they were tired of it all.


“And what can the next daughter do?” asked the old goblin.


“I have learned to love everything that is Norwegian,” she said, “and I will never marry unless I can go to Norway.”


But the youngest sister whispered to the old king, “That’s only because she has heard in a Norwegian song that when the world sinks down, the cliffs of Norway will remain standing like monuments, and so she wants to get there, because she is afraid of sinking down too.”


“Ho! ho!” said the old goblin. “Is that the meaning of it? But what can the seventh and last do?”


“The sixth comes before the seventh!” said the elfin King, for he could count. But the sixth would not come out.


“I can only tell people the truth!” she said. “Nobody cares for me, and I have enough to do to get my grave-clothes ready.”


Now came the seventh and last, and what could she do? Why, she could tell stories, as many as ever she wished!


“Here are all my five fingers,” said the old goblin. “Tell me one for each!”
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And she took him by the wrist, and he laughed till he nearly choked, and when she came to the ring finger, which had a golden ring round its waist, just as if it knew there was to be a wedding, the old goblin said:


“Hold fast what you have: the hand is yours; I’ll have you for a wife myself!”


And the elfin girl said that the story of the ring finger and of little Peter Playman, the fifth, were still to be told.


“We’ll hear those in winter,” said the goblin, “and we’ll hear about the pine tree, and the birch, and the fairies’ presents, and the crackling frost. You shall tell your tales, for no one up there knows how to do that well; and then we’ll sit in the stone rooms where the pine logs burn, and drink mead out of the golden horns of the old Norwegian kings—the Neckan has given me a couple; and when we sit there, and the nixie comes on a visit, she’ll sing you all the songs of the herd-girls. That will be merry. The salmon will leap in the waterfall against the stone walls, but they cannot come in. Yes, it’s very good living in dear old Norway; but where are my boys?”


Yes, where were the boys? They were running about in the fields, and blowing out the will-o’-the-wisps, which had come so kindly for the torch dance.


“What’s all this romping about?” said the old goblin. “I have taken a mother for you, and now you may take one of the aunts.” But the lads said that they would rather make a speech and drink to good fellowship—they did not want to marry. Then they made speeches, and drank to brotherhood, and tipped up their glasses  to show they had emptied them. Afterwards they took their coats off and lay down on the table to sleep, for they did not stand on ceremony. But the old goblin danced about the room with his young bride, and he exchanged boots with her, for that’s more fashionable than exchanging rings.


“The cock is crowing,” said the old elfin girl who kept house. “Now we must shut the shutters, so that the sun may not burn us.” And the hill shut itself up.


But outside, the lizards ran up and down in the cleft tree, and one said to the other:


“Oh, how much I like that old Norwegian goblin!”


“I like the boys better,” said the earthworm. But then, he could not see, the poor wretch!




[*]   According to a superstition, these elf-maidens are only intended to be looked at from the front, so they are made hollow, like the inside of a mask.


[†]   When in former days a ghost appeared, the priest banished it into the earth; on the spot where this had happened they drove a stake into the ground. At midnight suddenly a cry was heard: “Let me go.” The stake was then removed, and the banished ghost escaped in the shape of a raven with a hole in his left wing. This ghostly bird was called the night-raven.


[‡]   According to a Danish superstition, a living horse or pig has been buried under every church; their ghosts are said to walk at night. It is supposed that the ghost of the horse limps on three legs every night to some house where somebody is going to die.






The Steadfast Tin Soldier



••••••••





There were once five-and-twenty tin soldiers, who were all brothers, as they were cast from an old tin spoon. They all carried their guns on their shoulders and looked straight ahead, and they all had the same smart uniform, red and blue. The first words which they heard upon seeing the light of day, when the lid was taken off the box in which they were packed, were, “Tin soldiers!” These words were uttered by a little boy who had received them as a birthday present, and he clapped his hands for joy; he then put them in rank and file on the table. One soldier looked exactly like another; only one, who had been cast last of all, when there was not enough tin left, was not like his brothers, for he had only one leg; nevertheless, he stood just as firmly on his one leg as the others on two; and he was the very one who became famous.


On the table where they were placed were many other toys; but what caught the eye most of all was a pretty castle of paper. Through its little windows one could look into the rooms. Before the castle stood little trees round a clear lake, which was made by a little looking-glass. Swans made of wax were swimming on it and were reflected in it. All this was very pretty, but the prettiest of all was a little lady who stood in the open door of the castle; she was cut out of paper, but she had a frock of the whitest muslin on, and a piece of narrow blue ribbon was fixed on her shoulders like a scarf, and on it was fixed a glittering tinsel rose, as large as her whole face. The little lady stretched out both arms, for she was a dancer; and as she had lifted one leg high up, so that the tin soldier could not see it, he thought she had only one leg like himself.


“That’s the wife for me,” he thought; “but she is very grand; she lives in a castle, while I have only a box, which I share with four-and-twenty; that is no place for her. But I must make her acquaintance.” And then he laid himself at full length behind a snuff-box which was on the table; there from his place he could see the little dainty lady, who continued to stand on one leg without losing her balance.


At night all the other tin soldiers were put back into their box, and the people of the house went to bed. Now the toys began to play, to pay visits, to make war, and to go to balls. The tin soldiers rattled in their box, for they wished to take part in the games, but they could not raise the lid. The nutcrackers played leapfrog, the slate-pencil scribbled nonsense on the slate; they made so much noise that the canary woke up and began to talk, and in poetry, too! The tin soldier and the dancer were the only ones who remained in their places. She was standing on tiptoe with her arm stretched out; he stood firmly on his one leg, never taking his eyes away from her for a moment. When the clock struck twelve, suddenly the lid of the snuff-box flew open. There was no snuff in it, but a small black troll, a jack-in-the-box, who did the trick.
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“Tin soldier,” said the troll, “will you keep your eyes to yourself?”


The tin soldier pretended not to hear it.


“All right; wait till tomorrow,” said the troll.


When morning came and the children were up, the tin soldier was placed on the windowsill. All at once, whether it was the troll or the draught, the window flew open and the soldier fell headlong down into the street from the third story. That was a terrible fall! With his one leg in the air, he stood on his helmet, while his bayonet stuck in the ground between the paving stones. The servant and the little boy came down at once to look for him; but although they were so close to him that they almost trod upon him, they did not find him. If the tin soldier had cried out, “Here I am!” they would surely have found him; but he did not think it was proper to cry for help, because he was in uniform.


Then it began to rain, and the drops fell faster and faster, till there was a regular torrent. When the rain had stopped, two street boys came by.


“Look, there is a tin soldier!” said one of them. “Let’s give him a sail!”


So they made a boat out of a piece of newspaper, put the tin soldier in it, and let him float down the gutter; both the boys ran by the side and clapped their hands. Heaven preserve us! What waves there were in the gutter, and such a strong current too, for the rain had been pouring down in torrents. The paper boat rocked up and down; sometimes it turned round so quickly that the tin soldier trembled; but he remained firm, he did not move a muscle, and looked straight ahead, holding his gun on his shoulder. All at once the boat was driven into a long drain, and there it became as dark as it had been in his box.


“Where am I going to?” he thought. “This is the fault of the black troll. Ah! if only the little lady sat here with me in the boat, then I should not mind how dark it was.”


Then there came a big water-rat which lived in the drain.


“Have you got a pass?” asked the rat. “Give me your pass!”


But the tin soldier kept silent and held his gun tighter than before.
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The boat rushed on; the rat followed, gnashing its teeth, and crying out to the chips of wood and straws: “Stop him, stop him! He has not paid the toll! he has not shown his pass!”


The current became stronger and stronger; the tin soldier could already see the light of day where the drain ended; but he also heard a roaring noise, strong enough to frighten a brave man. Just think; there, where the drain ended, the water rushed into a big canal, for him as dangerous as for us to be carried over a big waterfall. He was already so close to it that to stop was impossible. The boat dashed on; the poor tin soldier held himself as stiff as he could; nobody could say of him that he had blinked an eye. The boat rapidly whirled round three or four times, and was filled with water to the very brim; it must sink. The tin soldier stood up to his neck in water; deeper and deeper sank the boat, more and more soaked became the paper; then the water closed over the soldier’s head. He thought of the sweet little dancer whom he should never see again, and there sounded in his ear:



Farewell, soldier, true and brave.

Nothing now thy life can save.




Then the paper boat fell to pieces, and the tin soldier, sinking into the water, was snapped up by a big fish.


It was very dark indeed inside the fish, much darker than in the drain, and it was awfully narrow too, but the tin soldier remained firm, and lay down full length, holding his gun firmly on his shoulder.


The fish rushed about and made the most extraordinary movements; at last it became quiet; it seemed as if a flash of lightning passed through it, the broad daylight appeared, and a voice shouted, “The tin soldier!” The fish had been caught and taken to market; there it had been sold and brought to the kitchen, where the cook had just cut it open with a big knife. With two fingers she took the tin soldier round the middle, and carried him upstairs, to show everybody the wonderful man who had been travelling about in a fish’s stomach; but the tin soldier was not proud. They put him on the table, and—what strange things happen in this world!—there he was in the self-same room where he had been before! He saw the same children and the same toys were on the table; there was also the pretty castle, with the dear little dancer. She stood still on one leg and held the other high up in the air: she too was steadfast. The tin soldier was very much touched, and he nearly shed tin tears, but that was not becoming for a soldier. He looked at her, and she looked at him, but neither said a word. Suddenly one of the little boys took up the tin soldier and threw him into the stove. without giving any reason for this strange conduct! Of course it was the troll in the snuff-box who was responsible! 


The tin soldier stood there in the strong light and felt an unbearable heat, but whether this heat was caused by the real fire or by love he did not know. His colours had vanished, but nobody could say if that happened during his journey or if grief was the cause of it. He looked at the little lady and she looked at him, and he felt that he was melting, but still he stood upright with his gun in his arm. All at once a door flew open, the wind took the dancer and she flew like a sylph into the stove to the tin soldier, blazed up, and was gone in a moment. The tin soldier melted down into a lump, and when the servant cleared out the cinders next morning she found him in the shape of a little tin heart. Of the little dancer only the tinsel rose was left, and that was burnt as black as coal.




Ole Lukoie



••••••••





There is no one in the world who knows so many stories as Ole Lukoie. [*] He can tell them beautifully!


Towards evening, when the children are still sitting nicely at table or on their stools, then comes Ole Lukoie, He comes up the stairs so quietly, for he always walks in his socks; he opens the doors gently, and—whish! he squirts sweet milk into the children’s eyes in tiny drops, but still quite enough to prevent them from keeping their eyes open and therefore from seeing him. He steals behind them, and blows softly on their necks, and this makes their heads heavy.
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Oh, yes, but it does not hurt them, for Ole Lukoie is the children’s friend; he only wants them to be quiet, and they never are quiet until they are in bed and asleep.


They must be quiet so that he may tell them stories.


When the children are asleep, Ole Lukoie sits down upon the bed. He has fine clothes on; his coat is of silk, but it is impossible to say what colour it is, for it shines green, red, or blue, every time he turns. Under each arm he carries an umbrella; the one with pictures on it he opens over good children, and then they dream the most beautiful stories all night; but the other, which has no pictures, he opens over naughty children, and then they sleep as though they were deaf, so that when they awake in the morning they have not dreamed the least thing.


Now we shall hear how for one whole week Ole Lukoie came to a little boy named Hjalmar every evening, and what he told him. There are seven stories, for there are seven days in the week.


MONDAY
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“Listen now!” said Ole Lukoie in the evening, when he had put Hjalmar to bed. “I’ll just make things look nice.”


And all the flowers in the flower-pots grew into large trees, stretching out their long branches across the ceiling and along the walls, so that the whole room looked like a beautiful arbour; and all the branches were full of flowers, every flower being finer than a rose, and smelling sweetly. If anyone had wanted to eat them they were sweeter than jam. The fruits shone like gold, and there were cakes simply bursting with currants. It was marvellous. But at the same time a terrible wail was heard coming from the table drawer where Hjalmar’s schoolbooks lay,


“Whatever is the matter?” said Ole Lukoie, going to the table and opening the drawer. It was the slate, upon which a terrible riot was going on, because a wrong figure had got into the sum, so that it was nearly falling to pieces; the slate pencil hopped and skipped at the end of its string, as if it were a little dog, and would have liked to put the sum right, but it could not. And from Hjalmar’s copybook there also came the sounds of woe, terrible to hear. On every page there stood at the beginning of each line a capital letter, with a small one next to it; that was for an example. Now, next to these stood some other letters which Hjalmar had written, and these thought they looked just like the first two. But they lay there as if they had fallen over the pencil lines upon which they ought to have stood.


“Look!—this is the way you ought to hold yourselves up,” said the example. “Look!—slanting like this, with a powerful flourish.”


“Oh, we should like to,” said Hjalmar’s letters; “but we can’t—we are too weak!”


“Then you must take some medicine,” said Ole Lukoie.


“Oh, no,” they cried, and stood up so straight that it was a pleasure to see.


“Well, we cannot tell any stories now!” said Ole Lukoie; “I must drill them. One, two! one, two!” And so he drilled them until they stood up quite straight, and looked as nice as a copy can look. But when Ole Lukoie had gone, and Hjalmar looked at them in the morning, they were just as weak and crooked as before.


TUESDAY
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As soon as Hjalmar had gone to bed, Ole Lukoie touched all the pieces of furniture in the room with his little magic squirt; whereupon they immediately began to chatter.


And they all talked about themselves except the spittoon, which stood there silent and angry at their being so vain as to talk only about themselves, to think only about themselves, and to take no notice whatever of the spittoon, which stood modestly in the corner and let itself be spat at.


Over the chest of drawers hung a large picture in a gilt frame; it was a landscape. In it one could see lofty old trees, flowers in the grass, and a wide river flowing round about a wood, past many castles, and far into the wide sea.


Ole Lukoie touched the picture with his magic squirt, and the birds immediately began to sing, the branches of the trees to wave, and the clouds to drift across it; one could see their shadows passing over the landscape.


Then Ole Lukoie lifted little Hjalmar up to the frame, and Hjalmar put his feet into the picture, right into the high grass; and there he stood. The sun shone down upon him through the branches of the trees. He ran to the water and sat himself in a little boat which was lying there; it was painted red and white, the sails shone like silver, and six swans, all with golden crowns round their necks and a bright blue star on their heads, drew the boat along, past the green wood where the trees tell of robbers and witches, and where the flowers speak of the dainty little elves and of what the butterflies have told them.


Beautiful fish, with scales like silver and gold, swam after the boat. Now and then they took a jump, making the water splash, and birds, red and blue, small and large, flew in two long rows after them.


The gnats danced, and the cockchafers said, “Boom! boom!” They all wanted to follow Hjalmar, and each had a story to tell.


That really was a pleasant voyage! At times the woods were thick and dark, at times full of sunlight and flowers, like the most beautiful garden. There were great castles built of glass and of marble, and on the balconies stood Princesses, who were all little girls whom Hjalmar knew very well, and with whom he had formerly played. Each one stretched out her hands, offering the prettiest sugar-heart that you could find in a candy shop. Hjalmar caught hold of one end of a sugar-heart as he sailed by, and the princess also held on tightly, and each got a piece of it; but Hjalmar’s was bigger. At every castle little princes kept guard. They shouldered their golden swords and showered down raisins and tin soldiers; it was easy to see they were real princes.


Sometimes Hjalmar sailed through forests, sometimes through great halls or through the middle of a town; he also came to the town where his nursemaid lived, who had carried him when he was quite a little boy and who had always been so fond of him, and she nodded and beckoned to him, and sang the pretty little verse which she had herself written and sent to Hjalmar:



“I think of thee full many a time,

Hjalmar, my own dear boy;

Thy little mouth, thy rosy cheeks.

How oft I kissed with joy.





I heard thee lisp thy first sweet words.

Yet must I say goodbye;

May heaven bless thee here on earth.

Dear angel from on high!”




And all the birds sang too, the flowers danced on their stalks, and the old trees nodded as if Ole Lukoie were also telling them stories.


WEDNESDAY
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How the rain was pouring down outside! Hjalmar could hear it in his sleep, and when Ole Lukoie opened one of the windows the water came up to the windowsill. It formed quite a lake, and a splendid ship was lying close to the house.


“Would you like to sail with me, little Hjalmar?” said Ole Lukoie. “You can reach foreign countries tonight, and get back here by the morning.”


Then Hjalmar suddenly found himself dressed in his Sunday clothes on board the beautiful ship. The weather at once became fine, and they sailed through the streets, cruised round the church, and were soon on a great stormy sea. They sailed until they lost sight of land, and saw a flock of storks which were also coming from home and going to warm countries. They were flying in a line one after another, and had already come very far. One of them was so tired that his wings could scarcely carry him any longer; he was the last in the line, and was soon left a long way behind, till at last he sank with outspread wings lower and lower. He flapped his wings once or twice more, but it was of no use; first he touched the rigging of the ship with his feet. Then he slid down from the sail, and bump!—at last he stood on the deck.


The cabin-boy took him and put him into the henhouse with the chickens, ducks, and turkeys; and there stood the poor stork, a prisoner among them.


“Just look at that fellow!” said all the fowls, and the turkey-cock puffed himself out as much as he could, and asked him who he was. The ducks waddled backward and jostled each other, quacking, “What a fool! What a fool!” And the stork told them about the heat of Africa, and the pyramids, and about the ostrich who runs across the desert like a wild horse; but the ducks did not understand him, and nudged each other, saying: “I suppose we all agree that he is very stupid?”


“Of course he is very stupid,” said the turkey; and then he gobbled. So the stork was silent and thought of his Africa.


“What beautifully thin legs you have,” said the turkey-cock. “What do they cost a yard?”


“Skrat, skrat, skrat!” grinned all the ducks; but the stork pretended not to have heard it.


“You might laugh anyhow!” said the turkey-cock to him; “for it was very wittily said. But perhaps it was too deep for you! Ha! ha! He is not very clever. We will keep to our interesting selves.” And then he gobbled, and the ducks quacked “Gik, gak! gik, gak!” It was irritating to hear how they amused themselves!


But Hjalmar went to the henhouse, opened the door, and called the stork, who hopped out to him on the deck. He had now had a good rest, and he seemed to nod to Hjalmar, as if to thank him. He then spread his wings and flew to the warm countries; but the hens clucked, the ducks quacked, and the turkey-cock turned fire-red in the face.


“Tomorrow we shall make soup of you,” said Hjalmar; and with that he awoke and found himself in his little bed. It was a strange journey upon which Ole Lukoie had taken him that night.


THURSDAY
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“Do you know what?” said Ole Lukoie; “only don’t be frightened, and you will see a little mouse here.” And he held out his hand with the pretty little animal in it. “She is come to invite you to a wedding. There are two little mice here who are going to enter the married state tonight. They live under the floor of your mother’s larder, which must be a fine place to dwell in.”


“But how can I get through the little mouse-hole in the floor?” asked Hjalmar.


“Let me look after that,” said Ole Lukoie. “I will soon make you small.” And then he touched Hjalmar with his little magic squirt, and he grew smaller and smaller, until at last he was only as big as a finger. “Now you can borrow the clothes of the tin soldier; I think they will fit you, and it looks well to wear uniform when you are in company,”


“So it does,” said Hjalmar, and in the blink of an eye he was dressed like the prettiest little tin soldier.


“Will you be good enough to sit in your mother’s thimble?” said the little mouse. “Then I shall have the honour of drawing you along.”


“Gracious! And will you yourself take so much trouble, madam?” said Hjalmar; and in that way they drove to the mouse’s wedding.


At first they came to a long passage under the floor, just high enough to enable them to drive along with the thimble, and the whole passage was illuminated with rotten wood.


“Doesn’t it smell delightful here?” asked the mouse, who was drawing him along. “The passage is smeared with bacon-rind. There can be nothing nicer!”


Then they came to the hall where the wedding was to take place. On the right-hand side stood all the little lady mice, and they whispered and giggled as though they were having rare good fun; on the left stood all the gentlemen mice, stroking their whiskers with their paws. In the middle of the hall could be seen the bride and bridegroom standing in the hollowed-out rind of a cheese; they were kissing each other in a shameless manner before the eyes of all, but you know, they were already betrothed and on the point of being married.


More and more strangers kept coming; the mice were almost treading each other to death, and the bridal pair had placed themselves right in the doorway, so that it was impossible to go out or in. The whole room, like the passage, had been smeared with bacon-rind, and that was all the refreshments there were; for dessert, however, a pea was shown, in which a mouse of the family had bitten the name of the bridal pair—that is to say, of course, only the initials. But what a novel idea it was!


All the mice agreed that it was a splendid wedding, and that the conversation had been most agreeable.


Then Hjalmar drove home again. He had certainly been in distinguished society, but he had also had to huddle himself up a good deal, to make himself small, and to wear a tin soldier’s uniform.


FRIDAY
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“It is unbelievable how many grown-up people there are who would only be too pleased to have me,” said Ole Lukoie. “Particularly those who have done something bad. ‘Dear little Ole,’ they say to me, ‘we cannot close our eyes, and so we lie awake the whole night and see all our wicked deeds sitting like ugly little trolls on the bedstead, and squirting hot water over us; we wish you would come and drive them away, so that we could get a good sleep.’ Then they sigh deeply. ‘Indeed, we would willingly pay for it! Good night. Ole—the money is on the windowsill.’ But I don’t do it for money,” said Ole Lukoie.


“What are we going to do tonight?” asked Hjalmar.


“Well, I don’t know whether you would like to go to another wedding tonight; it is of quite a different kind to last night’s. Your sister’s big doll—the one that looks like a man and is called Hermann—is going to marry the doll Bertha. Besides this it is the bride’s birthday, and therefore they will receive a great many presents.”


“Yes, I know that,” said Hjalmar. “Whenever the dolls want new clothes my sister lets them have a birthday or a wedding. That has happened at least a hundred times already.”


“Yes, but tonight is the hundred-and-first wedding, and when a hundred-and-one is reached everything is over. That is why this one will be such a grand affair. Only just look!”


And Hjalmar looked upon the table. There stood the little doll’s house with lights in the windows, and all the tin soldiers presenting arms in front of it. The bride and bridegroom were sitting on the floor and leaning against the leg of the table. They seemed very thoughtful, and perhaps they had good cause. Ole Lukoie, dressed in Grandmother’s black gown, married them. When the ceremony was over all the furniture in the room began to sing the following beautiful song, written by the lead pencil. It went to the tune of the soldiers’ tattoo:



We’ll sing our song out like the wind,

Long live the bridal pair!

Though both so dumb, so stiff and blind,

Of leather made, they’ll wear.

Hurrah! hurrah! though deaf and blind,

We’ll sing it out in rain and wind.




And now came the presents; they had, however, declined to accept any eatables, love being enough for them to live on.


“Shall we take a country house or travel abroad?” asked the bridegroom. To settle this, the swallow, who had travelled a great deal, and the old hen, who had hatched five broods of chicks, were asked for their advice.


The swallow spoke of the beautiful warm countries, where the grapes grow large and full, where the air is so mild and the mountains have such colours as are never seen in our country.


“But still, they have not our green cabbage,” said the hen. “I was once in the country for a whole summer with all my chicks; there was a sand-pit, into which we might go and scratch about, and then we were admitted to a garden full of cabbage. Oh,  it was grand! I cannot imagine anything nicer!”


“But one cabbage stalk is just like another,” said the swallow; “and then we very often have bad weather here.”


“Well, one gets used to that,” said the hen.


“But it is cold here, and it freezes.”


“That is good for cabbages,” said the hen. “Besides, it can be warm here too. Didn’t we have a summer, four years ago, that lasted five weeks? It was almost too warm to breathe. And then we have not poisonous animals, as they have there; and we are free from robbers. He must be a wicked man who does not think that our country is most beautiful. He really does not deserve to be here.”


And then the hen wept. “I have travelled too. I rode for more than twelve miles in a coop. Travelling is by no means a pleasure.” 


“Yes, the hen is a sensible woman,” said the doll Bertha. “I don’t in the least care for travelling over mountains myself, for you only go up and down again. No, we will go down to the gravel-pit outside the gate and walk in the cabbage-patch.”


And so it was settled.


SATURDAY


“Shall I hear any stories tonight?” asked little Hjalmar, as soon as Ole Lukoie had sent him to sleep.


“We have no time for any this evening,” said Ole Lukoie, opening his beautiful umbrella over him. “Just look at these Chinamen!”


The umbrella looked like a big Chinese bowl with blue trees and pointed bridges, and with little Chinamen nodding their heads.


“We must have the whole world cleaned up by tomorrow morning,” said Ole Lukoie, “for it is a holiday—it is Sunday. I will go to the church steeple and see whether the little church brownies are polishing the bells, so that they may sound sweetly. I will go out into the fields and see whether the wind is blowing the dust off the grass and the leaves; and, what is the biggest job of all, I must fetch down the stars to polish them. I take them in my apron; but first each one must be numbered, and the holes in which they are fixed must also be numbered, so that they may be put back in their right places. They would otherwise not hold fast, and we should have too many falling stars, one tumbling down after another.”


“Look here! Do you know, Mr Ole Lukoie,” said an old portrait which hung on the wall in Hjalmar’s bedroom, “I am Hjalmar’s great-grandfather? I thank you for telling the boy tales; but you must not put wrong ideas into his head. The stars cannot be taken down and polished. The stars are worlds, just like our earth, and that is the beauty of them.”


“Thanks shall you have, you old great-grandfather!” said Ole Lukoie. “Thanks shall you have! You are the head of the family; you are its founder; but I am still older than you. I am an old heathen; the Greeks and Romans called me the god of dreams. I have visited the grandest houses, and still go there. I know how to deal both with the humble and the great. Now you may tell your own stories.” And Ole Lukoie went away and took his umbrellas with him.
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“Well!  one is never to give an opinion, I suppose,” grumbled the portrait.  


And Hjalmar awoke.


SUNDAY
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“Good evening!” said Ole Lukoie. Hjalmar nodded and jumped up to turn his great-grandfather’s portrait to the wall, so that it could not interrupt, as it did yesterday.


“You must tell me some stories about the five green peas who lived in one pod, about the leg of the cock which went courting the leg of the hen, and about the darning-needle who was so grand that she fancied she was a sewing-needle.”


“You can have too much of a good thing,” said Ole Lukoie. “You know very well that I prefer showing you something. I will show you my brother. He also is called Ole Lukoie, but he never comes to anyone more than once, and when he does come to them he takes them with him on his horse and tells them stories. He only knows two; one is so extremely beautiful that no one in the world can imagine anything like it; the other is most awful and horrible—it cannot be described.”


Then Ole Lukoie lifted little Hjalmar up to the window, saying: “Now you will see my brother, the other Ole Lukoie. They call him Death. Do you see—he does not look so bad as in the picture-books, where they make him out to be a skeleton. No, it is silver embroidery on his coat; it is a splendid hussar uniform; a black velvet mantle floats behind him over the horse. See at what a gallop he rides.”


And Hjalmar saw how this Ole Lukoie rode away, taking both young and old upon his horse. Some he placed before him and others behind, but he always asked first:


“How is your report for good behaviour?”


“Good!” they all replied.


“Yes, but let me see it myself,” he said; and then each one had to show him the book. All those who had ‘very good’ and ‘excellent’ were placed in front upon the horse and heard the delightful story; but those who had ‘tolerably good’ and ‘middling’ had to get up behind and listen to the horrible story. They trembled and cried, and wanted to jump off the horse, but could not do so, for they had suddenly grown fast to it.


“But Death is a most beautiful Ole Lukoie,” said Hjalmar. “I am not afraid of him.”


“Nor should you be!” said Ole Lukoie. “Only take care that you get good reports!”


“Well, that’s instructive,” mumbled the great-grandfather’s portrait. “It is of some use to give one’s opinion occasionally.”


And so he felt satisfied.


And that is the story of Ole Lukoie. Perhaps he will tell you some more tonight himself.



[*]  Ole Lukoie (literally Olaf the Eye-shutter or Ole Shut-Eye) is the Danish equivalent of the legendary character known as the “Sandman” or the “Dustman.”






Little Claus and Big Claus



••••••••





There lived two men in one village, and they had the same name—both were called Claus; but one had four horses, and the other only a single horse. To distinguish them from each other, folk called the one who had four horses Big Claus, and the one who had only a single horse Little Claus. Now we shall hear what happened to each of them, for this is a true story.


The whole week through Little Claus was obliged to plough for Big Claus, and to lend him his one horse; then Big Claus helped him out with all his four, but only once a week, and that was on Sunday. Hurrah! how Little Claus cracked his whip over all five horses, for they were as good as his own on that one day. The sun shone gaily, and all the bells in the church tower were ringing to church. The people were all dressed in their best, and were going, with their hymn-books under their arms, to hear the parson preach, and they saw Little Claus ploughing with five horses. And he was so pleased that he cracked his whip again and again, and cried, “Gee-up, all my horses!”


“You must not say that,” said Big Claus, “only one of the horses is yours.”


But when some more people went by, Little Claus forgot that he was not to say this, and he cried, “Gee-up, all my horses!”


“Now, I tell you, you must stop it,” said Big Claus, “for if you say it again, I shall hit your horse on the head, so that he will fall down dead, and then that will be the end of him!”


“I will certainly not say it any more,” said Little Claus.


But when some people came by soon after and nodded “Good day” to him he was so pleased, and thought it looked so fine, after all, to have five horses to plough his field, that he cracked his whip again, and cried out, “Gee-up, all my horses!”


“I’ll ‘gee-up’ your horses for you!” said Big Claus. And he took a mallet and hit the only horse of Little Claus on the head, so that he fell down, and was dead instantly.


“Oh, now I haven’t any horse at all!” said Little Claus; and he began to cry.


But after a while he flayed the horse, and let the hide dry in the wind, and put it in a sack and hung it over his shoulder, and went to the town to sell it.


He had a very long way to go,  through a great dark wood, and a violent storm came on. He lost his way entirely, and before he came to the right road again it was evening, and it was too far to get to the town or back home again before nightfall.


Close by the road stood a large farmhouse. The shutters were closed outside the windows, but the light could still be seen shining out over the top of them.


“I may be able to get permission to stay here for the night,” thought Little Claus; and he went and knocked.


The farmer’s wife opened the door; but when she heard what he wanted, she told him to go away, as her husband was not at home, and that she did not take in strangers.


“Then I shall have to be out here,” said Little Claus. And the farmer’s wife shut the door in his face.


Close by stood a great haystack, and between this and the farmhouse was a little shed with a flat thatched roof.


“I can lie there,” said Little Claus, when he looked up at the roof; “that is an excellent bed. I suppose the stork won’t fly down and bite me in the legs.” For a live stork was standing on the roof, where it had its nest.


Now Little Claus climbed up to the roof of the shed, where he lay down, and turned about to settle himself comfortably. The wooden shutters did not cover the windows to the top, and he could look straight into the room. There was a big table, with the cloth laid, and wine and roast meat and a splendid fish upon it. The farmer’s wife and the sexton were seated at table, and nobody besides. She was filling his glass, and he was sticking his fork into the fish, for that was his favourite dish.


“If only I could get some too!” said Little Claus, and he stretched out his head towards the window. Heavens! what a fine cake he saw there! Yes, certainly, that was a feast!


Now he heard someone riding along the highroad. It was the woman’s husband, who was coming home. He was a good man enough, but he had the strange peculiarity that he could never bear to see a sexton. If a sexton appeared before his eyes, he got very angry. And that was the reason why the sexton had called on the wife to wish her “Good day” when he knew that her husband was not at home; and the good woman had put the best fare she had before him. But when they heard the man coming they were frightened, and the woman begged the sexton to creep into a big empty chest which stood there. And he did so, for he knew the husband could not bear the sight of a sexton. The woman quickly hid all the excellent meat and wine in her baking-oven; for if her husband had seen that, he certainly would have asked what it meant.


“Ah, yes!” sighed Little Claus up on the shed when he saw all the good fare put away.


“Is there anyone up there?” asked the farmer; and he looked up and saw Little Claus. “What are you lying up there for? Better come down indoors with me.”


And Little Claus told him how he had lost his way, and asked leave to stay there for the night.


“Yes, certainly,” said the farmer; “but first we must have something to live upon.”


The woman received them both very kindly, spread the cloth on a long table, and gave them a large dish of porridge. The farmer was hungry, and ate with a good appetite, but Little Claus could not help thinking of the lovely roast meat, fish, and cake which he knew were in the oven. Under the table, at his feet, he had laid the sack with the horse’s hide in it; for, as we know, he had left home to sell it in the town. He could not relish the porridge at all, so he trod upon the sack with his foot, and the dry skin inside creaked quite loudly.


“Hush!” said Little Claus to his sack, at the same time treading on it again till it squeaked louder than before.


“Why, what have you in your sack?” asked the farmer.


“Oh, that’s a magician,” said Little Claus. “He says we should not eat porridge, for he has conjured the oven full of roast meat, fish, and cake.”


“Wonderful!” said the farmer; and he opened the oven door in a hurry, and found all the dainty food which his wife had hidden there, but which, as he thought, had been conjured there by the wizard under the table. The woman dared not say anything, but put the things at once on the table; and so they both ate of the meat, the fish, and the cake. Then Little Claus again trod on his sack and made the hide creak.


“What does he say now?” asked the farmer.


“He says,” said Claus, “that he has conjured three bottles of wine for us too, and that they are standing there in the corner behind the oven.”


So the woman was obliged to bring out the wine which she had hidden, and the farmer drank it, and became very merry. He would have been very glad to have such a magician as Little Claus had there in the sack.


“Can he conjure up the devil?” asked the farmer. “I should like to see him, for now I am merry.”


“Oh, yes,” said Little Claus, “my magician can do anything that I ask of him—can’t you?” he asked, and trod on the hide till it squeaked. “Do you hear? He answers yes. But the devil is very ugly to look at; we had better not see him.”


“Oh, I’m not at all afraid. I wonder what he is like.”


“Well, he’ll look the very image of a sexton!”


“Ha!” said the farmer, “that is ugly! You must know, I can’t bear the sight of a sexton. But it doesn’t matter now, for I know that he’s the devil, so I shall easily stand it. Now I have got up my courage, but do not let him come too near me.”


“Now I will ask my magician,” said Little Claus; and he trod on the sack and held his ear down.


“What does he say?”







“He says if you open the chest that stands in the corner, you will see the devil crouching inside; but you must hold the lid so that he doesn’t slip out.”


“Will you help me to hold it?” said the farmer. And he went to the chest where the wife had hidden the real sexton, who now lay inside, very much frightened. The farmer opened the lid a little way and peeped in under it.


“Hu!” he cried, and sprang backward. “Yes, indeed, now I’ve seen him, and he looked exactly like our sexton. Oh, that was dreadful!”


After this he had to drink again. So they sat and drank until late into the night.


“You must sell me the magician,” said the farmer. “Ask for him what you will! I’ll give you a whole bushel of money for him, at once!”


“No, I can’t do that,” said Little Claus! “Just think how much use I can make of this magician.”


“Oh, I should so much like to have him!” said the farmer; and he went on begging.


“Well,” said Little Claus at last, “as you have been so kind as to give me shelter for the night, I’ll do it. You shall have the magician for a bushel of money, but I must have the bushel heaped up.”


“That you shall have,” said the farmer. “But you must take the chest away with you as well. I will not keep it in my house another hour. One cannot tell—perhaps he may be there still.”


Little Claus gave the farmer his sack with the dry hide in it, and got in exchange a whole bushel of money—heaped up, too. The farmer also gave him a big wheelbarrow on which to carry off his money and the chest.


“Good-bye!” said Little Claus; and he went off with his money and the big chest, in which the sexton was still sitting.


On the other side of the wood was a wide, deep river. The water rushed along so rapidly that it was scarcely possible to swim against the stream. A fine new bridge had been built over it. Little Claus stopped on the middle of the bridge, and said quite loud, so that the sexton could hear it:


“Oh, what shall I do with this stupid chest? It’s as heavy as if stones were in it. I shall only get tired out if I drag it any farther, so I’ll throw it into the river. If it swims home to me, well and good; and if it doesn’t, it won’t matter much.”


And he took the chest with one hand and lifted it up a little, as if he meant to throw it into the river.


“No! don’t do that!” cried the sexton from within the chest. “Let me out first!”


“Hu!” said Little Claus, pretending to be frightened, “he’s  still inside! Then I must  throw him into the river quickly, so that he drowns.”


“Oh, no! oh, no!” screamed the sexton. “I’ll give you a whole bushel of money if you’ll let me go.”


“Oh, well! that’s different!” said Little Claus; and he opened the chest.


The sexton crept out quickly, pushed the empty chest into the water, and went to his house, where Little Claus received a whole bushel of money. He had already received one from the farmer, and so now he had his whole wheelbarrow full of money.


“See, I’ve been well paid for the horse,” he said to himself when he had got home to his own room and was emptying all the money into a heap in the middle of the floor. “That will make Big Claus angry, when he hears how rich I have grown through my single horse, but I won’t tell him about it outright.”


So he sent a boy to Big Claus for the loan of a bushel measure.


“What can he want with that?” thought Big Claus. And he smeared some tar underneath the measure, so that some part of whatever was measured should stick to it. And so it happened, for when he got the measure back there were three new silver shillings sticking to it.


“What’s this?” cried Big Claus; and immediately ran  to Little Claus. “Where did you get so much money from?”


“Oh, that’s for my horse’s skin. I sold it yesterday evening.”


“That’s really being well paid,” said Big Claus. He ran home in a hurry, took an axe, and killed all his four horses; then he flayed them, and drove off to the town with their hides.


“Hides! hides! Who’ll buy any hides?” he cried through the streets.


All the shoemakers and tanners came running, and asked how much he wanted for them.


“A bushel of money for each!” said Big Claus.


“Are you mad?” said they all. “Do you think we have money by the bushel?”


“Hides! hides!” he cried again; and to all who asked him what the hides cost, he replied, “A bushel of money.”


“He wants to make fools of us,” they all said together. And the shoemakers took their straps, and the tanners their aprons, and gave Big Claus a sound thrashing.


“Hides! hides!” they shouted mockingly after him. “Yes, we’ll tan your hide for you till the blood runs. Out of the town with you!” And Big Claus made off at top-speed, for he had never had such a thrashing in his life.


“Well,” he said, when he got home, “Little Claus shall pay for this. I’ll strike him dead for it.”


Now at Little Claus’s house, the old grandmother had died. She had been very cross and unkind to him, but still he was very sorry, and took the dead woman and put her in his warm bed to see if she would not come to life again. There he meant her to lie all night, and he himself would sit in the corner and sleep on a chair, as he had often done before. 
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As he sat there in the night, the door opened, and Big Claus came in with his axe. He knew where Little Claus’s bed stood, and, going straight to it, he hit the old grandmother on the head, thinking she was Little Claus.


“There now!” he said. “You shall not make a fool of me again.” And so he went home again.


“That’s a bad fellow, that man,” said Little Claus. “He wanted to kill me. It was a good thing for my old granny that she was dead already, or else he would have taken her life.”


So he dressed his old grandmother in her Sunday clothes, borrowed a horse of his neighbour, harnessed it to the cart, and sat the old grandmother up against the back seat, so that she could not fall out when the cart started off. And off they drove through the wood. As the sun rose they came to an inn. There Little Claus pulled up, and went in to get something to eat.


The innkeeper was very, very rich; he was a very good man too, but as hot-tempered as if he was full of pepper and snuff.


“Good morning,” he said to Little Claus. “You’ve put on your Sunday clothes early today.”


“Yes,” said Little Claus. “I am going to town with my old grandmother; she’s sitting out there in the wagon. I can’t bring her into the room—will you take her a glass of mead? But you must speak pretty loud, for she can’t hear well.”


“Yes, that I will,” said the innkeeper. And he poured out a big glass of mead, and went out with it to the dead grandmother, who had been propped up in the wagon.


“Here’s a glass of mead from your son,” said the innkeeper. But the dead woman said not a word, but sat quite still. “Don’t you hear?” cried the innkeeper, as loud as he could. “Here is a glass of mead from your son!”


He shouted it out once more, and yet again, but as she did not move, he flew into a passion, and threw the glass in her face, so that the mead ran down over her nose, and she tumbled backwards into the wagon, for she had only been propped up, and not bound fast.


“Hallo!” cried Little Claus, as he rushed out of the door and seized the innkeeper by the throat. “You’ve killed my grandmother now! See, there’s a big hole in her forehead.”


“Oh, what a misfortune!” cried the innkeeper, wringing his hands. “That all comes of my hot temper. Dear Little Claus, I’ll give you a whole bushel of money, and have your grandmother buried as if she were my own; only keep quiet, or they will cut my head off, and that would be so unpleasant!”


So Little Claus again received a whole bushel of money, and the innkeeper buried the old grandmother as if she had been his own. 


When Little Claus came home with all his money, he at once sent his boy to Big Claus to ask to borrow a bushel measure.


“How is this?” said Big Claus. “Have I not killed him? I must go myself and see to this.” So he himself took the bushel measure to Little Claus.


“Now, where did you get all that money from?” he asked; and he opened his eyes wide when he saw it all together.


“You didn’t kill me, but my grandmother,” replied Little Claus; “and I’ve been and sold her, and got a whole bushel of money for her.”


“That’s really being well paid,” said Big Claus; and he hastened home, took an axe, and killed his own grandmother forthwith, put her on a wagon, drove off to the town with her, to where the apothecary lived, and asked him if he would buy a dead person.


“Who is it, and where did you get him from?” asked the apothecary.


“It’s my grandmother,” said Big Claus. “I’ve killed her to get a bushel of money for her.”


“Heaven save us!” cried the apothecary. “You’re raving! Don’t say such things, or you may lose your head.” And he told him earnestly what a bad deed he had done, and what a bad man he was, and that he ought to be punished. And Big Claus was so frightened that he sprang out of the apothecary’s shop straight into his wagon, whipped up the horses, and drove off home. The apothecary and all the people thought him mad, and so they let him drive wherever he liked.


“You shall pay for this!” said Big Claus when he got out upon the highroad. “Yes, you shall pay for this, Little Claus!” And directly he got home he took the biggest sack he could find, and went over to Little Claus’s, and said, “Now, you’ve tricked me again! First I killed my horses and then my old grandmother! And it’s all your fault, but you shall never trick me any more.” And he seized Little Claus round the body and pushed him into the sack, and took him upon his back, and shouted out to him, “Now I am going to drown you.”


It was a long way he had to go before he came to the river, and Little Claus was no light weight to carry. The road passed close by a church; the organ was playing, and the people were singing so beautifully! So Big Claus put down the sack with Little Claus in it, close to the church door, and thought it would be a very good thing to go in and hear a psalm before he went farther. Little Claus could not get out, and all the people were in church, and so Big Claus went in.


“Oh, dear! oh, dear!” sighed Little Claus in the sack. And he turned and twisted, but he found he could not loosen the cord. Soon there came by an old drover with snow-white hair, and a long staff in his hand. He was driving a herd of cows and oxen before him, and they stumbled against the sack in which lay Little Claus and knocked it over.


“Ah me!” sighed Little Claus. “I’m so young still, and so soon going to heaven!”


“And I, poor fellow,” said the drover, “am so old already, and yet I can’t get there!”


“Open the sack,” cried Little Claus; “get into it instead of me, and you will soon get to heaven.”


“With all my heart,” said the drover; and he untied the sack, out of which Little Claus jumped quickly.


“But will you look after my cattle?” said the old man, and then he got into the sack, whereupon Little Claus tied it up, and went his way with all the cows and oxen.


Soon afterwards Big Claus came out of the church. He took the sack on his shoulders again, but it seemed to him as if the sack had become lighter, for the old drover was not more than half as heavy as Little Claus.


“How light he is to carry now! Yes, that is because I have heard a psalm.”


So he went on to the river, which was deep and broad, threw the sack with the old drover in it into the water, and called after him, thinking that it was Little Claus, “You lie there! Now you shan’t trick me any more!”


Then he went homeward; but when he came to a place where two roads crossed there he met Little Claus driving his cattle along.


“What’s this?” cried Big Claus. “Have I not drowned you?”


“Yes,” said Little Claus, “you threw me into the river less than half an hour ago.”


“But wherever did you get  these beautiful cattle?” asked Big Claus.


“These are sea-cattle,” said Little Claus. “I’ll tell you the whole story—and thank you for drowning me, for now I’m on the top of the world. I am really rich! I was so frightened when I lay in the sack, and the wind whistled about my ears when you threw me from the bridge into the cold water! I sank to the bottom immediately; but I did not hurt myself, for the most beautiful soft grass grows down there.  I fell on that; and immediately the sack was opened, and the loveliest maiden, with snow-white clothes and a green wreath upon her wet hair, took me by the hand, and said, ‘Are you come, Little Claus? Here you have some cattle to begin with. A mile farther along the road there is a whole herd more, which I will give to you.’ And then I saw that the river formed a great highway for the people of the sea. Along its bed they were walking and driving straight from the sea, right up onto the land, to where the river ends. It was all covered with flowers and the freshest grass; the fishes which swam in the water darted past my ears, like the birds in the air. What nice people there were there, and what fine cattle grazing in the hills and valleys!”


“But why did you come up again to us so quickly?” asked Big Claus. “I should not have done so, if it is so beautiful down there.”


“Why,” said Little Claus, “that was just good policy on my part. You heard me tell you that the sea-maiden said, ‘A mile farther along the road’—and by the road she meant the river, for she can’t go anywhere else—‘there is a whole herd of cattle for you.’ But I know what bends the stream makes—sometimes this way, sometimes that; it’s a long way to go round. No, it can be done in a shorter way by coming up to the land and cutting across the fields to the river again.  I save myself almost half a mile this way, and get all the quicker to my sea-cattle!”


“Oh, you are a lucky man!” said Big Claus. “Do you think I should get some sea-cattle too if I went down to the bottom of the river?”


“Yes, I think so,” said Little Claus. “But I cannot carry you in the sack as far as the river; you are too heavy for me! But if you will go there, and creep into the sack yourself, I will throw you in with a great deal of pleasure.”


“Thanks!” said Big Claus; “but if I don’t get any sea-cattle when I am down there, I promise I’ll give you a sound thrashing!”


“Oh, no; don’t be so fierce!”


And so they went together to the river. When the cattle, which were thirsty, saw the stream they ran as fast as they could to get at the water.


“See how they hurry!” cried Little Claus. “They are longing to get back to the bottom.”


“Yes, but help me first,” said Big Claus, “or else you’ll get a thrashing!”


And so he crept into the great sack, which had been laid across the back of one of the oxen.


“Put a stone in. I’m afraid I shan’t sink else,” said Big Claus.


“There’s no fear of that,” said Little Claus. Still, he put a big stone into the sack, tied the rope tightly, and gave it a push. Plump! Into the river went Big Claus, and sank at once to the bottom.


“I’m afraid he won’t find any cattle!” said Little Claus; and then he drove his own beasts homeward




The Tinder-Box



••••••••





A soldier was marching along the highroad—left, right! left, right! He had a knapsack on his back and a sword at his side. He was returning from war, and was now on his way home.


When he had gone some distance he met an old witch. She was dreadfully ugly; her underlip was hanging down upon her breast.


She said, “Good evening, soldier! What a fine sword you have, and what a big knapsack! You are a true soldier! Now you shall have as much money as ever you wish for.”


“Thank you, old witch,” replied the soldier.


“Do you see that big tree?” said the witch, pointing out a tree which stood not far from them. “It is hollow inside! You must climb right up to the top, and then you will see a hole; through this hole you can let yourself down and get deep into the tree. I will tie a rope round your waist, so that I can pull you up when you call out to me.”


“What shall I do down in the tree?” asked the soldier.


“Fetch money!” said the witch. “You must know that you will find a great hall at the bottom of the tree; it is quite light, for there are more than a hundred lamps burning down there. You will then see three doors; you can open them—the keys are in the locks. If you enter the first room you will find in the middle of the floor a large wooden chest and a dog sitting on it that has a pair of eyes as big as teacups. Never mind him! I will give you my blue-checked apron, which you must spread on the floor; then go quickly, seize the dog and place him on my apron, open the chest, and take out of it as much money as you like. It is all copper; if you would rather have silver, you must go into the second room. There you will see a dog with eyes as big as mill-wheels. But do not be afraid; put him on my apron and take the money. If, however, you wish to have gold, you can have that too, and as much as you can carry, if you go into the third room. But the dog sitting on that box has eyes as big as the Round Tower of Copenhagen: he is a dog, I can tell you, but you need not fear him. Only put him on my apron and he will not hurt you, and you can take as much gold as you like out of the chest.”


“That is not so bad,” said the soldier. “But what do you expect me to give you in return? For you will not do all this for nothing, I’ll be bound.”


“Yes,” replied the witch. “I shall not ask you for a single penny. I only want you to bring up for me an old tinder-box which my grandmother forgot last time she was down there,”


“Well, then, tie the rope round my waist,” said the soldier.


“Here it is,” said the witch, “and here is my blue-checked apron.”


The soldier then climbed up the tree, let himself down into it by the rope, and found himself, as the witch had told him, in the great hall where the many lamps were burning.


He opened the first door. Ugh! there sat the dog with the eyes as big as teacups staring at him.


“You are a fine fellow,” said the soldier, placed him on the apron of the witch, and took as many coppers as his pockets would hold. Then he locked the chest, put the dog upon it, and went on to the second room. Aha! there was the dog with the eyes as large as mill-wheels.


“Don’t you stare at me so hard,” said the soldier; “you might strain your eyes,” and he put the dog on the witch’s apron. When he saw the silver in the chest he threw away all the coppers he had taken, and filled his pockets and his knapsack with silver. Then he went into the third room. That was dreadful! The dog there really had two eyes as big as the Round Tower, and they went round in his head like wheels.


“Good evening,” said the soldier, and touched his cap, for he had never in his life seen a dog like this. When he had looked at him for a bit he thought, “That’ll do,” lifted him down on to the floor, and opened the chest. Good heavens! what a lot of gold there was! There was enough gold to buy the whole of Copenhagen and all the sweets from the candy shops, as well as all the tin soldiers, whips, and rocking-horses in the world. Yes, there was plenty of money there, sure enough! The soldier quickly threw away all the silver with which he had filled his pockets and his knapsack, and took gold instead. He crammed his pockets and his knapsack and even his cap and his boots with gold, so that he could scarcely walk. Now he really had a lot of money.


He placed the dog again on the chest, shut the door, and called up through the tree:


“Now pull me up, old witch.”


“Have you found the tinder-box?” asked the old witch.


“Upon my soul,” said the soldier, “I had really forgotten it.” And he went back and fetched it. The old witch pulled him up, and soon he was again standing on the highroad, with his pockets, boots, knapsack, and cap full of gold.


“What will you do with the tinder-box?” asked the soldier.


“That’s no business of yours,” retorted the witch. “You have got your money. Give me the tinder-box.”



[image: ]



“Snik-snak!” replied the soldier. “Tell me quick what you are going to do with it, or I’ll draw my sword and cut your head off!”


“No,” said the witch.


Then the soldier cut her head off. There she lay! And he tied all his gold up in her apron, slung it like a bundle on his shoulders, put the tinder-box into his pocket, and went straight to the town.


It was a fine town. He put up at the best inn, asked for the very best rooms and for his favourite dishes; for he was rich, now he had so much gold.


The servant who had to clean his boots thought they were rather shabby old things for such a rich gentleman, for he had not yet bought a new pair. Next day, however, he bought decent boots and fine clothes. And now our soldier had become a fine gentleman, and people told him all about the grand things in their town, and about the King, and what a beautiful princess his daughter was.


“Where can one see her?” asked the soldier.


“She cannot be seen at all,” they all said. “She lives in a strong copper castle with many towers, surrounded by high walls! Nobody but the King himself can go in and out, for it has been foretold that she will marry a private soldier, and that the King will not hear of!” 


“I should very much like to see her,” thought the soldier, but there was no way of getting permission for that.


He began to lead a merry life, went to the plays, drove in the royal park, and gave largely to the poor, and that was very good of him, for well he knew from former days what it meant to be without a single penny. He was now rich, had fine clothes, and soon found many friends, who all told him that he was a splendid fellow and a true gentleman; all this pleased the soldier greatly. But, since each day he spent a good deal of money without receiving any, he had soon nothing but twopence left. So he had to give up the elegant rooms which he occupied and live at the top of the house in a little garret, he had to black his own boots, and to mend them himself with a darning-needle, and none of his former friends came to see him, for there were so many stairs to climb.


One dark evening he could not even buy a candle—when suddenly he remembered that there was a little stump of candle in the tinder-box which he had fetched out of the hollow tree with the help of the witch. He got out the tinder-box with the candle-end in it, and the instant he struck the flint and the sparks began to fly, the door burst open and the dog with the eyes as large as teacups which he had seen down under the tree stood before him, and asked: “What are your lordship’s commands?”


“What’s this?” said the soldier. “That is an excellent tinder-box if I can get whatever I wish for with it. Get me some money,” he said to the dog. The dog was gone like lightning; but in a moment he was back again, with a large bag of coppers in his mouth.


In this way the soldier learned what a wonderful tinder-box he had. If he struck once, there came the dog from the chest containing the copper; if he struck twice, the dog who had the silver came; and if he struck three times, the dog who sat on the chest containing the gold made his appearance. So the soldier moved back into the elegant rooms, and wore his fine clothes again. All his former friends knew him once more, and made much of him.


One day the soldier thought, “It is very strange that nobody can get a sight of the Princess! All agree in saying that she is so beautiful; but what is the use of that if she has to stay forever in the big copper castle with its many towers? Can I never manage to get to see her? Where is my tinder-box?” And he struck a spark, and there at once stood the dog with a pair of eyes as big as teacups.


“It is midnight, I know,” said the soldier, “but I should very much like to see the Princess just for one moment.”


The dog was out of the room in an instant, and before the soldier had time to think he was back again with the Princess. There she was, fast asleep on the dog’s back, and she was so lovely that nobody could help seeing at once that she was a real princess. The soldier could not help it—he had to kiss her, for he was a thorough soldier.


Then the dog ran back with the Princess; but next morning, when the King and Queen were having their cup of tea, she told them that she had had a very strange dream during the night of a dog and a soldier; she had been riding on the dog and the soldier had kissed her.


“That’s a pretty tale,” said the Queen.


So next night one of the old Court ladies had to watch by the bed of the Princess to see whether it was really a dream, or what else it could be.


The soldier had such a longing to see the Princess again that at night he again sent for the dog, who went and fetched her and ran off with her as fast as he could. But the old lady put on water-boots and followed, running as fast as he did. When she saw them disappear into a large house she took a piece of chalk and made a large white cross on the door, and thought, “Now I shall know the house again.” Then she returned home and went to bed. The dog soon brought the Princess back; and when he saw the white cross on the house where the soldier lived he took a bit of chalk too and made crosses on all the doors in the town. And that was very clever of him, for now the lady could not find the right door, as there were crosses on all of them.


Early next morning, the King, the Queen, the lady, and all the officers of the Court went to see where the Princess had been.


“There is the house,” said the King, when he saw the first door with a white cross.


“No; there it is, my dear husband,” said the Queen, who saw a second door with a white cross.


“But there is one, and there is another,” said all, and wherever they looked they saw white crosses on the doors. They soon saw that it would be useless to search any more.


But the Queen was a very clever woman; she could do more than merely ride in a carriage. She took her big golden scissors, cut a large piece of silk into squares, and made a nice little bag of it, and this she filled with buckwheat flour. Then she tied it to the Princess’s back, and cut a little hole in it, so that the flour could run out all along the road the Princess was taken.


That night the dog came again, took the Princess on his back, and ran with her to the soldier, who was deeply in love with her, and who only wished that he was a prince, that he might make her his wife.


The dog did not notice how the flour was strewn all the way from the castle up to the soldier’s window, where he climbed up the wall with the Princess. Next morning the King and Queen saw well enough where their daughter had been taken, and the soldier was at once arrested and thrown into prison.


There he sat, and found it awfully dark and dull. He was told, “Tomorrow you will be hanged.” That was not pleasant to hear, and the worst of it was that he had left his tinder-box at the inn.


In the morning he could see through the iron bars how the people were hurrying out of the town to see him hanged. He heard the drums and saw the soldiers march past. All the world was going, and among them was a shoemaker’s apprentice in his leather apron and slippers, who ran so fast that one of his slippers came off and flew against the wall, close under the window where the soldier sat behind the iron bars.


“You need not hurry so, boy!” cried the soldier. “They can’t do anything until I arrive. But if you would run to the place where I used to live and fetch me my tinder-box I will give you twopence! But you must put your best foot foremost!”


The boy, who was very anxious to have the money, fetched the tinder-box, handed it to the soldier, and—yes, now we shall see what happened.


Outside the town they had erected a high gallows; soldiers and many thousands of people stood round it. The King and the Queen were sitting on a magnificent throne opposite the judges and Council.


The soldier was already standing on the top of the ladder, and they were just going to put the rope round his neck when he said he knew that it was the custom to grant a last request to a poor criminal before he suffered death, and he should very much like to smoke a pipe—the last he would ever have a chance of smoking in this world.


The King would not refuse this favour, and the soldier took up his tinder-box and struck—“One, two, three.” And suddenly there stood all the dogs—the first with eyes as big as teacups, the second with eyes as big as mill-wheels, and the third with eyes as big as the Round Tower.


“Help me now, so that I shan’t be hanged!” said the soldier.


Then the dogs rushed at the judges and the councillors, took one up by the legs, another by the nose, and threw them many fathoms high into the air, so that they fell down and were smashed to pieces.


“Let me be!” said the King; but the biggest of the dogs seized both him and the Queen and threw them up after the others.


Then the soldiers became frightened, and all the people cried out, “Good soldier, you shall be our King and marry the beautiful Princess!”


Then they seated the soldier in the King’s carriage, and the three dogs danced in front of it and cried, “Hurrah!” The boys whistled on their fingers, and the soldiers presented arms. The Princess came out of the copper castle and became Queen, and she liked it very much.


The wedding festivities lasted eight days; and the dogs sat at table and stared with all their eyes.




Thumbelisa



••••••••





There was once a woman who wished for a little child, but she did not know where she could get one. So she went to an old witch and said: “I do so long for a little child! Can you not tell me where I can get one?”


“Oh! that can easily be managed,” said the witch. “Here is a barleycorn for you; it is not the kind that grows in the countryman’s field, or that the chickens get to eat. Set that in a flower-pot, and you shall see what you shall see.”


“Thank you,” said the woman; and she gave the witch a shilling, went home, and planted the barleycorn, and immediately there grew up a big handsome flower, which looked like a tulip; but the leaves were tightly closed, as though it was still a bud.


“That is a beautiful flower,” said the woman; and she kissed its pretty yellow and red leaves. But just as she kissed it the flower opened with a pop. It was a real tulip, one could see that; but in the middle of the flower upon the green velvet stamens there sat a little tiny girl, so fine and graceful, and scarcely half a thumb’s length in height, and therefore she was called Thumbelisa.


A neat polished walnut-shell served Thumbelisa for a cradle, blue violet petals were her mattresses, with a rose petal for a coverlet. There she slept at night, but in the daytime she played upon the table, where the woman had put a plate with a wreath of flowers round it, whose stalks stood in water; on the water was floating a large tulip-leaf, and on this Thumbelisa could sit, and sail from one side of the plate to the other, and she had two white horsehairs to row with. That was pretty indeed! She could also sing, and, oh, so delicately and sweetly that the like had never been heard before.


One night, as she lay  in her pretty bed, there came an old toad hopping through the window, in which one pane was broken. The toad was a very ugly one, large and wet; it hopped right down on to the table, where Thumbelisa lay sleeping under the red rose petal.


“She would be a lovely wife for my son,” said the toad; and she picked up the walnut-shell in which Thumbelisa lay asleep and hopped with it through the window down into the garden.


There flowed a great wide brook; the margin was swampy and soft, and here the toad dwelt with her son. Ugh! he was ever so ugly and nasty, and looked just like his mother. “Croak, croak! Crekkek-kex!” That was all he could say when he saw the graceful little maiden in the walnut-shell.
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“Don’t speak so loud, or she will wake up,” said the old toad. “She might run away from us, for she is as light as swan’s-down. We will put her out in the brook upon one of the broad water-lily leaves. That will be just like an island for her, she is so small and light! Then she can’t run away while we put the best room under the marsh in order, where you are to live and keep house together.”


Out in the brook there grew a great many water-lilies with broad green leaves, which looked as if they were floating on the water. The leaf which was farthest out was also the largest of all, and to that the old toad swam out and laid the walnut-shell upon it with Thumbelisa. The poor little mite woke very early in the morning, and when she saw where she was she began to cry most bitterly, for there was water on all sides of the big green leaf, and she could not get to the land at all. 


The old toad sat down in the marsh, decking out her room with rushes and yellow water-weeds—it was to be made very pretty for the new daughter-in-law; then she swam out, with her ugly son, to the leaf where Thumbelisa was. They had come to fetch her pretty bed, to put it in the bridal chamber before she went in there herself. The old toad bowed low before her in the water, and said:


“See, here is my son; he will be your husband, and you will live so happily together in the marsh.”


“Croak, croak! Crekkek-kex!” That was all her son could say.


Then they took the delicate little bed and swam away with it; but Thumbelisa sat all alone upon the green leaf and cried, for she did not want to live with the nasty old toad, or have her ugly son for a husband. The  little fishes swimming in the water below had seen the toad, and they had heard what she said; and so they lifted up their heads out of the water, for they wanted to see the little girl. As soon as they saw her they thought she was so pretty that they felt very sorry she should have to go down to the ugly toad. No, that must never be! They all assembled in the water round the green stalk which held the leaf on which she stood, and with their teeth they gnawed through the stalk, and so the leaf floated down the stream. And away went Thumbelisa with it, far away where the toad could not get at her.


Thumbelisa sailed by many towns, and the little birds that sat in the bushes saw her, and sang, “What a lovely little maiden!” The leaf swam away with her, farther and farther; so Thumbelisa travelled right out of the country to foreign lands.


A sweet little white butterfly kept fluttering round her, and at last settled on the leaf. He had taken a fancy to Thumbelisa, and she was very glad too, for now the toad could not reach them; and it was so beautiful where she was—the sun shone upon the water, making it sparkle like the brightest silver. She took her sash and bound one end of it to the butterfly, and the other end of the ribbon she fastened to the leaf. It now glided along much faster, and she with it, for she stood upon the leaf.


Just then there came a big cockchafer flying past, and saw her, and in a moment he seized her slender waist in his claws, and flew with her up into a tree. The green leaf went swimming down the stream, and the butterfly with it, for he was fastened to the leaf and could not get away.


Mercy! how frightened poor little Thumbelisa was when the cockchafer flew with her up into the tree! But most of all she was sorry for the pretty white butterfly she had bound fast to the leaf, for if he could not free himself, he would starve. The big cockchafer, however, did not trouble himself at all about this. He sat down with her upon the biggest green leaf of the tree, gave her the sweet part of the flowers to eat, and declared that she was very pretty, though she was not at all like a cockchafer. 


Later all the other cockchafers who lived in the tree came to pay a visit. They looked at Thumbelisa, and the young lady cockchafers turned up their feelers and said:


“Why, she has no more than two legs!—that is most ungainly.”


“She hasn’t got any feelers!” said they.


“Her waist is quite slender—she looks like a human creature—Ugh, how ugly she is!” said all the lady cockchafers.


And yet Thumbelisa was very beautiful! Even the cockchafer who had carried her off saw that; but when all the others said she was ugly, he at last believed it too, and would not have her at all—she might go where she liked. Then they flew down with her off the tree, and set her upon a daisy. She cried, because she was so ugly that the cockchafers would not have her; and yet she was the loveliest little being one could imagine, and as tender and fair as the most beautiful rose petal.


The whole summer ,poor Thumbelisa lived quite alone in the great wood. She wove herself a bed out of blades of grass, and hung it up under a shamrock, so that she was protected from the rain. She gathered the honey out of the flowers for food, and drank the dew that stood every morning upon the leaves. Thus the summer and the autumn passed, but now came the winter, the cold, long winter. All the birds who had sung so sweetly to her flew away; trees and flowers shed their leaves; the large shamrock under which she had lived shrivelled up, and there was nothing left of it but a withered stalk; and she was dreadfully cold, for her clothes were torn, and she herself was so small and delicate. Poor Thumbelisa!—she was nearly frozen. It began to snow, and every snowflake that fell upon her was like a whole shovelful thrown upon one of us, for we are big, and she was only an inch long. She wrapped herself up in a dry leaf, but that would not keep her warm, and she shivered with cold.


Just outside the wood lay a great cornfield, but the corn was gone long ago, only the naked dry stubble stood up out of the frozen ground. This was just like a great forest for her to struggle through. Oh, how she shivered with cold! Then she came to the door of a field-mouse. This was a little hole under the stubble. There the field-mouse lived, warm and comfortable, and had a whole roomful of corn, and a fine kitchen and larder. Poor Thumbelisa stood at the door like a poor beggar girl, and asked for a little bit of barleycorn, for she had not had the smallest morsel to eat for two days.


“You poor little creature,” said the field-mouse—for really she was a good old mouse—“come into my warm room and dine with me!”


As she was pleased with Thumbelisa, she said, “If you like you may stay with me through the winter, but you must keep my room clean and neat, and tell me stories, for I am very fond of them.”


And Thumbelisa did as the kind old field-mouse wished, and had a very good time of it.


“Now we shall soon have a visitor,” said the field-mouse. “My neighbour is in the habit of visiting me once a week. He is even better off than I am; has large rooms, and wears a beautiful black velvety fur. If you could only get him for a husband, you would be well provided for. But he cannot see. You must tell him all the prettiest stories you know.”


But Thumbelisa did not trouble herself about this; she thought nothing of the neighbour, for he was only a mole. 


He came and paid a visit in his black velvet coat. The field-mouse told her how rich and how wise he was, and how his house was more than twenty times larger than hers, that he had learning, but that he did not like the sun and beautiful flowers, and sneered at them, for he had never seen them.


Thumbelisa had to sing, and she sang both “Lady-bird, lady-bird, fly away home,” and “The parson goes to the field.” Then the mole fell in love with her, because of her beautiful voice, but he said nothing, for he was a prudent man.


A short time before, he had dug a long passage through the earth from his own house to theirs; and Thumbelisa and the field-mouse had leave to walk there as much as they wished. But he begged them not to be afraid of the dead bird which was lying in the passage. It was a whole bird, with wings and a beak. It must have died only a short time before, when the winter began, and was now buried just where the mole had made his passage.


The mole took a piece of decayed touchwood in his mouth, for that glimmers like fire in the dark, and then he went ahead and lighted them through the long dark passage. When they came where the dead bird lay the mole thrust up his broad nose against the ceiling and pushed the earth up, so that a great hole was made, through which the daylight could shine down. In the middle of the floor lay a dead swallow, his beautiful wings pressed close against his sides, and his head and feet drawn back under his feathers; the poor bird had certainly died of cold. This grieved Thumbelisa very much, for she was very fond of all the little birds, who had sung and twittered so prettily for her through the summer. But the mole gave him a push with his crooked legs, and said, “Now he won’t pipe any more. It must be miserable to be born a little bird! I’m thankful that none of my children can be that! Such a bird has nothing but his tweet-weet, and is obliged to starve in the winter!”


“Yes, you may well say that, as a clever man,” observed the field-mouse. “Of what use is all this ‘tweet-weet’ to a bird when the winter comes? He must starve and freeze. But I suppose that’s considered very grand!”


Thumbelisa said nothing; but when the two others had their backs turned she bent down, put the feathers aside which covered his head, and kissed him upon his closed eyes.


“Perhaps it was he who sang so prettily for me in the summer,” she thought. “How much pleasure he gave me, the dear, beautiful bird!”


The mole now stopped up the hole through which the daylight shone, and showed the ladies home. But at night Thumbelisa could not sleep at all; so she got up out of her bed, and wove a large beautiful carpet of hay, and took it and spread it over the dead bird, and laid some soft cotton-wool which she had found in the field-mouse’s room, around the bird so that he might lie warm on the cold ground.


“Farewell, you pretty little bird!” said she. “Farewell! And thanks for your beautiful song in the summer, when all the trees were green, and the sun shone warmly upon us.” And then she laid her head on the bird’s breast; but the next moment she was startled to hear something beating inside the bird. It was the bird’s heart. The bird was not dead; he was only lying there benumbed with the cold, and now he had been warmed, was coming back to life.


In autumn all the swallows fly away to warm countries; but if one happens to be left behind, it becomes so cold that it falls down as if dead, and lies where it fell, and then the cold snow covers it over.


Thumbelisa trembled all over, she was so startled; for the bird was big, so big compared with her, who was only an inch in height. But she took courage, laid the cotton-wool closer round the poor bird, and brought a leaf of mint that she had used as her own coverlet, and laid it over the bird’s head.


The next night she stole out to him again, and now he was alive, but so weak that he could only open his eyes for a moment and look at Thumbelisa, who stood before him with a bit of decayed wood in her hand, for she had no other light.


“I thank you, you pretty little child,” said the sick swallow to her. “I feel so beautifully warm! Soon I shall get my strength back again, and I shall be able to fly again, out in the warm sunshine.”


“Oh,” she said, “it is so cold outside. It snows and freezes. Stay in your warm bed, and I will take care of you.”


Then she brought  water in the petal of a flower, and he drank it, and told her how he had torn one of his wings in a thorn bush, and so had not been able to fly as fast as the other swallows, which had sped far, far away to warm countries. So at last he had fallen to the ground, but he could remember nothing more, and did not know at all how he had come here.


The whole winter he remained there, and Thumbelisa took care of him and grew very fond of him. Neither the field-mouse nor the mole knew anything about it, for they did not like the poor swallow. 


As soon as the spring came and the sun warmed the earth, the swallow bade Thumbelisa farewell, and she opened the hole which the mole had made in the ground above. The sun shone in upon them brightly, and the swallow asked if Thumbelisa would go away with him; she could sit upon his back, and they would fly away far into the green forest. But Thumbelisa knew that the old field-mouse would be grieved if she left her like this. “No, I cannot!” said Thumbelisa.


“Farewell, farewell, you good, pretty girl!” said the swallow; and he flew out into the sunshine. Thumbelisa looked after him, and the tears came into her eyes, for she had become so fond of the poor swallow.


“Tweet-weet! tweet-weet!” sang the bird, and flew into the green forest. Thumbelisa felt very sad. She was not allowed to go out into the warm sunshine. The corn which was sown in the field over the house of the field-mouse had grown high into the air; it was quite a thick wood for the  little girl, who was only an inch in height.


“You must get your outfit ready to be married this summer,” said the field-mouse to her, for their neighbour, the tiresome mole in the black velvet coat, had proposed for her. “You must have both woollen and linen! You shall have things to wear, and to lie upon too, when you are the mole’s wife!”
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Thumbelisa had to spin, and the mole hired four spiders to weave for her day and night. Every evening the mole paid her a visit; and he was always saying that when the summer should end the sun would not shine nearly so hot, and that now it burned the earth almost as hard as stone. Yes, when the summer was over then he would  celebrate his marriage  with Thumbelisa. But she was not glad at all, for she could not bear the tiresome mole. Every morning when the sun rose, and every evening when it went down, she stole out of the door, and when the wind blew the corn aside, so that she could see the blue sky, she thought how bright and beautiful it was out here, and wished heartily to see her dear swallow again. But he did not come back any more; he must have flown far away into the beautiful green forest. 


When autumn came Thumbelisa had all her outfit ready.


“In four weeks you shall have your wedding!” said the field-mouse to her.


But Thumbelisa cried, and said she would not have the tiresome mole.


“Fiddlesticks!” said the field-mouse. “Don’t be obstinate, or I’ll bite you with my white tooth. He is a very fine man to marry. The Queen herself has not such a black velvet fur, and his kitchen and cellar are full. Be thankful to get him!”


So the wedding was to take place. The mole had already come to fetch Thumbelisa; she was to live with him deep under the ground, and never to come out into the warm sunshine, for he did not like it. The poor girl was very sorrowful; she had now to say farewell to the beautiful sun, which at least she had been allowed by the field-mouse to see from the threshold of the door.


“Farewell, thou bright sun!” she said, and stretched up her arms to it, as she walked a little way from the field-mouse’s house, for now the corn had been reaped, and only the dry stubble stood in the fields. “Farewell, farewell!” said she, and she threw her little arms round a small red flower close by her. “Give my love to the dear swallow from me, if you see him again.”


“Tweet-weet! tweet-weet!” A voice suddenly sounded over her head. She looked up; it was the swallow, who was just flying by. As soon as he saw Thumbelisa he was very glad; and she told him how unwilling she was to have the ugly mole for her husband, and that she would have to live deep under the earth, where the sun never shone. She could not help crying about it.


“The cold winter is coming now,” said the swallow; “I am going to fly far away to warm countries. Will you come with me? You can sit upon my back. Tie yourself on with your sash, and we will fly away from the ugly mole and his dark room, far away over the mountains to warm countries where the sun shines brighter than here, where it is always summer, and there are glorious flowers. Do fly with me, dear little Thumbelisa, you who saved my life when I lay frozen in the dark underground cellar.”


“Yes, I will go with you!” said Thumbelisa, and she seated herself on the bird’s back, with her feet on his outspread wing, and tied her sash fast to one of his strongest feathers. Then the swallow flew high up into the air over forest and sea, high up over the great mountains, where the snow always flies; and Thumbelisa shivered in the cold air, but then she crept under the bird’s warm feathers, and only put out her little head to admire all the beauty beneath her.


At last they reached the warm countries. There the sun shone much brighter than here, the sky seemed twice as high, on the hedges grew the most beautiful blue and green grapes, lemons and oranges hung in the woods, the air was fragrant with myrtles and balsams, and on the roads the loveliest children ran about, playing with the large gay butterflies. But the swallow flew still farther, and it became more and more beautiful. Under the majestic green trees by the blue lake stood a palace of dazzling white marble, of the olden time. Vines wound themselves round the lofty pillars, and at the top were many swallows’ nests, in one of which lived the swallow who carried Thumbelisa.


“That is my house,” said the swallow; “but if you will choose for yourself one of the lovely flowers that are growing there I will put you into it, and you shall be as happy as you could wish.”


“That would be delightful,” she said, clapping her little hands.


A great white marble pillar lay there which had fallen to the ground and broken into three pieces; but between these grew the most beautiful big white flowers. The swallow flew down with Thumbelisa, and sat her upon one of the broad leaves. But what was her surprise! There sat a little man in the middle of the flower, as white and transparent as if he had been made of glass; he had the loveliest gold crown on his head, and beautiful bright wings on his shoulders; he himself was no bigger than Thumbelisa. He was the angel of the flower. In each of the flowers dwelt such a little man or woman, but this one was king over them all.


“Heavens! how beautiful he is!” whispered Thumbelisa to the swallow.


The little prince was very much frightened at the swallow; for it was quite a giant bird to him, who was so small and delicate. But when he saw Thumbelisa he was delighted; she was the prettiest maiden he had ever seen. Therefore he took his golden crown off his head and put it on hers, asked her name, and if she would be his wife, and then she should be queen of all the flowers. Yes, this was truly a different kind of man to the toad’s son or the mole with the black velvet fur. So she said “Yes” to the charming Prince. And from every flower came a lady or a gentleman, so lovely to behold that it was a delight; each one brought Thumbelisa a present. But the best of all was a pair of beautiful wings from a great white butterfly; these were fastened to Thumbelisa’s back, and then she too could fly from flower to flower. 


Then there was much rejoicing; and the swallow sat above them in his nest, and sang to them as well as he could; but in his heart he was sad, for he was so fond of Thumbelisa that he would have liked never to part from her.


“You shall not be called Thumbelisa,” said the Flower Angel to her; “it is an ugly name, and you are so pretty. We will call you Maia!”


“Farewell, farewell!” said the swallow; and he flew away again from the warm countries, back to Denmark. There he had a little nest over the window where the man lives who can tell fairy tales. To him he sang, “Tweet-weet! tweet-weet!” That is how we know the whole story.
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Elder-tree Mother



••••••••





There was once a little boy who had caught cold: he had gone out and got wet feet. Nobody had the least idea how he had got them wet; the weather was quite dry. His mother undressed him, put him to bed, and ordered the teapot to be brought in that she might make him a good cup of tea from elder-tree blossoms, which is so warming. At the same time the kind-hearted old man who lived by himself in the upper story of the house came in. He led a lonely life, for he had no wife and children; but he loved the children of others very much, and he could tell so many fairy tales and stories that it was a pleasure to hear him.


“Now, drink your tea,” said the mother; “perhaps you will hear a story.”


“Yes, if I only knew a fresh one,” said the old man, and nodded smilingly. “But how did the little fellow get his wet feet?” he then asked.


“Yes, how indeed!” said the mother. “That, nobody can understand.” 


“Will you tell me a story?” asked the boy.


“Yes, if you can tell me as nearly as possible how deep is the gutter in the little street where you go to school.”


“Just half as high as my top-boots,” replied the boy; “but then I must stand in the deepest holes.”


“There, now we know where you got your wet feet,” said the old man. “I ought by rights to tell you a story now, but I do not know any more.”


“You can make one up,” said the little boy. “Mother says everything you look at you can turn into a fairy tale, and that you can tell a story about anything you touch.”


“That is all very well, but such tales or stories are worth nothing! No, the right ones come by themselves and knock at my forehead, saying, ‘Here I am.’”


“Will one knock soon?” asked the boy; and the mother laughed while she put elder-tree blossoms into the teapot and poured boiling water over them. “A story! A story!”


“Yes, if stories came by themselves; but they are so proud, they only come when they please. Wait,” he said suddenly, “there is one. Look at the teapot; there is a story in it now.”







And the little boy looked at the teapot; the lid rose up gradually, the elder-tree blossoms sprang forth one by one, fresh and white; long boughs came forth; even out of the spout they grew up in all directions, and formed a bush—nay, a large elder-tree, which stretched its branches up to the bed and pushed the curtains aside; and there were so many blossoms and such a sweet fragrance! In the midst of the tree sat a kindly looking old woman with a strange dress: it was as green as the leaves, and trimmed with large white elder-blossoms, so that it was difficult to say whether it was real cloth or the leaves and blossoms of the elder-tree.


“What is this woman’s name?” asked the little boy.


“Well, the Romans and Greeks used to call her a dryad,” said the old man; “but we do not understand that. Out in the sailors’ quarter they give her a better name: there she is called Elder-tree Mother. It is to her you must pay attention now and look at the beautiful elder-tree.


“Just such a large tree, covered with flowers, stands out at Nyboder. It grew in the corner of a poor little yard; under this tree sat two old people one afternoon in the beautiful sunshine. He was an old, old sailor and she his old, old wife; they had already great-grandchildren, and were soon to celebrate their golden wedding, but they could not remember the date, and the Elder-tree Mother was sitting in the tree and looked pleased, just as she does here. ‘I know very well when the golden wedding is,’ she said; but they did not hear it—they were talking of bygone days.


“‘Well, do you remember?’ said the old sailor, ‘when we were quite small and used to run about and play—it was in the very same yard where we now are—we used to put little branches into the ground and make a garden.’


“‘Yes,’ said the old woman, ‘I remember it very well; we used to water the branches, and one of them, an elder-tree branch, took root, and grew and became the large tree under which we are now sitting as old people.’


“‘Certainly, you are right,’ he said; ‘and over there in the corner stood a large water-tub. There I used to sail my boat, which I had cut out myself—how well it sailed. But soon I had to sail somewhere else.’
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“‘But first we went to school to learn something,’ she said, ‘and then we were confirmed. We both cried on that day, but in the afternoon we went hand in hand up the Round Tower and looked out upon the world over Copenhagen and the sea; then we walked to Fredericksberg, where the King and Queen were sailing about in their magnificent boat on the canals.’


“‘But soon I had to sail about somewhere else, and for many years I was travelling about far away from home.’


“‘And I often cried for you, for I was afraid you were dead and gone and lying rocked by the waves at the bottom of the sea. Many a time I got up in the night to look if the weathercock had turned; it turned often, but you did not return. I remember one day clearly: the rain was pouring down in torrents; the dustman had come to the house where I was in service; I went down with the dust-bin and stood for a moment in the doorway. What dreadful weather it was! As I stood there the postman came up and gave me a letter; it was from you. How it had travelled about! I tore it open and read it; I cried and laughed at the same time, I was so happy! There it was written that you were staying in the hot countries, where the coffee grows. They must be marvellous countries. You said a great deal about them, and I read it all while the rain was pouring down and I was standing there with the dust-bin. Then suddenly someone put his arm round my waist’


“‘Yes, and you gave him a hearty smack on the cheek!’ said the old man.


“‘I did not know that it was you—you had come as quickly as your letter; and you looked so handsome, and so you do still. You had a large yellow silk handkerchief in your pocket and a shining hat on. You were so fine! What weather it was—what a horrible state the weather was in!’


“‘Then we got married,’ he said. ‘Do you remember how we got our first boy, and then Mary and Niels and Peter and Hans Christian?’


“‘Oh, yes; and now they have all grown up, and have become useful members of society, and everybody likes them.’


“‘And their children have had little ones too,’ said the old sailor. ‘Yes, those great-grandchildren, they are of the right sort. If I am not mistaken, our wedding took place at this season of the year.’


“‘Yes, today is your golden wedding-day,’ said the little Elder-tree Mother, stretching her head down between the two old people, who thought that she was their neighbour who was nodding to them; they looked at each other and held each other’s hands. Soon afterwards the children and grandchildren came, for they knew very well that it was the golden wedding-day. They had already wished them joy and happiness in the morning, but the old people had forgotten it, although they remembered things so well that had happened many years ago. The elder-tree smelled sweetly, and the setting sun shone on the faces of the two old people, so that they looked quite rosy. The youngest of the grandchildren danced round them, and cried merrily that there would be a feast in the evening, for they were to have hot potatoes. And the Elder-tree Mother nodded in the tree and cried ‘Hooray’ with the others.”


“But that was not a fairy tale,” said the little boy who had listened to it.


“Yes, it is, if you understand it,” said the old man who told the story. “But let us ask Elder-tree Mother about it.”


“That was not a fairy tale,” said the little Elder-tree Mother; “but now it comes! Out of real life come the most wonderful fairy tales; for otherwise my beautiful elder-bush could not have sprung from the teapot.”


And then she took the little boy out of bed and held him to her bosom. The elder branches, full of blossoms, closed over them; it was as if they sat in a thick leafy bower, and away it flew with them through the air; it was beautiful beyond all description. Elder-tree Mother had suddenly become a charming young girl, but her dress was still of the same green material, covered with white blossoms as Elder-tree Mother had worn; she had a real elder-blossom on her bosom, and a wreath of elder-flowers on her curly yellow hair. Her eyes were so large and so blue that it was wonderful to look at them. She and the boy kissed each other, and then they became the same age and felt the same joys. They walked hand in hand out of the bower, and now stood in their beautiful flower-garden at home. Near the green lawn, their father’s walking stick was tied to a post. There was life in this stick for the little ones, for as soon as they seated themselves upon it the polished knob turned into a neighing horse’s head, a long black mane was fluttering in the wind, and four strong slender legs grew out. The animal was fiery and spirited; they galloped round the lawn. “Hooray! now we’re going to ride many miles away!” said the boy; “we’ll ride to the nobleman’s estate where we were last year.” And they rode round the lawn again, and the little girl, who, as we know, was no other than Elder-tree Mother, kept crying out, “Now we are in the country! Do you see the farmhouse there, with the large baking-stove which projects like a gigantic egg out of the wall into the road? The elder-tree spreads its branches over it, and the cock struts about and scratches for the hens. Look how proudly he struts! Now we are near the church; it stands on a high hill, under the spreading oak trees; one of them is half dead! Now we are at the smithy, where the fire roars and the half-naked men beat with their hammers, so that the sparks fly far and wide. Let’s be off to the beautiful farm!” And they passed by everything the little girl, who was sitting behind on the stick, described, and the boy saw it, and yet they only went round the lawn. Then they played in a sidewalk, and marked out a little garden on the ground; she took elder-blossoms out of her hair and planted them, and they grew exactly like those the old people planted when they were children, as we have heard before. They walked about hand in hand, just as the old couple had done when they were little, but they did not go to the Round Tower nor to the Fredericksberg garden. No; the little girl seized the boy round the waist, and then they flew far into the country. It was spring, and it became summer; it was autumn, and it became winter; and thousands of pictures reflected themselves in the boy’s eyes and heart, and the little girl always sang again, “You will never forget that!” And during their whole flight the elder-tree smelled so sweetly; he noticed the roses and the fresh beeches, but the elder-tree smelled much stronger, for its flowers hung near the little girl’s heart, against which the boy often rested his head during the flight.


“It is beautiful here in spring,” said the little girl, and they were again in the green beechwood, where the thyme breathed forth sweet fragrance at their feet, and the pink anemones looked lovely in the green moss. “Oh! that it was always spring in the fragrant  beechwood!”


“Here it is beautiful in summer!” she said, and they passed by old castles of the age of chivalry. The high walls and indented gables were reflected in the water of the canals, on which swans were swimming and peering into the old shady avenues. The corn waved in the fields like a yellow sea. Red and yellow flowers grew in the ditches, wild hops and convolvulus in full bloom in the hedges. In the evening the moon rose, large and round, and the hayricks in the meadows smelled sweet. “One can never forget it!”


“Here it is beautiful in autumn!” said the little girl, and the sky seemed twice as high and blue, while the wood shone with crimson, green, and gold. The hounds were running, flocks of wild fowl flew screaming over the barrows, while the bramble bushes twined round the old stones. The dark blue sea was covered with white-sailed ships, and in the barns sat old women, girls, and children picking hops into a large tub; the young ones sang songs, and the old people told fairy tales about goblins and trolls. It could not be more pleasant anywhere.


“Here it’s beautiful in winter!” said the little girl, and all the trees were covered with hoar-frost, so that they looked like white coral. The snow creaked under one’s feet, as if one had new boots on. One shooting star after another crossed the sky. In the room, the Christmas tree was lit, and there were presents and merriment. In the peasant’s cottage the violin sounded, and games were played for slices of apples; even the poorest child said, “It is beautiful in winter!”


And indeed it was beautiful! And the little girl showed everything to the boy, and the elder-tree continued to breathe forth sweet perfume, while the red flag with the white cross was streaming in the wind; it was the flag under which the old sailor had served. The boy became a youth; he was to go out into the wide world, far away to the countries where the coffee grows. But at parting the little girl took an elder-blossom from her breast and gave it to him as a keepsake. He placed it in his prayer-book, and when he opened it in distant lands it was always at the place where the flower of remembrance was lying; and the more he looked at it the fresher it became, so that he could almost smell the fragrance of the woods at home. He distinctly saw the little girl, with her bright blue eyes, peeping out from behind the petals, and heard her whispering, “Here it is beautiful in spring, in summer, in autumn, and in winter,” and hundreds of pictures passed through his mind.


Thus many years rolled by. He had now become an old man, and was sitting, with his old wife, under an elder-tree in full bloom. They held each other by the hand exactly as the great-grandfather and the great-grandmother had done, and, like them, they talked about bygone days and of their golden wedding. The little girl with the blue eyes and elder-blossoms in her hair was sitting high up in the tree, and nodded to them, saying, “Today is the golden wedding!” And then she took two flowers out of her wreath and kissed them. They glittered at first like silver, then like gold, and when she placed them on the heads of the old people each flower became a golden crown. There they both sat like a king and queen under the sweet-smelling tree, which looked exactly like an elder-tree, and he told his wife the story of the elder-tree mother as it had been told him when he was a little boy. They were both of opinion that the story contained many points like their own, and these similarities they liked best.


“Yes, so it is,” said the little girl in the tree. “Some call me Elder-tree Mother; others a Dryad; but my real name is ‘Remembrance.’ It is I who sit in the tree which grows and grows. I can remember things and tell stories! But let’s see if you have still got your flower.”


And the old man opened his prayer-book; the elder-blossom was still in it, and as fresh as if it had only just been put in. Remembrance nodded, and the two old people, with the golden crowns on their heads, sat in the glowing evening sun. They closed their eyes and—and—


Well, now the story is ended! The little boy in bed did not know whether he had dreamed it or heard it told. The teapot stood on the table, but no elder-tree was growing out of it, and the old man who had told the story was on the point of leaving the room, and he did go out.


“How beautiful it was!” said the little boy. “Mother, I have been to warm countries!”


“I believe you,” said the mother; “if one takes two cups of hot elder-tea it is quite natural that one gets into warm countries!” And she covered him up well, so that he might not take cold. “You have slept soundly while I was arguing with the old man whether it was a story or a fairy tale!”


“And what has become of Elder-tree Mother?” asked the boy.


“She is in the teapot,” said the mother; “and there she may remain.”




The Princess

 on the Pea



••••••••





Once upon a time there was a prince and he wanted a princess; but she would have to be a real princess. He travelled all round the world to find one, but always there was something wrong. There were princesses enough, but he found it difficult to make out whether they were real ones. There was always something about them that was not quite right. So he came home again and was very sad, for he would have liked very much to have a real princess.


One evening a terrible storm came on; there was thunder and lightning, and the rain poured down in torrents. It was really dreadful! Suddenly a knocking was heard at the city gate, and the old King himself went to open it.


It was a princess standing out there before the gate. But, good gracious! what a sight she was after all the rain and the dreadful weather! The water ran down from her hair and her clothes; it ran down into the toes of her shoes and out again at the heels. And yet she said that she was a real princess.


“Yes, we’ll soon find that out,” thought the old Queen. But she said nothing, went into the bedroom, took all the bedding off the bedstead, and laid a pea at the bottom; then she took twenty mattresses and laid them on the pea, and then twenty eiderdown featherbeds on top of the mattresses.
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On this the Princess was to lie all night. In the morning she was asked how she had slept.


“Oh, terribly badly!” said the Princess. “I have scarcely shut my eyes the whole night. Heaven only knows what was in the bed, but I was lying on something hard, so that I am black and blue all over my body. It is really terrible!”


Now they knew that she was a real princess, because she had felt the pea right through the twenty mattresses and the twenty eiderdown featherbeds.


Nobody but a real princess could be as sensitive as that.


So the prince took her for his wife, for now he knew that he had a real princess; and the pea was put in the Art Museum, where it may still be seen, if no one has stolen it.


There, that is a real story!




What the Old Man Does

 Is Always Right



••••••••





I will tell you the story which I heard when I was a little boy.


Every time I thought of the story it seemed to me to become more and more charming, for it is with stories as it is with many people—they become better as they grow older.


You have been in the country, of course! Well, then, you must have seen a very old farmhouse with a thatched roof, and mosses and weeds growing wild upon it. There is a stork’s nest on the ridge of the roof, for we can’t do without the stork. The walls of the house are aslant, and the windows low, and only one of the latter is made so that it will open. The baking-oven sticks out of the wall like a little fat body. The elder tree hangs over the paling, and beneath its branches, at the foot of the paling, is a little pond with a duck and some ducklings under a knotted old willow tree. There is a yard dog too, who barks at everybody and everything.


Well, there was just such a farmhouse out in the country, and in it lived an old couple—a peasant and his wife. Small as was their property, there was one of their possessions that they could do without—a horse, which managed to live on the grass it found in the ditch by the side of the highroad. The old peasant rode it to town, and often his neighbours borrowed it, and rendered the old couple some service in return for the loan. But still they thought it would be best if they sold the horse or exchanged it for something that might be more useful to them. But what was it to be?


“You’ll know that best, old man,” said the wife. “It is fair-day today; so ride to town and sell the horse for money, or make a good exchange—whatever you do will be right to me. Ride off to the fair.”


And she tied his neckerchief for him, for she could do that better than he could; and she tied it in a double bow and made him look quite smart. Then she brushed his hat round and round with the palm of her hand and gave him a kiss. So he rode away upon the horse that was to be sold or exchanged for something else. Yes, the old man knew what he was about.


The sun shone hot, and there was not a cloud in the sky. The road was very dusty, for many people who were all bound for the fair were driving, or riding, or walking upon it. There was no shade anywhere from the burning sun.


Among the rest, a man was going along driving a cow to the fair. The cow was as pretty as a cow could be.


“She gives good milk. I’m sure,” thought the peasant. “That would be a very good exchange—the cow for the horse.”


“Hallo, you there with the cow!” he said. “Let’s have a word together. I fancy a horse costs more than a cow, but I don’t mind that; a cow would be more useful to me. If you like, we’ll exchange.”


“To be sure I will,” said the man with the cow. And so they exchanged.


So that was settled, and the peasant might just as well have turned back, for he had done the business he came to do, but as he had once made up his mind to go to the fair, he thought he’d go all the same, if only to have a look at it; and so he went on to the town with his cow.


Leading the cow, he strode on briskly, and after a short time he overtook a man who was driving a sheep. It was a fine fat sheep, well covered with good wool.


“I should like to have that,” said our peasant to himself. “It would find plenty of grass by our fence, and in winter we could have it in the room with us. Perhaps it would be more practical to have a sheep instead of a cow. Shall we exchange?”


The man with the sheep was quite ready, and the exchange was made. So our peasant went on along the highroad with his sheep.


Soon he saw another man, who came into the road from a field, carrying a big goose under his arm.


“That’s a heavy bird you have there. It has plenty of feathers and plenty of fat, and would look well tethered out by our pond. That would be something for my old woman to save up her scraps for. How often she has said, ‘If only we had a goose!’ Now, perhaps, she can have one—if it’s possible, it shall be hers. Shall we exchange? I’ll give you my sheep for your goose, and say ‘Thank you’ into the bargain.”


The other man had no objection; and so they exchanged, and our peasant got the goose.


By this time he was very near the town. The crowd on the road became greater and greater; there was quite a crush of men and cattle. They walked in the road and in the ditch, and at the toll-gate they even went into the toll-keeper’s potato-field, where his only hen was tethered so that she mightn’t run away and get lost. She had short feathers on her tail, and winked with one eye, and looked very wise. 


“Cluck, cluck!” said the hen. What she meant by it I cannot tell you; but directly our good man saw her he thought, “That’s the finest hen I’ve ever seen in my life! Why, she’s finer than our parson’s brood hen. Upon my word, I should like to have that hen. A fowl can always find a grain or two; she can almost keep herself. I think it would be a good exchange if I could get that for my goose.”


“Shall we exchange?” he asked the toll-keeper.


“Exchange?” said the man. “Well, that’s not a bad idea!”


And so they exchanged, and the toll-keeper got the goose and the peasant got the hen.


Now he had done a good deal of business on his way to town, and he was hot and tired. He wanted a glass of ale and a bit to eat, so he turned his steps to an inn. He was just about to enter when the ostler came out, and they met at the door. The ostler was carrying a sackful of something on his back.


“What have you there?” said the peasant.


“Rotten apples,” answered the ostler. “A whole sackful of them—they will do to feed the pigs.”


“Why, that’s terrible waste! I wish my old woman at home could see that lot. Last year the old tree only bore a single apple. That apple had to be taken care of, and we kept it in the cupboard till it was quite rotten and spoiled. ‘That’s property, anyhow,’ my old woman said. Now here she could see a good deal of property—a whole sackful. I really wish she could see it.”


“What will you give me for the sackful?” asked the ostler.


“What’ll I give? I’ll give you my hen in exchange.”


And so he gave him the hen and got the apples, which he carried into the bar parlour. He stood the sack carefully by the stove, and then went to the table. But the stove was hot; he had not thought of that. There were many customers there: horse-dealers, drovers, and two Englishmen, and the two Englishmen were so rich that their pockets were bursting with gold, and they were making bets too, just as they are always supposed to.


Hiss-s-s! hiss-s-s! What was that by the stove? The apples were beginning to roast!


“What’s that?”


“Well, you see—” said our peasant; and then he told the whole story of the horse that he had exchanged for a cow, and all the rest of it, right down to the apples.


“Well, your old woman will give you a cuff when you get home!” said the Englishmen. “There’ll be a pretty row!”


“What? She’ll give me what?” said the peasant. “She will kiss me, and say, ‘What the old man does is always right.’”


“Shall we have a bet?” said the Englishmen. “We’ll wager a ton of gold coin—a hundred pounds to the hundred-weight!”


“A bushel will be enough,” said the peasant. “I can only set the bushel of apples against it; and I’ll throw in myself and my old woman into the bargain—and that’s piling up the measure, I should say.”


“Done!”


And so the bet was made. The innkeeper’s cart was brought out, and the Englishmen got in, and the peasant got in, and the rotten apples, and away they went, and soon they reached the peasant’s little farm.


“Good evening, old woman!”


“Good evening, old man!”


“Well, I’ve made the exchange!”


“Yes, you know what you’re about,” said the woman, and she put her arms round him, looking neither at the sack, nor at the strangers.


“I got a cow in exchange for the horse,” said he.


“Heaven be thanked!” said she. “What lovely milk we shall have now, and butter and cheese on the table! That was an excellent exchange!”


“Yes, but I exchanged the cow for a sheep.”


“Why, that’s better still!” said the old woman. “You always think of everything. We have just grass enough for a sheep. Ewe’s milk and cheese, and woollen stockings, and even woollen jackets too! Those the cow could not give, she only loses her hair. How you think of everything!”


“But I gave away the sheep for a goose.”


“Then this year we shall really have roast goose to eat, my dear old man. You are always thinking of something to give me pleasure. How lovely that is! We can let the goose walk about on a tether, and she’ll grow fatter still before we roast her.”


“But I exchanged the goose for a hen,” said the man.


“A hen? That was a good exchange!” replied the woman. “The hen will lay eggs and hatch them, and we shall have chickens; we shall have a whole poultry-yard! Oh, that’s what I wished for most of all!”


“Yes, but I exchanged the hen for a sack of shrivelled rotten apples.” 
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“Well! Now I must really kiss you for that,” exclaimed the wife. “My dear, good husband! Now I’ll tell you something. Do you know, you had hardly left me this morning before I began thinking how I could give you something very nice this evening. Eggs and bacon with some chives, I thought. I had the eggs and the bacon too; all I needed was the chives. So I went over to the schoolmaster’s—they had some chives, I know—but his wife is a stingy woman, though she looks so sweet. I begged her to lend me a handful of chives. ‘Lend!’ she answered. ‘Nothing whatever grows in our garden, not so much as a shrivelled  apple. I could not even lend you a shrivelled  apple.’ But now I can lend her ten—a whole sackful even. That I’m very glad of; that makes me laugh!” And with that she gave him a good smacking kiss.


“I like that!” said both the Englishmen together. “Always going downhill, and always happy. Why, that alone is worth the money.”


So they paid a bushel of gold to the peasant, who had got kisses, not cuffs, by his bargains.


Yes, it always pays when the wife sees and says that her husband knows best, and that what he does is right.


You see, that’s my story. I heard it when I was a child, and now you’ve heard it too, and know that “What the old man does is always right.”




The Little Match Girl



••••••••





It was so terribly cold; it snowed, and it was almost dark on this,  the last evening of the year. In the cold and darkness a poor little girl, with bare head and naked feet, went along the streets. When she left home, it is true, she had had slippers on, but what was the use of that? They were very large slippers; her mother had worn them till then, so big were they. And the little girl lost them as she hurried across the street, to get out of the way of two carts driving furiously along. One slipper was not to be found again, and a boy had caught up the other and run away with it. He said he could use it for a cradle when he had children of his own. So the little girl had to go walking about in her little bare feet, which were red and blue with cold. She carried a lot of matches in an old apron and a box of them in her hand. No one had bought any from her the whole day; no one had given her a halfpenny.


Hungry and shivering, she went along, poor little thing, a picture of misery.


The snowflakes fell on her long yellow hair, that curled so prettily on her neck, but she did not think of that now. Lights were shining in all the windows, and there was a tempting smell of roast goose, for it was New Year’s Eve. Yes, she was thinking of that.


In a corner formed by two houses, one of which projected a little beyond the other, she sat down and huddled herself together. She had tucked her little feet under her, but she felt colder and colder. She dared not go home, for she had not sold any matches nor earned a single penny: her father would beat her, and it was cold at home, too; they had only the roof above them, through which the wind whistled, although the largest cracks had been stopped up with straw and rags.


Her little hands were almost numb with cold. Ah! One little match might do her good! If she dared take only one out of the box, strike it on the wall, and warm her fingers! She took one out. “R-r-a-tch!” How it sputtered and burned!


It was a warm, bright flame, like a little candle, when she held her hands over it. It was a wonderful little light, and it really seemed to the child as though she was sitting in front of a great iron stove with polished brass feet and brass ornaments. How the fire burned up, and how it warmed! The little girl was already stretching out her feet to warm these too, when—out went the little flame, the stove vanished, and she had only the remains of the burned match in her hand.


She struck a second one on the wall; it burned, and gave a light, and where this fell upon the wall it became transparent, like a veil—she could see right into the room. A white tablecloth was spread upon the table, which was decked with shining china dishes, and there was a lovely smell of roast goose stuffed with apples and prunes. And what pleased the poor little girl more than all was that the goose hopped down from the dish and, with a knife and fork sticking in its breast, came waddling across the floor straight towards her. Just at that moment out went the match, and only the thick, damp, cold wall was to be seen. 







So she lighted another match. And there she was sitting under the beautiful Christmas tree; it was much larger and better dressed than the one she had seen through the glass doors at the rich merchant’s. The green boughs were lit up with thousands of candles, and gaily painted figures, like those in the shop-windows, looked down upon her. The little girl stretched her hands out towards them and—out went the match. The Christmas candles rose higher and higher, till they were only the stars in the sky; one of them fell, leaving a long fiery trail behind it.


“Now, someone is dying,” said the little girl, for her old grandmother, the only person who had ever been good to her, and who was now dead, had said that when a star falls, a soul goes up to heaven.


She struck another match on the wall; it was alight at once, and in its glow stood her old grandmother, so dazzling and bright, and so kind and loving.


“Grandmother!” cried the little girl. “Oh, take me with you! I know that you will go away when the match is burned out; you will vanish like the warm stove, like the beautiful roast goose and the big splendid Christmas tree.” And she quickly lighted the whole box of matches, for she did not wish to let her grandmother go. The matches burned with such a blaze that it was lighter than day, and the old grandmother had never appeared so beautiful or so tall before. Taking the little girl in her arms she flew up with her in brightness and joy, high, so high; and there was no cold, nor hunger, nor sorrow—for they were with God.


But in the corner by the houses, in the cold dawn, the little girl was still sitting, with red cheeks and a smile upon her lips—frozen to death on the last evening of the Old Year. The New Year’s sun shone on the little body. The child sat up stiffly, holding her matches, of which a box had been burned. “She must have tried to warm herself,” someone said. No one knew what beautiful things she had seen, nor into what glory she had entered with her grandmother on the joyous New Year.




Everything

 in Its Proper Place



••••••••





It is over a hundred years ago! Behind the wood, near the great lake, stood an old mansion, and round it was a deep moat, in which reeds and bulrushes grew. Close by the bridge, at the entrance gate, stood an old willow tree, which bent over the reeds.


From the narrow way came the sound of horns and the tramping of horses’ feet; and therefore the little goose-girl hastened to drive her geese away from the bridge, before the hunting party came galloping up. They came, however, so fast that  in order to avoid being ridden over, she had to jump up quickly onto one of the high cornerstones of the bridge. She was scarcely more than a child and very delicately built; she had two lovely bright eyes and a gentle, sweet expression. But such things the baron did not notice; as he galloped past her he reversed his hunting crop, and in rough play gave her such a push in the chest with it that she fell backward into the ditch.


“Everything in its proper place!” he cried. “Into the ditch with you!” Then he burst out laughing, for he called that fun; the others joined in; the whole party shouted and cried, and the hounds barked.


The poor goose-girl luckily caught hold of a branch of the willow tree as she fell, by the help of which she held herself out of the water, and as soon as the baron with his company and the hounds had disappeared through the gate, the goose-girl tried to scramble up, but the branch broke off at the top, and she would have fallen backward among the rushes had not a strong hand from above seized her. It was the hand of a pedlar, who had seen what had happened from a short distance, and had now hurried up to help her.


“Everything in its proper place!” he said, imitating the noble baron, and he pulled her up to the dry ground. He wished to put the branch back in the place it had been broken off, but “everything in its proper place” cannot always be managed; so he stuck the branch into the soft soil.


“Grow if you can, and provide a good flute for them up yonder at the mansion!” he said. It would have given him great pleasure to play the Rogues’ March for the noble baron and his companions. Then he walked up and entered the mansion—but not the banqueting-hall, he was too humble for that. No, he went to the servants’ hall, and the men-servants and the maids looked over his stock of goods and bargained with him. 


From above, where the company were at table, came sounds of screaming and shouting which they called singing—and indeed, they were not in a state to produce better. Loud laughter, mingled with the howling of dogs, sounded through the open windows. All were feasting and carousing. Wine and strong ale foamed in the jugs and glasses; the dogs ate and drank with their masters, and some of them, after having their snouts wiped with their long ears, were even kissed.


They ordered the pedlar to come upstairs with his wares, but only to make fun of him. The wine had got into their heads, and the wit had gone out. They poured beer into a stocking so that he could drink with them—but quickly, of course! That’s what they called fun, and it made them laugh. Then meadows, peasants, and farmyards were staked on a single card and lost.


“Everything in its proper place!” the pedlar said when he had at last got safely out of Sodom and Gomorrah, as he called it. “The open highway—that is my right place. Up there I did not feel at ease.” And the little goose-girl nodded to him from the gate.
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And days passed and weeks passed, and it could be seen that the broken willow branch which the pedlar had stuck into the ground near the ditch remained fresh and green—indeed it even had put forth fresh shoots. The little goose-girl saw that the branch had taken root, and she was very pleased; the tree, so she said, was her tree. Yes, the tree made good progress, but everything else at the mansion was going rapidly backward, through feasting and gambling, for these are two wheels upon which nobody runs safely. Less than six years later, the baron, with bag and stick, passed out of his gate a beggared man, while the estate had been bought by a rich tradesman. He was the very man they had made fun of and poured ale into a stocking for; but honesty and industry are like favourable winds to a ship, and they had brought the pedlar to be master of the baronial estate. From that time forward no card-playing was permitted there.


“That’s a bad pastime!” he said. “When the devil saw the Bible for the first time he wanted to produce something in opposition to it, and so he invented card-playing.”


The new master took a wife, and who was she? It was the little goose-girl, who had always remained good and faithful, and who looked as beautiful in her new clothes as if she had been of high birth. And how did all this come about? That would be too long a tale to tell in our busy time, but it really happened, and the most important part is yet to come.


It was pleasant and cheerful to live in the old mansion now; the mistress looked after the household, and the master managed the estate. Their home overflowed with blessings, for where honesty leads the way, prosperity is sure to follow. The old mansion was repaired and painted, the ditches were cleaned and fruit trees planted,  the floors were scrubbed as white as a pastry-board, and all was clean and pleasant. In the long winter evenings, the mistress and her maids sat at the spinning-wheel in the large hall. Every Sunday the Justice of the Peace—for a justice the pedlar had become, although only in his old age—read aloud from the Bible. The children—for children came—all received the best education, but they were not all equally clever, as is the case in all families.


In the meantime the willow branch outside had grown into a fine tree, and stood there, free, and was never clipped, “That is our genealogical tree,” said the old people, and that tree must be held in honour and respect. So they told their children, even those who had not very good heads.


A hundred years had now gone by. It was in our own time; the lake had been transformed into marsh land, and the old mansion had almost disappeared. A narrow pool of water and some ruined walls by it, that was all that was left of the deep moat; and here still stood a magnificent old tree with overhanging branches—that was the genealogical tree. Here it stood, and showed how beautiful a willow can look if one does not interfere with it. The trunk, it is true, was cleft in the middle from the root to the crown; storms had twisted it a little, but it still stood, and out of every crevice and cleft, in which wind and weather had carried mould, blades of grass and flowers sprang forth. Especially near the top, where the great branches forked, there was quite a hanging garden, in which throve wild raspberries and ferns, and even a little mistletoe had taken root and grew gracefully in the old willow branches, which were reflected in the dark water beneath when the wind blew the chickweed into the corner of the pond. A footpath led across the fields close by the old tree.


High up, on the woody hillside, stood the new mansion. It had a splendid view, and was large and magnificent; its windowpanes were so clear that one might have thought there were none there at all. The broad steps that led to the door looked like a bower of roses and broad-leaved plants. The lawn was as green as if each blade of grass was cleaned separately morning and evening. In the hall hung costly pictures. Here stood chairs and sofas covered with silk and velvet, which could be easily rolled about on castors; there were tables with polished marble tops, and books bound in morocco leather with gilt edges. Indeed, distinguished people lived here; it was the dwelling of the baron and his family.


Everything was in keeping with its surroundings. “Everything in its proper place” was the motto still, and therefore all the paintings which had once been the honour and glory of the old mansion were now hung up in the passage which led to the servants’ rooms. It was all old lumber, especially two portraits—one representing a man in a scarlet coat with a wig, and the other a lady with powdered and curled hair holding a rose in her hand, each of them being surrounded by a large wreath of willow branches. Both portraits had many holes in them, because the baron’s sons used the two old people as targets for their bows and arrows. They represented the councillor and his wife, from whom the whole family descended.


“But they did not properly belong to our family,” said one of the boys; “he was a pedlar and she kept the geese. They were not like papa and mama.”


So the portraits were old lumber, and “everything in its right place!” they said, and so the great-grandfather and great-grandmother had to go to the servants’ passage.


The son of the clergyman was tutor in the great house. One day he was out with the young barons and their elder sister, who had lately been confirmed, and they walked by the footpath past the old willow tree, and as they went along she picked a bunch of field-flowers. “Everything in its proper place,” and indeed the bunch looked very beautiful. At the same time she listened to all that was said, and she very much liked to hear the pastor’s son speak about the works of Nature and about the great men and women in history. She had a healthy mind, noble in thought and deed, and with a heart full of love for everything that God had created.


They stopped at the old willow tree, as the youngest of the baron’s sons wished very much to have a flute from it, such as had been cut for him from other willow trees, and the pastor’s son broke off a branch.


“Oh, don’t do that!” said the young baroness; but it was already done. “That is our famous old tree. I love it very much. They often laugh at me at home about it, but that does not matter. There is a story attached to this tree.”


And now she told him all that we already know about the tree—the old mansion, the pedlar and the goose-girl, who had met there for the first time, and had become the ancestors of the noble family to which the young baroness belonged.


“They would not be ennobled, the good old people,” she said. “Their motto was ‘everything in its proper place,’ and it would not be right, they thought, to be given a title on account of their wealth. My grandfather, the first baron, was their son. They say he was a very learned man, a great favourite with the princes and princesses, and was invited to all Court festivities. The others at home love him best; but, I do not know why, there seems to be something about the old couple that draws my heart to them! How homely, how patriarchal, it must have been in the old mansion, where the mistress sat at the spinning-wheel with her maids, while her husband read aloud from the Bible!”


“They must have been excellent people, sensible people,” said the pastor’s son. And they went on to talk about noblemen and commoners, and from the manner in which the clergyman’s son spoke about the meaning of nobility it seemed almost as if he were not himself a commoner.


“It is good fortune to be of a family that has distinguished itself, and to possess, as it were, in one’s blood a spur to lead in all that is good. It is a splendid thing to have a noble name that is a card of admission into the highest circles. Nobility is a gold coin that bears the stamp of its own value. It is the fallacy of the the present day, into which many poets have fallen, to say that all persons of noble birth are bad and stupid, and that the lower we descend in society the oftener we find great and shining characters. I do not share this opinion, for it is a mistake—it is altogether wrong. In all classes can be found men and women possessing kindly and beautiful traits.


“My mother told me of such, and I could tell you of many more. One day she was visiting a nobleman’s house in town; my grandmother, I believe, had been the lady’s nurse when she was a child. My mother and the great old nobleman were alone in the room, when he noticed an old woman on crutches come limping into the courtyard; she came every Sunday to get a penny.


“‘There is the poor old woman,’ said the nobleman; ‘it is such difficulty to her to walk.’


“And before my mother understood, he was out of the door and down the stairs, in order to save her the toilsome walk for the gift she had come to fetch. Of course this is only a little incident, but, like the widow’s mite, it comes from the heart, from the depth of human nature.


“These are subjects of which poets should write and sing, for they soften and unite mankind into one brotherhood. But when a man, simply because he is of noble birth and has a pedigree, like an Arab horse, stands on his hind legs and neighs in the streets, and says with a sneer when a commoner has been in a room, ‘It smells like the street in here,’ there nobility is decaying; it has become a mask of the kind that Thespis created. People are glad to see such persons turned into objects of satire.”


Such was the speech of the parson’s son; it was a little long, but meanwhile the flute was being cut.


There was a great party at the mansion, many guests from the neighbourhood and from the capital, ladies dressed with taste—and without it. The big hall was quite crowded with people. The clergymen stood humbly together in a corner, and looked as if they were preparing for a funeral, but it was a festival—only the amusement had not yet begun.


A great concert was to take place, and that is why the baron’s young son had brought his willow flute with him; but he could not make it sound, nor could his papa, and therefore the flute was pronounced a failure.


There were music and songs of the kind which delight mostly the performers; otherwise quite charming!


“But you are a performer, too, surely,” said a witty gentleman, addressing the tutor. “You are of course a flute player as well as a flute maker. You are a universal genius, I hear, and genius is quite the rage nowadays—nothing like genius. Come now; I am sure you will be so good as to enchant us by playing on this little instrument.” He handed it over, announcing in a loud voice that the tutor was going to favour the company with a solo on the flute.


They wished to tease him—that was evident—and so the tutor refused to play, although he could do so very well, but they pressed and urged him so hard that at last he took up the flute and placed it to his lips.


That was a marvellous flute! Its sound was as shrill as the whistle of a steam engine—in fact, much stronger, for it was heard in the courtyard, in the garden, and in the wood, many miles round in the country; and with the note a storm arose and roared: “Everything in its proper place!” And off flew papa, as if carried by the wind, out of the hall straight into the shepherd’s cottage, and the shepherd flew—not into the banqueting hall, thither he could not come—but into the servants’ hall, among the smart footmen strutting about in silk stockings; and these haughty servants looked horror-struck that such a person dared to sit at table with them.


But in the banqueting-hall the young baroness flew to the place of honour at the end of the table, where she was worthy to sit, and the parson’s son had the seat next to her; the two sat there as if they were a bridal pair. An old count, belonging to one of the oldest families of the country, remained untouched in his place of honour; the flute was just, as it is one’s duty to be. The sharp-tongued cavalier who had caused the flute to be played, and who was the child of his parents, flew headlong into the fowl-house, but not he alone.


The flute was heard a mile away, and strange events took place. A rich banker’s family, who were driving in a coach and four, were blown out of it, and could not even find room on the footboard at the back. Two rich farmers, who had in our day grown too big for their own cornfields, were flung into the ditch—it was a dangerous flute! Luckily it burst at the first note, and that was a good thing, for then it was put back into its owner’s pocket—“everything in its proper place!”


The day after, nobody spoke a word about what had taken place; and thence came the saying, “to pocket the flute!” Besides, everything was again in its usual place, except that the two old pictures of the pedlar and the goose-girl were hanging in the banqueting-hall, where they had been blown; and, as a real expert said that they were painted by a master’s hand, they were allowed to remain there and were restored. They did not know before that they were worth anything, for how should they know?


Now they hung in a place of honor.  “Everything in its proper place,” and to that it comes! Eternity is long, much longer than this story.
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The Little Mermaid



••••••••





Far out in the ocean the water is as blue as the petals of the most beautiful cornflower, and as clear as the purest glass. But it is very deep—much deeper, indeed, than any anchor can fathom. Many steeples would have to be piled one on top of the other to reach from the bottom to the surface of the water. Down there live the sea-folk.


Now you must not think that there is nothing but the bare white sand down at the bottom. No, there grow the strangest trees and plants, with such pliable stems and leaves that at the slightest movement of the water they stir as if they are alive. All the big and little fishes glide among their branches, as the birds do up above in the air. Where the ocean is deepest stands the sea-king’s palace. Its walls are made of coral, and the high arched windows of the clearest amber. The roof is made of mussel-shells, which open and close in the current. It is very beautiful, for each of them is filled with gleaming pearls, a single one of which would make a fit jewel for a queen’s crown.
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The sea-king had been a widower for many years, but his old mother kept house for him. She was a clever woman, but very vain of her noble rank; so she wore twelve oysters on her tail, while other grand folk were only allowed to wear six. In every other respect, she deserved great praise, especially for her tender care of the little sea-princesses, her granddaughters. They were six lovely children, and the youngest was the most beautiful of all. Her skin was as clear and delicate as a rose-petal, and her eyes as blue as the deepest sea, but, like all the others, she had no legs—her body ended in a fish-tail. All day long they used to play in the great halls of the palace, where living flowers grew out of the walls. The large amber windows were thrown open, and the fishes came swimming in to them, as the swallows fly in to us when we open our windows; but the fishes swam right up to the little princesses, and ate out of their hands, and let themselves be stroked.


In front of the palace was a large garden, in which bright red and dark blue trees were growing. The fruit glittered like gold, and the flowers looked like flames of fire, with their ever-moving stems and leaves. The ground was covered with the finest sand, as blue as the flame of sulphur. A strange blue light shone over everything; one would imagine oneself to be high up in the air, with the blue sky above and below, rather than at the bottom of the sea. When the sea was calm one could see the sun; it looked like a huge purple flower, from whose centre the light streamed forth.


Each of the little princesses had her own little place in the garden, where she could dig and plant as she pleased. One gave her flowerbed the shape of a whale; another liked better to make hers like a little mermaid; but the youngest made hers as round as the sun, and only had flowers that shone red like it. She was a strange child, quiet and thoughtful. While her sisters made a great display of all sorts of curious objects which they found from wrecked ships, she only loved her rose-red flowers, like the sun above, and a beautiful marble statue of a handsome boy, carved out of clear white marble, which had sunk from some wreck to the bottom of the sea. She had planted by the statue a red weeping-willow tree, which grew well, hanging over it with its fresh branches reaching down to the blue sand, and casting a violet shadow which moved to and fro like the branches, so that it seemed as if the top and the roots of the tree were playing at kissing each other.


Nothing gave her greater pleasure than to hear stories about the world of men above, and her old grandmother had to tell her all she knew about ships and towns, men and animals. It seemed strangely beautiful to her that on earth the flowers were fragrant, for at the bottom of the sea they have no scent, and that the woods were green, and that the fish which one saw there among the branches could sing so loudly and beautifully that it was a delight to hear them. The grandmother called the little birds fishes; otherwise her granddaughter would not have understood her, as they had never seen a bird.


“When you are fifteen years old,” said the grandmother, “you will be allowed to rise up to the surface of the sea and sit on the rocks in the moonlight, and see the big ships as they sail by. Then you will also see the forests and towns.”


The following year one of the sisters would be fifteen; but the others—well, the sisters were each one year younger than the other; so the youngest had to wait fully five years before she could come up from the bottom of the sea and see what things were like on the earth above. But each promised to tell her sisters what she had seen and liked best on her first day; for their grandmother could not tell them enough—there were so many things about which they wanted to know. None of them, however, longed so much to go up as the youngest, who had the longest time to wait, and was so quiet and thoughtful. Many a night she stood at the open window and looked up through the dark blue water, where the fishes splashed with their fins and tails. She could see the moon and the stars, which only shone faintly, but looked much bigger through the water than we see them. When something like a dark cloud passed under them, and hid them for a while, she knew it was either a whale swimming overhead or a ship with many people, who had no idea that a lovely little mermaid was standing below stretching out her white hands towards the keel of their ship.


The eldest princess was now fifteen years old, and was allowed to rise to the surface of the sea. When she came back she had hundreds of things to tell: but what pleased her most, she said, was to lie in the moonlight on a sandbank, in the calm sea, and to look at the nearby coast and the big town where the lights twinkled like many hundreds of stars; to hear music and the noise and bustle of carriages and people, and to see the many church towers and spires and listen to the ringing of the bells. Oh, how the youngest sister listened to all this! And when, later on in the evening, she again stood at the open window, looking up through the dark blue water, she thought of the big town, with all its bustle and noise, and imagined she could hear the church bells ringing, even down where she was.


The next year, the second sister was allowed to go up to the surface, and swim about as she pleased. She came up just as the sun was setting, and saw the sight she thought the most beautiful of all. The whole sky was like gold, she said, and the clouds—well, she could not find words to describe their loveliness. Rose and violet, they sailed by over her head; but, even swifter than the clouds, a flock of wild swans, like a long white veil, flew across the water towards the sun. She followed them, but the sun sank, and the rosy gleam faded from the sea and clouds.


The year after, the third sister went up. She was the boldest of them all, and swam up a broad river which flowed into the sea. She saw beautiful green hills covered with vines, and houses and castles peeped out from magnificent woods. She heard the birds sing, and the sun shone so warmly that she often had to dive under the water to cool her burning face. 







In a little creek she came across a whole flock of little children, who were quite naked and splashed about in the water; she wanted to play with them, but they ran away terrified. Then a little black animal—it was a dog, but she had never seen a dog before—came out and barked so ferociously at her that she was frightened, and hurried back as fast as she could to the open sea. But she could never forget the magnificent woods, the green hills, and the lovely children, who could swim even though they had no fish-tails.


The fourth sister was not so daring; she stayed far out in the open sea, and said that that was the loveliest place of all. There, she said, one could see for many miles round, and the sky above was like a great glass dome. She saw ships, but far away, and they looked to her like seagulls. The playful dolphins, she said, turned somersaults, and the big whales spouted out seawater through their nostrils, as if a hundred fountains were playing all around her.


Now came the turn of the fifth sister, and, as her birthday was in winter, she saw on her first visit things which the other sisters had not. The sea looked quite green; huge icebergs floated around her—they were like pearls, she said, and yet were much higher than the church steeples built by men. They were the strangest shapes and glittered like diamonds. She sat on one of the biggest, and all the passing sailors were terrified when they saw her sitting there, with the wind playing with her long hair. But towards evening the sky became overcast with black clouds; there was thunder and lightning, and the dark waves lifted up the big blocks of ice, which shone in each flash of lightning. The sails were reefed on all the ships, and there was anxiety and terror; but she sat quietly on her floating iceberg, and watched the blue lightning dart in zigzags into the foaming sea.


The first time each one of the sisters came to the surface, all the new and beautiful things she saw charmed her; but now, when as grown-up girls they were allowed to come up whenever they liked, they became indifferent to them, longing for their home; and after a month they said that after all it was best down below, where one felt at home. On many an evening the five sisters would rise to the surface of the sea, arm-in-arm. They had beautiful voices, far finer than that of any human being; and when a storm was brewing, and they thought that some ships might be wrecked, they swam in front of them, singing so beautifully of how lovely it was at the bottom of the sea, and telling the people not to be afraid of coming down there. But the human beings could not understand the words, and thought it was only the noise of the storm; and they never saw the wonders below, for when the ship went down they were drowned, and were dead when they came to the sea-king’s palace. When her sisters went up arm-in-arm to the top of the sea there stood the little sister, all alone, looking after them, and feeling as if she could cry; but mermaids have no tears, and so they suffer all the more.


“Oh, if I were only fifteen!” she said. “I know how much I shall love the world above, and the people who live in it.”


* * * * *


At last she was fifteen years old.


“Well, now we have you off our hands,” said her grandmother, the old dowager-queen. “Come now! Let me adorn you like your sisters!” She put a wreath of white lilies on her head, but every petal of the flowers was half a pearl; and the old lady had eight big oysters fixed to the princess’s tail, to show her high rank.


“But it hurts so!” said the little mermaid.


“Yes, one must suffer to be beautiful,” said the old lady.


Oh, how gladly the little princess would have taken off all her ornaments and the heavy wreath! The red flowers in her garden would have suited her much better, but she dared not make any change now. “Goodbye!” she said, and rose as lightly as a bubble through the water.


The sun had just set when she lifted her head out of the water, but the clouds gleamed with red and gold, and the evening star shone in the rosy sky; the air was mild and fresh, and the sea as calm as glass. Near her lay a big ship with three masts; only one sail was set, as not a breath of wind was stirring, and the sailors were sitting about on deck and in the rigging. There was music and singing on board, and when it grew dark many hundreds of coloured lamps were lighted, and it looked as if the flags of all nations were floating in the air. The little mermaid swam up close to the cabin windows, and when the waves lifted her up she could see through the clear panes many richly dressed people. But the handsomest of them all was the young Prince, with large black eyes—he could not be older than sixteen; and it was his birthday—that was the reason for all this celebration. The sailors were dancing on deck, and when the young Prince came out, hundreds of rockets were sent off into the air, making the night as bright as day, so that the little mermaid was frightened, and dived under water. But soon she lifted up her head again, and then it seemed to her as if all the stars of heaven were falling down upon her. Never had she seen such a thing! Great suns whirled round, gorgeous fiery fish flew through the blue air, and everything was reflected in the calm and glassy sea. The ship was so brilliantly lighted up that one could see everything distinctly, even to the smallest rope, and the people still better. Oh, how beautiful was the young Prince! He shook hands with the people and smiled graciously, while the music sounded dreamily through the starry night.


It grew very late, but the little mermaid could not turn her eyes away from the ship and the handsome Prince. The coloured lamps were put out, no more rockets were sent off nor cannons fired. But deep down in the sea was a strange humming and murmuring, and the little mermaid sitting on the waves was rocked up and down, so that she could look into the cabin. Soon the ship began to make greater headway, as one sail after another was unfurled; then the waves rose higher and higher; dark clouds gathered, and flashes of lightning were seen in the distance. Oh, what a terrible storm was brewing! Then the sailors reefed all the sails, and the big ship rushed at flying speed through the wild sea; the waves rose as high as great black mountains, as if they would dash over the masts, but the ship dived like a swan between them, and then was carried up again to their towering crests. The little mermaid thought this was great fun; but not so the sailors. The ship creaked and groaned, her strong timbers bending under the weight of the huge waves; the sea broke over her; the mainmast snapped in two, like a reed; and the ship lay over on her side while the water rushed into her hold. The little mermaid then realized that the crew was in danger; she herself had to be careful of the beams and planks floating about in the water. For one moment it was so dark that not a thing could be seen, but flashes of lightning made everything visible, and she could see all on board. The little mermaid looked out for the young Prince, and as the ship broke up she saw him sinking into the deep sea. At first she was very pleased, for now he would come down to her; but then she remembered that men cannot live in the water, and only if he were dead could he come to her father’s palace. No, he must not die! Heedless of the beams and planks floating on the water, which might have crushed her, she dived down into the water and came up again in the waves, in search of the Prince. At last she found him. His strength was failing him, and he could hardly swim any longer in the stormy sea; his arms and legs began to grow numb, and his beautiful eyes closed; he would certainly have died if the little mermaid had not come to his assistance. She held his head above the water and let the waves carry them where they would.


Next morning the storm was over, but not a plank of the ship was to be seen anywhere. The sun rose red and brilliant out of the water, and seemed to bring new life to the Prince’s cheeks; but his eyes remained closed. The little mermaid kissed his beautiful high forehead, and smoothed back his wet hair; she thought he looked very much like the white marble statue in her little garden. She kissed him again and again, and wished that he might live.


Then she saw before her eyes the mainland, where lay high, blue mountains, on whose summits snow was glistening, so that they looked like swans. Down by the shore were beautiful green woods, and in front of them stood a church or convent—she did not know which, but it was some sort of building. Lemon and orange trees grew in the garden, and before the gate stood lofty palms. The sea formed a little bay here, and was quite calm, though very deep; she swam straight to the cliffs, where the fine white sand had been washed ashore, and laid the handsome Prince on the sand, taking special care that his head lay raised up in the warm sunshine. Then all the bells began to ring in the big white building, and many young girls came out into the garden. The little mermaid swam farther out and hid behind some rocks, covering her hair and breast with sea-foam, lest anybody should see her little face; and from there she watched to see who would come to the poor Prince.


It was not long before a young girl came to the spot where he lay. At first she seemed very frightened, but only for a moment, and then she called some of the others. The little mermaid saw that the Prince came back to life, and smiled at all who stood round him; but at her he did not smile—he little knew who had saved him. She was very sad; and when they had taken him into the big building, she dived sorrowfully down into the water, and so went back to her father’s palace.


She had always been silent and thoughtful, and now she became still more so. Her sisters asked her what she had seen when she went up for the first time, but she told them nothing. Many a morning and many an evening she went back to the place where she had left the Prince. She saw how the fruit in the garden ripened and was gathered, and how the snow melted on the high mountains, but she never saw the Prince; and each time she returned home, she was more sorrowful than before.







Her only comfort was to sit in her little garden and put her arms round the marble figure which was so like the Prince; but she no longer looked after her flowers. Her garden became a wilderness; the plants straggled over the paths, and twined their long stalks and leaves round the branches of the trees, so that it became quite dark there.


At last she could bear it no longer, and confided her troubles to one of her sisters, who, of course, told the others. These and a few other mermaids, who also told their intimate friends, were the only people who were in the secret. One of them knew who the Prince was, and could tell them where his kingdom lay. She also had watched the festivities on board the ship.


“Come, little sister!” said the other princesses, and arm-in-arm, in a long row, they rose to the surface of the sea, in front of where the Prince’s palace stood. It was built of bright yellow stone, and had broad marble staircases, one of which reached right down to the sea. Magnificent gilt cupolas surmounted the roof, and in the colonnades, which ran all round the building, stood lifelike marble statues. Through the clear panes of the high windows could be seen splendid halls, hung with costly silk curtains and beautiful tapestries, and on all the walls were paintings which were a joy to look at. In the centre of the largest hall a big fountain was playing. Its jets rose as high as the glass dome in the ceiling, through which the sun shone on the water and on the beautiful plants which grew in the great basin.


Now she knew where he lived, and came there many an evening and many a night across the water. She swam much closer to the shore than any of the others would have ventured, and she even went up the narrow channel under the magnificent marble terrace which cast a long shadow over the water. Here she would sit and gaze at the young Prince, who thought that he was all alone in the bright moonlight.


Many an evening she saw him sailing in his stately boat, with music on board and flags waving. She watched from behind the green rushes, and when the wind caught her long silvery-white veil, and people saw it, they thought it was a swan spreading its wings. Many a night when the fishermen were out at sea fishing by torchlight, she heard them say many good things about the Prince, and she was glad that she had saved his life when he was drifting half dead upon the waves. She remembered how heavily his head had lain upon her breast, and how passionately she had kissed him, but he knew nothing about it, and did not even see her in his dreams.


More and more she grew to love the human beings, and more and more she longed to be able to live among them, for their world seemed to her so much bigger than hers. They could sail over the sea in great ships and climb mountains high above the clouds, and the lands which they owned stretched, in woods and fields, farther than her eyes could see. There were still so many things she wanted to know about, and her sisters could not answer all her questions; so she asked her grandmother, who knew the upper world very well, and rightly called it “the countries above the sea.”


“If human beings are not drowned,” asked the little mermaid, “can they live forever? Don’t they die as we do down here in the sea?”


“Yes,” said the old lady, “they also die, and their life is even shorter than ours. We can live to be three hundred years old, but when we cease to exist we are turned into foam on the water, and have not even a grave down here among our dear ones. We have not got immortal souls, and can never live again. We are like the green rushes, which, when once cut down, can never grow again. Human beings, however, have a soul which lives forever, lives even after the body has become dust; it rises through the clear air up to the shining stars. As we rise out of the water and see all the countries of the earth, so they rise to unknown, beautiful regions which we shall never see.”


“Why don’t we also have an immortal soul?” said the little mermaid sorrowfully. “I would gladly give all the hundreds of years I have yet to live if I could only be a human being for one day, and to have the hope of seeing that marvellous country beyond the sky.”


“You must not think about that,” said the old lady. “We are much happier and better off than the human beings up there.”


“So I must die, and float as foam on the sea, and never hear the music of the waves or see the beautiful flowers and the red sun! Is there nothing I can do to obtain an immortal soul?”


“No,” said the grandmother. “Only if a man loved you so much that you were dearer to him than father or mother, and if he clung to you with all his heart and all his love, and let the priest place his right hand in yours, with the promise to be faithful to you here and to eternity—then would his soul flow into your body, and you would receive a share in the happiness of mankind. He would give you a soul and yet still keep his own. But that can never happen! What is thought most beautiful here below, your fish-tail, they would consider ugly on earth—they do not know any better. Up there one must have two clumsy supports, which they call legs, in order to be beautiful.”


The little mermaid sighed and looked sadly at her fish-tail.


“Let us be happy!” said the old lady. “Let us hop and skip through the three hundred years of our life! That is surely long enough! And afterwards we can rest all the better in our graves. This evening there is to be a Court ball.”


Such a splendid sight has never been seen on earth. The walls and ceiling of the big ballroom were of thick transparent glass. Several hundred colossal mussel-shells, red and grass-green, stood in rows down the sides, holding blue flames, which illuminated the whole room and shone through the walls, so that the sea outside was brightly lit up. One could see countless fish, both big and small,  swimming outside the glass walls; some with gleaming purple scales and others glittering like silver and gold. Through the middle of the ballroom flowed a broad stream, in which the mermen and mermaids danced to their own beautiful singing. No human beings have such lovely voices. The little mermaid sang most sweetly of all, and they all applauded her. For a moment she felt joyful at heart at the thought that she had the most beautiful voice on land or in the sea; but soon her mind returned to the world above, for she could not forget the handsome Prince and her sorrow at not possessing an immortal soul like his. So she stole out of her father’s palace; and while  the others within enjoyed songs and merriment, she sat sorrowfully in her little garden.


Suddenly she heard the sound of a horn through the water, and thought: “Now he is sailing above, he whom I love more than father or mother, and into whose hands I would entrust my life’s happiness. I will dare anything to win him and an immortal soul. While my sisters are dancing in my father’s palace I will go to the sea-witch, whom I have always feared so much. Perhaps she may be able to give me advice and help.”


Then the little mermaid left her garden, and went out towards the roaring whirlpools where the witch lived. She had never been that way before; no flowers, no seaweed even, were growing there—only bare, grey sand stretching to the whirlpools, where the water swirled round like rushing mill-wheels, dragging everything it got hold of down into the depths. She had to pass right through these dreadful whirlpools to reach the witch’s territory. For a long way the only path led over bubbling mud, that the witch called the peat-bog. Behind this her house stood, in a strange forest, for all the trees and bushes were polyps—half animals and half plants—which looked like hundred-headed snakes growing out of the ground. All the branches were slimy arms with fingers like wriggling worms, and they moved joint by joint from the root to the topmost branch. Everything that they could lay hold of in the sea they clutched and held fast, and never let it go again. The little mermaid stopped timidly in front of them. Her heart was beating with fear, and she nearly turned back; but then she thought of the Prince and the immortal soul, and took courage. She twisted her long flowing hair round her head, in case the polyps should seize her by it, and, crossing her hands on her breast, darted through the water as fast as a fish, right past the hideous polyps, who stretched out their writhing arms and fingers after her. She saw that each one of them had seized something, and held it tightly with hundreds of little arms like bands of iron. The bleached bones of men who had perished at sea and sunk into the depths were tightly grasped in the arms of some, while others clutched ships’ rudders and sea-chests, skeletons of land animals, and a little mermaid whom they had caught and strangled, which was the most terrifying sight of all to her.


She now came to a big marshy place in the forest, where big, fat water-snakes were writhing about, showing their ugly yellow bellies.


In the middle of this place stood a house built of the white bones of shipwrecked men, and there sat the sea-witch, letting a toad eat out of her mouth, as we should feed a little canary with sugar. The ugly, fat water-snakes she called her little chickens, and allowed them to crawl all over her hideous bosom.


“I know quite well what you want!” said the sea-witch. “It is silly of you! But you shall have your way, for it is sure to bring you misfortune, my pretty princess! You want to get rid of your fish-tail and have instead two stumps which human beings use for walking, so that the young Prince may fall in love with you, and you may win him and an immortal soul!” As she said this the old witch laughed so loudly and horribly that the toad and the snakes fell to the ground, where they crawled about. “You have only just come in time,” said the witch, “for if you had come after sunrise tomorrow I should not have been able to help you till another year had passed. I will make you a drink, and before sunrise you must swim ashore and sit on the beach and drink it. Then your tail will split in two and shrink into what human beings call legs; but it will hurt you, as if a sharp sword were running through you. Everyone who sees you will say that you are the most beautiful child of man they have ever seen. You will keep your gracefulness, and no dancer will be able to move as lightly as you; but at each step you take you will feel as if you were treading on a sharp knife, and as if your blood must flow. Are you willing to suffer all this, and shall I help you?”


“Yes,” said the little mermaid in a trembling voice, and thought of the Prince and of winning an immortal soul.


“But remember!” said the witch. “When once you have taken the human form you can never become a mermaid again. You will never again be able to dive down through the water to your sisters and your father’s palace. And if you fail to win the Prince’s love, so that for your sake he will forget father and mother, and cling to you with body and soul, and make the priest join your hands as man and wife, you will not be given an immortal soul. On the first morning after he has married another your heart will break, and you will turn into foam on the water.”


“I will do it,” said the little mermaid, as pale as death.


“But you will have to pay me,” said the witch, “and it is not a trifle that I ask. You have the most beautiful voice of all who live at the bottom of the sea, with which you probably think you can enchant the Prince: but this voice you must give to me. I must have the best thing you possess in return for my precious drink, for I have to give you my own blood in it, so that the drink may be as sharp as a two-edged sword.”


“But if you take away my voice,” said the little mermaid, “what have I got left?”


“Your lovely figure,” said the witch, “your grace of movement, and your speaking eyes! With these surely you can capture a human heart. Well, have you lost your courage? Put out your little tongue, so that I may cut it off in payment, and you shall have the powerful drink.”


“Do it,” said the little mermaid, and the witch put her cauldron on the fire to prepare the magic drink. “Cleanliness is a good thing,” she said, and scoured the cauldron with snakes which she had tied into a bundle. Then she pricked her breast and let her black blood drip into it, and the steam rose up in the weirdest shapes, so that one could not help being frightened and horrified. Every moment the witch threw some new thing into the cauldron, and when it boiled the sound was like crocodiles weeping. At last the drink was ready, and it looked like the clearest water.


“Here it is!” said the witch, and cut off the little mermaid’s tongue, so that now she was dumb and could neither sing nor speak. “If the polyps should catch hold of you when you go back through my wood,” said the witch, “you need only throw one drop of this liquid over them, and their arms and fingers will fly into a thousand pieces!” But the little mermaid had no need to do this, for the polyps shrank back from her in terror at the sight of the sparkling drink, which gleamed in her hand like a glittering star. So she came quickly through the forest and the bog and the roaring whirlpools.
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She could see her father’s palace: in the ballroom the lamps were all darkened, and everyone was asleep, but she dared not go in to them, now that she was dumb and about to leave them forever. She felt as if her heart would break with sorrow. She stole into the garden, took a flower from each of her sisters’ flower-beds, kissed her hand a thousand times to the palace, and swam up through the dark blue sea.


The sun had not yet risen when she came in sight of the Prince’s palace and reached the magnificent marble steps. The moon was shining bright and clear. The little mermaid drank the sharp, burning draught, and it felt as if a two-edged sword went through her tender body; she fainted, and lay as if dead.


When the sun shone over the sea she awoke, and felt a stabbing pain; but there before her stood the beautiful young Prince. He fixed his black eyes on her, so that she cast hers down, and saw that her fish-tail had disappeared, and that she had the prettiest little white legs that any girl could possess; but she was quite naked; so she wrapped herself in her long, thick hair. The Prince asked her who she was and how she came there, and she looked at him tenderly and yet sadly with her deep blue eyes, for she could not speak. Then he took her by the hand and led her into the palace. Every step she took was, as the witch had warned her, as if she trod on pointed needles and sharp knives, but she bore it gladly, and walked as lightly as a soap-bubble by the side of the Prince, who, with all the others, admired her grace of movement.


She was given wonderful dresses of silk and muslin to put on, and she was the greatest beauty in the palace; but she was dumb, and unable either to sing or speak. Beautiful slaves, dressed in silk and gold, came to sing before the Prince and his royal parents. One of them sang better than all the rest, and the Prince clapped his hands and smiled at her. Then the little mermaid grew sad, for she knew that she had been able to sing far more beautifully; and she thought: “Oh, if he only knew that to be with him I have given away my voice forever!”


Now the slaves began to dance light, graceful dances to the loveliest music; and then the little mermaid lifted her beautiful white arms, rose on her toes, and glided across the floor, dancing as none of the others had danced. At every movement her beauty seemed to grow, and her eyes spoke more deeply to the heart than the songs of the slave girls. Everyone was charmed by her, especially the Prince, who called her his little foundling, and she danced again and again, although every time her feet touched the ground she felt as if she were treading on sharp knives. The Prince said that she should always be near him, and let her sleep on a velvet cushion before his door.


He had her dressed like a page, so that she might ride with him. They rode through fragrant woods, where the green branches brushed her shoulders and the little birds sang among the fresh leaves. She climbed with the Prince up the high mountains, and, though her tender feet bled so that even others could see it, she smiled and followed him, till they saw the clouds sailing beneath their feet, like a flock of birds flying to foreign lands.


At home, in the Prince’s palace, when all the others were asleep at night, she would go out on to the broad marble steps. It cooled her burning feet to stand in the cold seawater, and then she thought of those she had left down below in the deep.


One night her sisters came up arm-in-arm, singing sorrowfully as they swam through the water, and she beckoned to them, and they recognized her and told her how sad she had made them all. After that they came to see her every night, and one night she saw far out her old grandmother, who had not been up to the surface for many, many years, and the sea-king, with his crown on his head. They stretched out their hands towards her, but did not venture so close to land as her sisters.


Day by day the Prince grew fonder of her; he loved her as one would love a good, sweet child, but he never had the slightest thought of making her his queen; and yet his wife she must be, or she could not win an immortal soul, but on his wedding morning would turn into foam on the sea.


“Don’t you love me more than them all?” the little mermaid’s eyes seemed to say when the Prince took her in his arms and kissed her beautiful forehead.


“Yes, you are the dearest to me,” he said, “for you have the best heart of them all. You are the most devoted to me, and you are like a young girl whom I once saw, but whom I fear I shall never meet again. I was on board a ship which was wrecked, and the waves washed me ashore near a holy temple where several young maidens were serving in attendance. The youngest of them found me on the beach, and saved my life. I only saw her twice. She is the only girl in the world I could love, but you are like her, and you almost drive her image from my heart. She belongs to the holy temple, and so by good fortune you have been sent to me, and we shall never be parted.”


“Alas! He doesn’t know that it was I who saved his life!” thought the little mermaid. “I carried him across the sea to the wood where the temple stands; and I was hidden in the foam, watching to see if anyone would come to him. I saw the beautiful girl whom he loves better than me.” She sighed deeply, for she could not weep. “The girl belongs to the holy temple, he said. She will never come out into the world, and they will never meet again; but I am with him, and see him every day. I will care for him, love him, and give up my life for him.”


But soon the rumour spread that the Prince was to marry the beautiful daughter of a neighbouring king, and that that was why they were fitting up such a magnificent ship. The Prince is going to visit the neighbouring king’s country, they said, but really he is going to see his daughter, and a large suite is to accompany him. The little mermaid shook her head and smiled, for she knew the Prince’s thoughts much better than the others. “I must go,” he said to her. “I must see the beautiful princess, for my parents wish it; but they will not force me to bring her home as my bride. I cannot love her: she will not be like the beautiful girl in the temple whom you are like. If one day I were to choose a bride I would rather have you, my dumb foundling with the eloquent eyes.” And he kissed her red lips, and played with her long hair, and laid his head on her heart, so that she began to dream of human happiness and an immortal soul.


“You are not afraid of the sea, my dumb child?” he said to her, when they were standing on board the stately ship which was to carry him to the neighbouring king’s country. He told her of the storm and of the calm, of the strange fish in the deep, and of the marvellous things which divers had seen down there, and she smiled at his words, for who knew more about the things at the bottom of the sea than she did?


At night, in the moonlight, when all were asleep except the man at the helm, she sat by the ship’s rail, gazing down into the clear water, and thought she could see her father’s palace, and her grandmother, with her silver crown on her head, looking up through the swirling currents at the ship’s keel. Then her sisters came up out of the water, looking sorrowfully at her and wringing their white hands. She beckoned to them, and smiled, and wanted to tell them that she was well and happy, but a cabin-boy came up to her, and her sisters dived under, so that he thought the white things he had seen were just foam on the sea.


The next morning the ship reached the harbour of the neighbouring king’s magnificent city. All the church bells were ringing, and from the high towers trumpets sounded, while soldiers paraded with flying colours and glittering bayonets. Every day there were festivities; balls and receptions followed one another; but the princess had not yet arrived. She was being brought up in a holy convent far away, they said, where she was learning every royal virtue. At last she came. The little mermaid was anxious to see her beauty, and she had to admit that she had never seen a lovelier being: her skin was clear and delicate, and behind her long dark lashes smiled a pair of deep blue, loyal eyes.


“You are she!” said the Prince. “She who saved me when I lay almost dead on the shore!” And he clasped his blushing bride in his arms.


“Oh, I am too happy!” he said to the little mermaid. “My greatest wish, which I have never dared to hope for, has come true. You will rejoice at my happiness, for you love me more than them all.” The little mermaid kissed his hand, and felt as if her heart was already breaking: his wedding morning, she knew, would bring death to her, and she would turn into foam on the sea.


The church bells pealed, and heralds rode through the streets announcing the betrothal. On all the altars sweet-smelling oil was burning in costly silver lamps. The priests swung their censers, and the bride and bridegroom joined hands and received the bishop’s blessing. The little mermaid, dressed in silk and gold, stood holding the bride’s train, but her ears did not hear the joyous music, and her eyes saw nothing of the sacred ceremony—she was thinking of the night of her death, and of all that she had lost in this world.


That same evening the bride and bridegroom came on board the ship; the cannons roared, the flags streamed in the wind, and in the middle of the ship was erected a royal tent of purple and gold, with the most magnificent couch, where the bridal pair were to rest through the still, cool night.


The sails swelled in the wind, and the ship glided gently and lightly over the clear sea. When it grew dark, coloured lamps were lighted, and the sailors danced merrily on deck. The little mermaid could not help thinking of the first time she had risen to the surface and had seen the same splendour and revelry. She threw herself among the dancers, darting and turning as a swallow turns when it is pursued, and they all applauded her, for she had never danced so wonderfully before. It was like sharp knives cutting her tender feet, but she did not feel it, for the pain in her heart was much greater. She knew that it was the last evening that she would be with him—him for whom she had left her family and her home, sacrificed her lovely voice, and daily suffered endless pain, of which he had not the slightest idea. It was the last night that she would breathe the same air as he, and see the deep sea and the starry sky. An unending night, without thoughts or dreams, was waiting for her, who had no soul and could not win one. On board the ship the rejoicing and revelry lasted till long past midnight, and she laughed and danced with the thought of death in her heart. The Prince kissed his beautiful bride, and she played with his dark hair, and arm-in-arm they retired to rest in the magnificent tent.


Then everything grew quiet on board; only the steersman stood at the helm, and the little mermaid laid her white arms on the rail, and looked towards the east for the rosy glimmer of dawn, for she knew that the first sunbeam would kill her.


Then she saw her sisters rising out of the waves; they were as pale as she was, and their beautiful hair no longer floated in the wind, for it had been cut off. “We have given it to the witch, to get her help, so that you need not die tonight. She has given us a knife: here it is. See how sharp it is! Before the sun rises you must thrust it into the Prince’s heart, and when the warm blood sprinkles your feet they will grow together again into a fish-tail. Then you will be a mermaid again, and you can come down with us into the sea, and live your three hundred years before you turn into dead, salt sea-foam. Hurry! For he or you must die before sunrise. Our old grandmother is so full of grief for you that her white hair has all fallen off, as ours fell under the witch’s scissors. Kill the Prince and come back to us! Hurry! Do you see that red streak in the sky? In a few moments the sun will rise, and then you must die!” They gave a deep sigh, and disappeared beneath the waves.


The little mermaid drew back the purple curtain of the tent, and saw the lovely bride lying asleep with her head on the Prince’s breast, and she bent down and kissed him on his beautiful forehead. She looked up at the sky, where the rosy glow was growing brighter and brighter, and then at the sharp knife, and again at the Prince, who murmured his bride’s name in his dreams. Yes, she alone was in his thoughts, and for a moment the knife trembled in the little mermaid’s hand. But suddenly she flung it far out into the waves that shone red where it fell, so that it looked as if drops of blood were splashing up out of the water. Once more she looked with dimmed eyes at the Prince, then threw herself from the ship into the sea, and felt her body dissolving into foam.


Now the sun rose out of the sea, and its rays fell with gentleness and warmth on the deathly cold sea-foam, and the little mermaid felt no pain of death. She saw the bright sun and, floating above her, hundreds of beautiful transparent beings, through whom she could see the white sails of the ship and the red clouds in the sky. Their voices were melodious, but so ethereal that no human ear could hear them, just as no earthly eye could see them, and without wings they floated through the air. The little mermaid saw that she had a body like theirs and was slowly rising up out of the foam.
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“Where am I going to?” she asked, and her voice sounded like that of the other spirits—so ethereal that no earthly music was like it.


“To the daughters of the air,” answered the others. “Mermaids have no immortal soul, and can never have one unless they win the love of a human being. Their eternal life must depend on the power of another. The daughters of the air have no immortal soul either, but by their own good deeds they can win one for themselves. We fly to the hot countries where the pestilent winds kill the human beings, and we bring them cool breezes. We spread the fragrance of the flowers through the air, and bring life and healing. When for three hundred years we have striven to do all the good we can we are given an immortal soul, and share the eternal happiness of mankind. You, poor little mermaid, have struggled with all your heart for the same goal, and have suffered and endured. Now you have risen to the spiritual world, and after three hundred years of good deeds you will win an immortal soul for yourself.”


And the little mermaid lifted her eyes to the sun, and for the first time she felt tears in them.


On the ship there was life and noise once more. She saw the Prince and his beautiful bride looking for her, and gazing sadly at the gleaming foam, as if they knew that she had thrown herself into the waves. Unseen, she kissed the bride’s forehead and smiled at the Prince. Then she rose with the other children of the air up to the rosy clouds which sailed across the sky.


“In three hundred years we shall float like this into the kingdom of God!”


“But we may get there sooner!” whispered one of them. “Unseen, we fly into houses where there are children, and for every day on which we find a good child that gives its parents joy and deserves their love God shortens our time of probation. The child does not know when we fly through the room, and if we smile for joy one of the three hundred years is taken off; but if we see a naughty and wicked child we must shed tears of sorrow, and every tear adds a day to our time of probation.”




The Travelling Companion



••••••••





Poor John was in great sorrow, for his father was very ill, and could not be cured. There was no one but these two in the little room; the lamp on the table had nearly burnt out, and it was late at night.


“You have been a good son, John,” said the sick father. “The Lord will help you on in the world.” And he looked at him with his mild, earnest eyes, drew a deep breath, and died; it was just as if he had fallen asleep. But John wept; now he had no one in the whole world, neither father nor mother, sister nor brother. Poor John! He knelt down by the bed, kissed his dead father’s hand, and wept many bitter tears; but at last his eyes closed, and he went to sleep, lying with his head against the hard bedpost.


Then he dreamed a strange dream: he saw the sun and moon bowing before him, and he saw his father again alive and well, and heard him laugh as he had always laughed when he was very happy. A beautiful girl, with a golden crown upon her long shining hair, gave John her hand, and his father said, “Do you see what a bride you have won? She is the most beautiful in the whole world!” Then he awoke, and all the splendour was gone. His father was lying dead and cold in the bed, and there was no one at all with them. Poor John!


The next week the dead man was buried. John walked close behind the coffin. He could now no longer see the good father who had loved him so much. He heard how they threw the earth down upon the coffin, and watched till only the last corner could be seen; but the next shovelful of earth hid even that; then he felt as if his heart must burst into pieces, so sorrowful was he. Around him they were singing a psalm; it sounded so beautiful that the tears came into John’s eyes; he wept, and that did him good in his sorrow. The sun shone brightly on the green trees, as if it would say, “You must no longer be sorrowful, John! Do you see how beautiful the sky is? Your father is up there, and prays to the Father of all that it may always be well with you.”


“I will always do right, too,” said John; “then I shall go to heaven to my father, and what joy it will be when we see each other again! How much I shall then have to tell him! And he will show me so many things, and explain to me the glories of heaven, just as he taught me here on earth. Oh, what joy that will be!”


John saw it all so plainly that he smiled, while the tears were still running down his cheeks. The little birds sat up in the chestnut trees, and twittered, “Tweet-weet! tweet-weet!” They were joyful and merry, though they too had been at the burying. But they seemed to know that the dead man was up in heaven, and that he had wings, far larger and more beautiful than theirs, and that he was now happy, because he had been a good man upon earth, and they rejoiced at it. John saw how they flew from the green tree out into the world, and he felt a longing to fly with them. But first he carved a great cross of wood to put on his father’s grave, and when he brought it there in the evening the grave was already strewn with sand and flowers. Strangers had done this, for all loved the good father who was now dead.


Early next morning John packed his little bundle, and put in bis belt his whole inheritance, which consisted of fifty dollars and a few silver pennies; and with this he intended to wander out into the world. But first he went to the churchyard to his father’s grave, repeated the Lord’s Prayer, and said, “Farewell, my dear father! I will always try to be a good man, and so do thou beg the good God that all may go well with me.”


In the fields through which he passed all the flowers were fresh and blooming in the warm sunshine; and they nodded in the wind, as if they wished to say, “Welcome to the green wood! Is it not lovely here?” But John turned round once more to look at the old church, where he had been christened when he was a little child, and where he had been to service every Sunday with his father, and had sung his psalm. High up in one of the openings of the tower he saw the little church-goblin standing with his little pointed red cap, shading his face with his bent arm to keep the sun from shining in his eyes. John nodded a farewell to him, and the little goblin waved his red cap, laid his hand on his heart, and kissed his hand to John a great many times, to show him that he wished him well and hoped he would have a prosperous journey.


John thought what a number of fine things he would see in the great splendid world, and he went on farther and farther—farther than he had ever been before. He did not know the places he came through nor the people he met. Now he was far away in a strange country.


The first night he had to lie down on a haystack in a field to sleep, for he had no other bed. But it was very nice, he thought; the king could have no better. There was the whole field, with the brook, the haystack, and the blue sky above; it was certainly a lovely bedroom. The green grass with the little red and white flowers was the carpet, the elder-bushes and the wild-rose hedges were bouquets of flowers, and for a wash basin he had the whole brook with the clear fresh water, and the rushes bowing before him and wishing him “Good night” and “Good morning.” The moon was really a fine night-light, high up under the blue ceiling, and one that would never set fire to the curtains. John could sleep quite safely, and he did so too, and never woke until the sun rose and all the little birds round about were singing, “Good morning! good morning! Are you not up yet?”


The bells were ringing for church; it was Sunday. The people went to hear the priest, and John followed them, and sang a psalm and heard God’s word, just as if he was in his own church, where he had been christened and had sung psalms with his father.


Out in the churchyard were many graves, and on some of them the grass grew high. Then he thought of his father’s grave, which would one day look like these, as he could not weed or trim it. So he sat down and pulled up the long grass, set up the wooden crosses which had fallen down, and put back in their places the wreaths which the wind had blown away from the graves. For he thought, “Perhaps someone will do the same to my father’s grave, as I cannot do it.”


Outside the churchyard gate stood an old beggar, leaning upon his crutch. John gave him all the silver pennies he had, and then went on his way, happy and cheerful, into the wide world. 


Towards evening a dreadful storm came on. He made haste to get under shelter, but very soon the dark night set in. At last he came to a little church, which stood quite by itself on the top of a hill.


“I’ll sit down in here in a corner,” he said. “I am quite tired and sorely in need of a little rest.” So he sat down, folded his hands, and said his evening prayer; and before he was aware of it he was asleep and dreaming, while it thundered and lightened outside.


When he awoke it was midnight; but the bad weather had passed away, and the moon shone in upon him through the windows. In the middle of the aisle stood an open coffin with a dead man in it, for he had not yet been buried. John was not at all afraid, for he had a good conscience, and he knew very well that the dead do not harm anyone. It is the living evil-doers who are the danger. Two such bad men were standing close to the dead man, who had been placed here in the church till he should be buried. They were evilly disposed towards him, and would not let him lie at rest in his coffin, but were going to throw him outside the church door—poor dead man!


“Why do you do that?” asked John. “It is bad and wicked. Let him rest, in Christ’s name!”


“Nonsense!” said the two bad men. “He has cheated us. He owed us money and could not pay it, and now he’s dead, and we shall never get a penny! So we mean to have our revenge; he shall lie like a dog outside the church door!”


“I have no more than fifty dollars,” said John; “that is my whole inheritance; but I will gladly give it you if you will promise me on your honour to leave the poor dead man in peace. I shall be able to get on without the money; I have sound, strong limbs, and God will always help me.”


“Yes,” said the horrible men. “If you will pay his debt we will do nothing to him, you may depend upon that!” And then they took the money he gave them, laughed aloud at his good nature, and went their way. But he laid the dead body out again in the coffin, folded its hands, took leave of it, and went away contentedly through the great forest.


All around, wherever the moon could shine between the trees, he saw the graceful little elves playing about merrily. They did not let him disturb them—they knew that he was a good, innocent man, and it is only the bad people who are never allowed to see the elves. Some of them were not bigger than a finger-breadth, and had fastened up their long yellow hair with golden combs. They were playing at see-saw, two and two, on the big dewdrops that lay on the leaves and the long grass. Sometimes the dewdrops rolled off, and then they fell down between the long grass-stalks, and that caused much laughter and noise among the other tiny creatures. It was great fun! They sang, and John recognized quite plainly the pretty songs which he had learned as a little boy. Great gay-coloured spiders, with silver crowns on their heads, were set to spin long hanging bridges and palaces from one hedge to another, and as the tiny dewdrops fell on these they looked like gleaming glass in the moonlight. This went on until the sun rose. Then the little elves crept into the flower-buds, and the wind caught their bridges and palaces, which flew through the air like great cobwebs.


John had just come out of the wood, when a man’s strong voice called out behind him, “Hullo, comrade! Where are you going to?”


“Out into the wide world!” said John. “I have neither father nor mother, and am but a poor lad; but God will help me.”


“I am going out into the wide world too,” said the strange man. “Shall we two keep company?”


“Yes, certainly,” said John, and so they went on together. Soon they became very fond of each other, for they were both good men. But John saw that the stranger was much wiser than he was. He had travelled almost all over the world, and could tell him about almost everything that existed.


The sun already stood high in the heavens when they seated themselves under a great tree to eat their breakfast; and just then an old woman came up. She was very old, and walked quite bent, leaning upon a crutch, and carrying on her back a bundle of firewood which she had gathered in the forest. Her apron was fastened up, and John saw sticking out of it three long rods made of fern and  willow twigs. Just when she was quite close to them her foot slipped; she fell and gave a loud scream, for she had broken her leg, the poor old woman!


John proposed at once that they should carry her home to where she lived, but the stranger opened his knapsack, took out a little jar, and said that he had a salve in it which would immediately make her leg whole and strong, so that she could walk home herself, just as if she had never broken her leg at all. But for that he wanted her to give him the three rods that she had in her apron.


“That would be paying well!” said the old woman, and she nodded her head in a strange way. She did not like to give up the rods, but then it was not pleasant to lie there with a broken leg! So she gave him the rods, and as soon as he had rubbed the salve on her leg the old mother got up and walked much better than before—such was the power of this ointment. But then, it was not to be bought at the chemist’s.


“What do you want with the rods?” John asked his travelling companion.


“Oh, they will make capital brooms,” he said. “Just the sort I like, for I am an odd kind of fellow.”


And they went on a good way.


“See how the sky is becoming overcast,” said John, pointing straight before them. “Those are awfully thick clouds.”


“No,” said his travelling companion, “they are not clouds, they are mountains—lovely great mountains, where you can get high up above the clouds into the pure air. It is delightful, I can tell you! Tomorrow we shall be far on our way out into the world.”


But they were not so near as they looked; they had to walk for a whole day before they came to the mountains, where the black woods grew straight up towards heaven, and there were rocks almost as big as a whole town. It certainly might be hard work to get right across them, and so John and his comrade went into an inn to rest themselves well and gather strength for the morrow’s journey.


Down in the big common room in the inn a great many people were assembled, for there was a man there with a puppet-show. He had just put up his little theatre, and the people were sitting round to see the play. Right in front, a fat butcher had taken his seat in the very best place. His great bulldog—ugh! how fierce he looked—sat by his side and stared with all his might, as all the rest were doing.


Then the show began; and it was a pretty little play, with a king and a queen in it; they sat upon a beautiful throne, and had gold crowns on their heads and long trains to their clothes, for they were very rich. The prettiest of wooden dolls, with glass eyes and great moustaches, stood at all the doors, and opened and shut them so that fresh air might come into the room. It was a very pleasant play, and not at all mournful. But—goodness knows what the big bulldog can have been thinking about!—just as the queen stood up and was walking across the boards, because the fat butcher did not hold him, he made a spring onto the stage and seized the queen by her slender waist so that one heard it go ‘crick-crack.’ It was terrible!


The poor man who managed the whole show was very frightened and in great distress about his queen, for she was the most beautiful doll he had, and now the ugly bulldog had bitten her head off. But afterwards, when the people had gone away, the stranger who had come with John said that he would put her to rights again, and he brought out his little jar once more and rubbed the doll with the ointment with which he had cured the old woman when she broke her leg. As soon as the doll had been rubbed she was whole again. Yes, she could even move all her limbs by herself—it was no longer necessary to pull the strings. The doll was just like a living person, except that she could not speak. The man who owned the little puppet-show was very glad, for now he had not to hold this doll by the strings any more, for she could dance by herself. None of the others could do that.


When night came on, and all the people in the inn had gone to bed, there was someone sighing so fearfully, and it went on so long, that everybody got up to see what it could be. The showman went to his little theatre, for it was there that the sighing came from. All the wooden dolls lay mixed together, the king and all his followers; and it was they who were sighing so pitifully and staring with their glass eyes; for they wished to be rubbed with the salve as the queen had been, so that they might be able to move by themselves. The queen at once went down on her knees, and held out her beautiful crown, and begged, “Take this from me, but anoint my husband and my courtiers!” Then the poor man, the owner of the little theatre and the dolls, could not help crying, for he really was so sorry for them. He promised the travelling companion at once that he would give him all the money he received the next evening for the show if he would only anoint four or five of his dolls. But the travelling companion said he would not ask anything at all but the big sword the man wore by his side; and when he got it he anointed six of the dolls, who immediately began to dance so gracefully that all the girls, the living human girls who were watching, fell a-dancing too. The coachman and the cook danced, the waiter and the chambermaid, and all the strangers, and even the fire-shovel and tongs, but these last fell down flat at the very first jump they made. What a merry night it was!


Next morning John and his travelling companion went away from them all, up the high mountains and through the great pine-woods. They got so high up that the church steeples below looked at last like little red berries among all the green; and they could see very far, many, many miles away, where they had never been. John had never before seen so much of the beauty of this lovely world at once. The sun shone warm in the fresh blue air, and among the mountains he could hear the huntsmen blowing their horns so gaily and sweetly that tears of joy came into his eyes, and he could not help calling out, “How kind has Heaven been to us to give us all the loveliness that there is in the world!”


The travelling companion also stood there with folded hands, and looked out over the forest and the towns in the warm sunshine. At that moment they heard the most wonderful music over their heads: they looked up, and there was a large white swan soaring in the air, and singing as they had never heard a bird sing before. But the song became weaker and weaker; he bowed his head and sank slowly down at their feet, where he lay dead, the beautiful bird!


“Two such splendid wings,” said the travelling companion, “so white and large as those which this bird has are worth money; I will take them with me.  Do you see what a good thing it was that I had a Sword?”


And so, with one blow, he cut off both the wings of the dead swan, for he meant to keep them.


They now travelled for many, many miles over the mountains till at last they saw a great town before them with hundreds of towers, which shone like silver in the sun. In the middle of the town was a splendid marble palace, roofed with pure gold, and there lived the King.


John and the travelling companion would not go into the town at once, but stopped at the inn outside the town, that they might make themselves tidy; for they wished to look neat as they went about the streets. The landlord told them that the King was a very good man, who never did harm to anyone one way or another; but as for his daughter—Heaven preserve us! she was a bad princess. Beauty enough she had indeed—no one could be so pretty and so charming as she was—but what good was that? She was a wicked witch, through whose fault many gallant princes had lost their lives. She had given everybody permission to woo her. Anyone might come, were he prince or beggar; that was all one to her. He was only to guess three things that she happened to be thinking of when she asked him. If he could do so, she would marry him, and he would be king over the whole country when her father died; but if he could not guess the three things, she had him hanged or beheaded. Her father, the old king, was very grieved about it; but he could not prevent her from being so wicked, for he had once declared that he would never have anything to do with her lovers, and that she must deal with them as she liked. Every prince who had tried to gain the Princess had failed, and then he was either hanged or beheaded—well, he had been warned in time, you know; he need never have gone a-wooing. 


The old king at last was so grieved at all the sorrow and misery she caused, that he and all his soldiers spend a whole day on their knees every year, praying that the Princess might reform; but she never would. The old women who drank brandy used to colour it black before they drank it—so deeply did they mourn. And more than that they really could not do.


“The hateful Princess!” said John. “She ought really to be whipped; that would do her good. If I were only the old King, she would soon be punished!”


As he spoke they heard the people outside shouting “Hurrah!” The Princess came by; and she was really so beautiful that all the people forgot how wicked she was, and they shouted “Hurrah!” Twelve beautiful maidens, all in white silk gowns, and each with a golden tulip in her hand, rode on coal-black horses by her side. The Princess herself had a snow-white horse, decked with diamonds and rubies. Her riding-habit was all of cloth of gold, and the whip she held in her hand looked like a sunbeam; the golden crown on her head shone just like stars from the sky, and her mantle was sewn together out of more than a thousand beautiful butterflies’ wings. In spite of this, she herself was much more lovely than all her clothing.


When John saw her his face became as red as a drop of blood, and he could hardly utter a word. The Princess looked just like the beautiful maiden with the golden crown of whom he had dreamed on the night his father died. He found her so enchanting that he could not help loving her greatly. It could not be true that she was a wicked witch, who caused people to be hanged or beheaded if they could not guess the riddles she put to them.


“Everyone is free to woo her, even the poorest beggar. I will really go to the castle, I cannot help it!”


They all told him not to attempt it, for he was certain to fare as all the rest had done. His travelling companion too tried to dissuade him; but John thought it would end well. He brushed his shoes and his coat, washed his face and hands, combed his beautiful yellow hair, and then went all by himself into the town and up to the palace.


“Come in!” said the old King, when John knocked at the door.


John opened it, and the old King came to meet him in his dressing-gown and embroidered slippers. He had the crown on his head, and the sceptre in one hand and the golden orb in the other. “Wait a little!” he said, and put the orb under his arm, so that he could hold out his hand to John. But as soon as he learned that his visitor was a suitor he began to cry so violently that both the sceptre and the orb fell to the ground, and he was obliged to dry his eyes on his dressing-gown. Poor old King!


“Give it up!” he said. “You will fare as badly as all the others have done. Now come and see!”
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Then he led him out into the Princess’s pleasure garden. There was a terrible sight! On every tree there hung three or four kings’ sons who had wooed the Princess, but had not been able to guess the riddles she put to them. Each time that the breeze blew all the skeletons rattled, so that the little birds were frightened, and never dared to come into the garden. All the flowers were tied up to human bones, and in the flower-pots were grinning skulls. It was a strange garden indeed for a princess.


“Now you see,” said the old King. “It will fare with you just as it has fared with all these whom you see here; therefore you had better give up the idea. You will really make me unhappy, for I take these things very much to heart.”


John kissed the good old King’s hand, and said all would be well, for he was quite enchanted by the beautiful Princess.


At that moment the Princess herself came riding into the courtyard with all her ladies, so they went to meet her and wished her good day. She was beautiful to look at, and she gave John her hand, and then he could not help loving her more than before. She could never be the cruel, wicked witch people said she was. Then they went into the hall, and the little pages offered them preserves and ginger-nuts. But the old King was so distressed that he could not eat anything at all. Besides, ginger-nuts were too hard for him.


It was settled that John should come up to the palace again the next morning; the judges and the whole council would then be assembled, and would hear how he succeeded with his answers. If it went well with him that time he would have to come twice more; but no one yet had come who had succeeded in guessing right even the first time, and so they had lost their lives.


John was not at all anxious as to how he would fare. On the contrary, he was quite merry, thought only of the beautiful Princess, and felt quite sure that God would help him, but how he did not know, nor did he want to think of it. He danced along on the highroad on his way back to the inn, where his travelling companion was waiting for him.


John could not stop telling him how gracious the Princess had been to him and how beautiful she was. He declared he already longed for the next day, when he was to go to the palace and try his luck at guessing.


But his companion shook his head and was greatly downcast. “I am so fond of you!” said he. “We might have been together a long time yet, and now I am to lose you already! You poor dear John! I should like to cry, but I will not disturb your happiness on the last evening perhaps we shall ever spend together. We will be merry, right merry! Tomorrow, when you are gone, I can weep undisturbed.”


All the people in the town had soon heard that a new suitor for the Princess had arrived, and there was great sorrow on that account. The theatre was closed; all the candy sellers tied bits of crape round their sweets, and the King and the priests were on their knees in the churches. There was great lamentation, for they all thought that John would fare no better than the other suitors.


Towards evening the travelling companion mixed a big bowl of punch, and said to John, “Now we will be very merry, and drink the health of the Princess.” But when John had drunk two glasses he became so sleepy that he found it impossible to keep his eyes open, and sank into a deep sleep. The travelling companion lifted him very gently from his chair and laid him in the bed, and when it was quite dark he took the two great wings which he had cut off the swan and bound them fast to his own shoulders, and he put in his pocket the largest of the rods he had got from the old woman who had fallen and broken her leg, opened the window and flew away over the town, straight to the palace, where he sat himself in a corner under the window which looked into the bedroom of the Princess.


Everything was quiet in the whole town. As the clock struck a quarter to twelve the window opened, and the Princess, in a long white cloak, and with long black wings on her shoulders, flew out and away over the town to a great mountain. But the travelling companion made himself invisible, so that she could not see him at all, and flew behind her, and whipped the Princess with his rod, so that the blood came at every stroke. Oh! what a journey that was through the air! The wind caught her cloak, so that it spread out on all sides like a great sail, and the moon shone through it.


“How it hails! how it hails!” said the Princess at every blow she got from the rod, and she deserved them all. At last she arrived at the mountain, and knocked. There was a noise like thunder, the mountain opened, and the Princess went in. The travelling companion followed her, for no one could see him, as he was invisible. They went through a great, long passage, where the walls glistened in a strange manner, for more than a thousand gleaming spiders were running up and down the walls and shining like fire. Then they came to a great hall built of silver and gold; flowers as big as sunflowers, red and blue, shone on the walls; but no one could pluck these flowers, for the stems were ugly poisonous snakes, and the flowers were flames darting out of their mouths. The whole of the ceiling was covered with shining glow-worms and sky-blue bats flapping their thin wings. Altogether the place had a frightful appearance.! 


In the middle of the floor was a throne, borne by four skeleton horses, with harness made by fiery red spiders; the throne itself was of milk-white glass, and the cushions were little black mice, biting each other’s tails. Above it was a canopy of rose-red spiders’ web, studded with the prettiest little green flies, which shone like precious stones. On the throne sat an old troll, with a crown on his ugly head and a sceptre in his hand. He kissed the Princess on the forehead, made her sit beside him on the costly throne, and then the music began. Great black grasshoppers played on jews’-harps, and the owl beat her wings upon her body, because she hadn’t a drum. It was a ridiculous concert. Little black goblins with  will-o’-the-wisps on their caps danced about the hall. But no one could see the travelling companion; he had placed himself just behind the throne, and heard and saw everything. The courtiers who now came in were very grand and noble; but anyone with common sense could see what they really were. They were nothing more than broomsticks with cabbage-heads on them, which the troll had brought to life by magic and given embroidered clothes. But that did not matter, for they were only used for show.
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After there had been some dancing the Princess told the troll that she had a new suitor, and therefore she asked him what she should think of for him to guess when he should come next morning to the palace.


“Listen!” said the troll. “I will tell you something. You must choose something very easy, for then he won’t guess it. Think of one of your shoes. That he will not guess. Let him have his head cut off, but don’t forget, when you come to me tomorrow night, to bring me his eyes, for I’ll eat them.”


The Princess curtsied very low, and said she would not forget the eyes. The troll opened the mountain, and she flew home again, but the travelling companion followed her, and beat her again so hard with the rod that she groaned aloud at the heavy hailstorm, and hurried as much as she could to get back into the bedroom through the window. The travelling companion flew back to the inn, where John was still asleep, took off his wings, and lay down upon the bed, for he might well be tired.


It was very early in the morning when John awoke. The travelling companion got up too, and told him he had had a wonderful dream in the night about the Princess and one of her shoes, and he therefore begged John to ask if the Princess had not thought of her shoe. For that was what he had heard from the troll in the mountain.


“I may just as well ask that as anything else,” said John. “Perhaps it is quite right what you have dreamed, for I always believe that the Lord God will help me. But I will bid you farewell, for if I guess wrong I shall never see you more.”


Then they kissed each other, and John went into the town and to the palace. The whole hall was filled with people: the judges sat in their armchairs and had eiderdown pillows behind their heads, for they had a great deal to think about. The old King stood up, and wiped his eyes with a white pocket-handkerchief. Then the Princess came in. She was much more beautiful than yesterday, and bowed to them all in a very gracious manner, but to John she gave her hand, and said, “Good morning to you.”


Then John had to guess what she had thought of. Heavens! How kindly she looked at him! But as soon as she heard him utter the word ‘shoe’ she turned deathly pale and trembled all over. But that could not help her, for he had guessed right!


Goodness! How glad the old King was! He turned a somersault—it was a joy to see, and all the people clapped their hands for him and for John, who had guessed right the first time!


The travelling companion was very glad too when he heard how well things had gone. But John folded his hands and thanked God, Who, he was sure, would help him the second and the third time, as He had helped him the first. The next day he was to guess again.


The evening passed just like that of the day before. While John was asleep the travelling companion flew behind the Princess to the mountain, and beat her even harder than the time before, for now he had taken two rods. No one saw him, and he heard everything. The Princess was to think of her glove, and this again he told to John as if it had been a dream. In this way John was able to guess right, which caused great rejoicing in the palace. The whole Court turned somersaults, just as they had seen the King do the first time; but the Princess lay on the sofa, and would not say a single word. Now the question was whether John could guess aright the third time. If he succeeded he was to have the beautiful Princess and inherit the whole kingdom after the old King’s death. If he failed he was to lose his life, and the troll would eat his beautiful blue eyes.


That evening before the third trial, John went early to bed, said his prayers, and went to sleep quite peacefully. But the travelling companion bound his wings to his back and the sword to his side, and took all three rods with him, and flew away to the palace.


It was a very dark night. The wind blew so hard that the tiles flew off the houses, and the trees in the garden on which the skeletons were hanging bent like reeds before the storm. The lightning flashed every minute, and the thunder rolled just as if it were one peal lasting the whole night. The window was thrown open, and the Princess flew out. She was as pale as death; but she laughed at the bad weather, and declared it was not bad enough yet. And her white cloak whirled round in the wind like the great sail of a ship; but the travelling companion beat her with the three rods till the blood ran down upon the ground and she could scarcely fly any farther. At last, however, she reached the mountain.


“It hails and it storms!” she said, “I have never been out in such weather.”


“One can have too much of a good thing,” said the troll.


Then she told him that John had guessed right the second time too, and if he did the same the next morning, he would have won and she would never be able to come to the mountain again, and never be able to practise her magic arts any more; and so she was in great distress.


“He shall not guess it this time,” said the troll. “I shall think of something of which he has never thought, or he must be a greater magician than I am. But now we will be merry.” And he took the Princess by both hands, and they danced about with all the little goblins and  will-o’-the-wisps in the room. The red spiders jumped just as merrily up and down the walls; it looked as if fiery flowers were throwing out sparks. The owl beat the drum, the crickets piped, and the black grasshoppers played on the jews’-harps. It was a merry ball.
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When they had danced long enough, the Princess had to go home, or else she might have been missed at the palace. The troll said he would go with her—then they would have each other’s company on the way.


Then they flew away through the storm, and the travelling companion broke his three rods across their backs. Never had the troll been out in such a hailstorm. Outside the palace he said goodbye to the Princess, and whispered to her at the same time, “Think of my head.” But the travelling companion heard it; and the moment the Princess slipped through the window into her bedroom, and the troll was about to turn back, he seized him by his long beard, and with his sword cut off the ugly troll’s head at the shoulders, so that the troll did not even see him. The body he threw out into the sea to the fishes; but the head he only dipped in the water, and then tied it in his silk handkerchief, took it with him to the inn, and then lay down to sleep.


Next morning he gave John the handkerchief, and told him not to untie it until the Princess asked him what she had thought of.


There were so many people in the great hall of the palace that they stood as close together as radishes in a bunch. The council sat in the chairs with their soft cushions, and the old King had new clothes on; his golden crown and sceptre had been polished, and he looked quite stately. But the Princess was very pale, and had a coal-black dress on, as though she was going to a funeral.


“What have I drought of?” said she to John. And he immediately untied the handkerchief, and was himself quite frightened when he saw the hideous troll’s head. All the people shuddered, for it was dreadful to look at; but the Princess sat just like a stone statue, and could not utter a single word. At last she stood up and gave John her hand, for he had guessed right. She did not look at anyone, but only sighed deeply and said, “Now you are my lord!—this evening we will hold our wedding.”


“Well, I am pleased!” said the old King. “And so we’ll have it!”


All the people shouted “Hurrah!” The soldiers’ band played music in the streets, the bells rang, and the candy sellers took the black crape off their sugar dolls, for now there was joy; three oxen roasted whole, and stuffed with ducks and fowls, were placed in the middle of the market-place, that everyone might cut himself a slice; the fountains ran with the finest wine; and if you asked for a penny roll at the baker’s, you got six large buns as a present—and with raisins in them, too.


In the evening the whole town was illuminated; the soldiers fired off the cannon, and the boys set off firecrackers; and there was eating and drinking, clinking of glasses, and dancing in the palace. All the noble gentlemen and pretty ladies danced with each other, and one could hear a long way off how they sang:



Here are many pretty girls,

Longing to be swung around!

Calling for the drummer’s march!

Pretty maiden, whirl around!

Dance and stamp the whole night through 

Till the sole falls from your shoe.




But the Princess was still a witch and did not at all like John. The travelling companion had thought of that; and so he gave John three feathers from the swan’s wings and a little bottle with a few drops in it, and told him that he must have a large tub of water put near the bridal bed; and when the Princess was about to get into bed he must give her a little push, so that she should fall into the tub; and then he must duck her three times, after he had cast the feathers in and the drops; and she would then be free from her enchantment and love him very much.


John did everything the travelling companion had advised him. The Princess screamed loudly while he ducked her under the water and struggled in his hands in the form of a great coal-black swan with fiery eyes. When she came the second time out of the water the swan was white, with the exception of a black ring round her neck. John prayed devoutly to Our Lord and let the water close for the third time over the bird, and the same moment she was changed again to the beautiful Princess. She was more beautiful even than before, and thanked him with tears in her lovely eyes for having freed her from the magic spell.


The next morning the old King came with his whole Court, and there were congratulations till late in the day. Last of all came the travelling companion; he had his staff in his hand and his knapsack on his back. John kissed him many times, and said he must not go: he must stay with the friend of whose happiness he was the cause. But the travelling companion shook his head, and said mildly and kindly: “No, my time is up. I have only paid my debt. Do you remember the dead man whom the wicked men wanted to ill-treat? You gave all you possessed in order that he might rest in his grave. I am that man.”


And the next moment he had vanished.


The wedding festivities lasted a whole month. John and the Princess loved each other truly, and the old King lived to see many happy days, and to let their little tiny children ride on his knee and play with his sceptre.


And in time John became king over the whole country.
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The Emperor’s

 New Clothes
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Many years ago there lived an emperor who thought so much of new clothes that he spent all his money to obtain them. He did not care for his soldiers, nor for going to the play; or driving in the park except to show his new clothes. He had a coat for every hour of the day, and just as they say of a king, “He is in the council-room,” so they always said of him, “The Emperor is in his dressing-room.”


The great city where he lived was very gay; and every day many strangers came there. One day there came two swindlers; they gave out that they were weavers, and said they could weave the finest cloth to be imagined. Their colours and patterns, they said, were not only exceptionally beautiful, but the clothes made of their cloth possessed the wonderful quality of being invisible to any man who was unfit for his office or hopelessly stupid.


“Those must be wonderful clothes,” said the Emperor. “If I wore such clothes I should be able to find out which men in my empire were unfit for their places, and I could tell the clever from the stupid. Yes, I must have this cloth woven for me without delay.” And he gave a lot of money to the two swindlers in advance, so that they should set to work at once. They set up two looms, and pretended to be very hard at work, but they had nothing whatever on the looms. They asked for the finest silk and the most precious gold; this they put in their own bags, and worked at the empty looms till late into the night.


“I should very much like to know how they are getting on with the cloth,” thought the Emperor. But he felt rather uneasy when he remembered that he who was not fit for his office could not see it. He believed, of course, that he had nothing to fear for himself, yet he thought he would send somebody else first to see how matters stood. Everybody in the town knew what a wonderful property the stuff possessed, and all were anxious to see how bad or stupid their neighbours were.


“I will send my honest old Minister to the weavers,” thought the Emperor. “He can judge best how the stuff looks, for he is intelligent, and nobody understands his office better than he.”


So the good old Minister went into the room where the two swindlers sat working at the empty looms. “Heaven preserve us!” he thought, and opened his eyes wide. “I cannot see anything at all,” but he did not say so. Both swindlers bade him be so good as to come near, and asked him if he did not admire the exquisite pattern and the beautiful colours. They pointed to the empty looms, and the poor old Minister opened his eyes wider, but he could see nothing, for there was nothing to be seen. “Good Lord!” he thought, “can I be so stupid? I should never have thought so, and nobody must know it! Is it possible that I am not fit for my office? No, no, I cannot say that I was unable to see the cloth.”


“Well, have you got nothing to say?” said one, as he wove.


“Oh, it is very pretty—quite enchanting!” said the old Minister, peering through his spectacles. “What a pattern, and what colours! I shall tell the Emperor that I am very much pleased with it.”


“Well, we are glad of that,” said both the weavers, and they named the colours to him and explained the curious pattern. The old Minister listened attentively, that he might relate to the Emperor what they said; and he did so.


Now the swindlers asked for more money, more silk and gold, which they required for weaving. They kept it all for themselves, and not a thread came near the loom, but they continued, as before, to work at the empty looms.


Soon afterwards the Emperor sent another honest courtier to the weavers to see how they were getting on, and if the cloth was nearly finished. Like the old Minister, he looked and looked, but could see nothing, for there was nothing to be seen.


“Is it not a beautiful piece of cloth?” said the two swindlers, showing and explaining the magnificent pattern, which, however, was not there at all.


“I am not stupid,” thought the man; “is it therefore my good appointment for which I am not fit? It is ludicrous, but I must not let anyone know it”; and he praised the cloth, which he did not see, and expressed his pleasure at the beautiful colours and the fine pattern. “Yes, it is quite enchanting,” he said to the Emperor.


Everybody in the whole town was talking about the splendid cloth. At last the Emperor wished to see it himself while it was still on the loom. With a whole company of chosen men, including the two honest councillors who had already been there, he went to the two clever swindlers, who were now weaving as hard as they could, but without using any thread.


“Is it not magnifique?” said both the honest statesmen. “Will your Majesty see what a pattern and what colours?” And they pointed to the empty looms, for they imagined the others could see the cloth.


“What is this?” thought the Emperor. “I do not see anything at all. This is terrible! Am I stupid? Am I unfit to be emperor? That would indeed be the most dreadful thing that could happen to me.”


“Yes, it is very fine,” said the Emperor. “It has our highest approval”; and, nodding contentedly, he gazed at the empty loom, for he did not like to say that he could see nothing. All his attendants who were with him looked and looked, and, although they could not see anything more than the others, they said, like the Emperor, “It is very fine.” And all advised him to wear the new magnificent clothes at a great procession which was soon to take place. “It is magnifique! beautiful, excellent!” went from mouth to mouth, and everybody seemed to be delighted. The Emperor gave each of the swindlers the cross of the order of knighthood and the title of Imperial Court Weavers.


All through the night before the procession was due to take place the swindlers were up, and had more than sixteen candles burning. People could see that they were busy getting the Emperor’s new clothes ready. They pretended to take the cloth from the loom, they snipped the air with big scissors, they sewed with needles without thread, and said at last: “Now the Emperor’s new clothes are ready!”


The Emperor with all his noblest courtiers then came in; and both the swindlers held up one arm as if they held something, and said: “See, here are the trousers! Here is the coat! Here is the cloak!” and so on. “They are all as light as a cobweb! They make one feel as if one had nothing on at all, but that is just the beauty of it.”


“Yes!” said all the courtiers; but they could not see anything, for there was nothing to be seen.


“Will it please your Majesty now to graciously undress?” said the swindlers. “Then we may help your Majesty into the new clothes before the large looking-glass!”


The Emperor took off all his clothes, and the swindlers pretended to put the new clothes upon him, one piece after another; and the Emperor looked at himself in the glass from every side.


“Oh, how well they look! How well they fit!” said all. “What a pattern! What colours! That is a splendid suit of clothes!”


“They are waiting outside with the canopy which is to be borne over your Majesty in the procession,” said the chief master of the ceremonies.


“Yes, I am quite ready,” said the Emperor. “Does not my suit fit me marvellously?” And he turned once more to the looking-glass, that people should think he admired his garments.


The chamberlains, who were to carry the train, fumbled with their hands on the ground as if they were lifting up a train. Then they pretended to hold something up in their hands; they dare not let people know that they could not see anything.


And so the Emperor marched in the procession under the beautiful canopy, and all who saw him in the street and out of the windows exclaimed: “How marvellous the Emperor’s new suit is! What a long train he has! How well it fits him!” Nobody would let others know that he saw nothing, for then he would have been unfit for his office or too stupid. None of the Emperor’s clothes had ever been such a success.







“But he has nothing on at all,” said a little child. “Good heavens! hear what the little innocent says!” said the father, and then each whispered to the other what the child said. “He has nothing on—a little child says he has nothing on at all!” “He has nothing on at all,” cried all the people at last. And the Emperor too was feeling very worried, for it seemed to him that they were right, but he thought to himself, “All the same, I must keep the procession going now.” And he held himself  more proudly than ever, and the chamberlains walked on and held up the train which did not exist.
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The Snowman
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“It is so delightfully cold that my whole body creaks,” said the snowman. “The wind is wonderfully invigorating. How that glowing thing up there is staring at me!” He meant the sun, which was just setting. “He shall not make me wink; I will hold my bits tight.” For you must know that he had two large triangular pieces of red tile in the place of eyes in his head; his mouth was a piece of old rake, and so he also had teeth. He was born amid the cheering of the boys, and greeted by the tinkling of sleigh-bells and the cracking of whips.


The sun set, the full moon rose large, round, and clear in the blue sky. “There he is again on the other side!” said the snowman. Of course he fancied the sun was showing himself again. “I thought I had cured him of staring. Now let him hang there, and give me a light, so that I may see myself. I wish I knew how to move: I should so much like to walk about. If I could, I should like to go down and slide on yonder ice, as I have seen the boys do. But I don’t know how—I can’t even walk.”


“Go! Go!” barked the old dog in the yard; he was somewhat hoarse, and could no longer well pronounce the proper “Wow, wow.” He had become hoarse since he used to live indoors and lie all day long under the warm stove. “The sun will soon teach you how to run; I saw him teach your predecessor last year, and his predecessors before him. Go! Go! They  all go.”


“I do not understand you, friend,” said the snowman. “Do you mean to say that he up there is to teach me to run?” He meant the moon. “I certainly saw him walk a little while ago when I looked him straight in the face, but now he comes creeping from the other side.”


“You are dreadfully ignorant,” replied the dog; “but that is no wonder, for you have only just been put up. She whom you see up there is the moon; he whom you have seen going off a little while ago was the sun; he is returning tomorrow, and is sure to teach you how to run down into the ditch. We shall soon have a change in the weather; I feel it by the pain I have in my left hind leg; the weather is going to change.”


“I do not understand him,” thought the snowman; “but it strikes me that he speaks of something disagreeable. He who was so staring at me and afterwards went off—the sun, as he calls him—is not my friend; that much I know for certain.”


“Go! Go!” barked the dog, turned three times round, and crept back into his kennel to sleep.


The weather really changed. On the next morning the whole country was enveloped in a dense fog. Later on an icy wind began to blow, it was bitter cold; but when the sun rose, what a splendour! Trees and bushes were covered with hoar-frost—they looked like a wood of white coral; all the branches seemed to be covered with shiny white blossoms. The many delicate boughs and twigs, which are in the summer completely hidden by the rich foliage, were all visible now. It looked very much like a snowy white cobweb; every twig seemed to send forth rays of white light. The birch tree moved its branches in the wind, as the trees do in the summer; it was marvellously beautiful to look at.


And when the sun rose, everything glittered and sparkled as if small diamonds had been strewed over everything, with large diamonds on the snowy carpet below. Or as if innumerable lights were shining even more white than the snow itself,


“How lovely!” said a young girl who stepped out into the garden with a young man. They stopped near the snowman, and looked admiringly at the glittering trees. “There is no more beautiful scene in the summer,” she said, and her eyes were beaming. “And we can’t possibly have such a fellow there in the summer,” replied the young man, pointing at the snowman.


The girl laughed, nodded to the snowman, and then both walked over the snow, so that it creaked under their feet like starch.


“Who were those two?” asked the snowman of the dog. “You have been longer in the yard than I; do you know them?”


“Certainly I do,” replied the dog. “She has stroked me, and he has given me a meat-bone. I shall never bite those two.”


“But what are they?” asked the snowman again.


“Lover-r-r-r-s,” said the dog. “They are going to live together in one kennel, and gnaw on the same bone. Go! Go!”


“Are they beings like ourselves?” asked the snowman.


“They are members of the master’s family,” said the dog. “Of course, one knows very little if one has only been born yesterday. I can see that from you! I have the age and the knowledge too. I know all in the house. I also knew a time when I was not obliged to be chained up here in the cold. Go! Go!”


“The cold is splendid,” said the snowman. “Go on, tell me more. But you must not rattle so with the chain, for you make me shudder if you do.”


“Go! Go!” barked the dog. “They say I was once a dear little puppy. Then I used to lie on a chair covered with velvet, up in the mansion, or sit on the mistress’s lap. They kissed me on the nose and wiped my paws with an embroidered handkerchief. They called me Ami, dear, sweet Ami. But later on I became too big for them, and they gave me to the housekeeper; and so I came down into the basement. You can look in at the window from where you are standing. You can look down into the room where I was one day master, for master I was at the housekeeper’s. The rooms were not so grand as upstairs in the mansion, but they were more homely. I was not continually mauled and pulled about by the children, and the food was just as good, if not better. I had my own cushion, and there was a stove in the room, which is at this time of the year the best thing in the world. I used to creep under the stove; there was enough room for me. I am still dreaming of this stove. Go! Go!” 


“Does a stove look nice?” asked the snowman. “Does it resemble me?”


“The very contrary of you! It is as black as a raven, and has a long neck with a broad brass band round it. It eats so much fuel that the fire comes out of its mouth. One must keep at its side, close by or underneath it; there one is very comfortable. Perhaps you can see it from where you stand.”


The snowman looked and saw something, brightly polished, with a broad brass band round it; in its lower parts the fire was visible. A strange feeling overcame the snowman. He had no idea what it was, nor could he explain the cause of it; but all people know it, even those who are not snow men.


“Why did you leave her?” asked the snowman, for he had a notion that the stove was a woman. “How could you leave such a place?”


“I had to,” said the dog. “They turned me out of the house and fastened me up here with the chain. I had bitten the youngest son of the squire in the leg, because he kicked away the bone which I was gnawing. Bone for bone, I thought. But this they took very ill, and from that time forward I was chained up. And I have lost my voice too—do you not hear how hoarse I am? Go! Go! I can no longer bark like other dogs. Go! Go! That’s how it went.”
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The snowman was no longer listening to him; he looked down unswervingly into the basement, into the housekeeper’s room, where the stove was standing on its four legs, as tall as the snowman.


“What a strange noise I hear within me,” he said. “Shall I never get in there? It is such an innocent wish of mine, and they say innocent wishes are sure to be fulfilled. I must go in there, and nestle up against her, even if I must break the window.”


“You will never get in there,” said the dog; “and if you went close to the stove you’d be gone. Go! Go!”


“I am already as good as gone now,” replied the snowman. “I believe I am am breaking up as it is.”


All day, the Snowman looked in through the window. In the twilight the room appeared still more inviting; a gentle light shone out of the stove, not like that of the moon or the sun, but such light as only a stove can give after being well fed. When the door of the room was opened the flame burst out at the mouth of the stove—that was its custom. In the light of the flames, the snow man’s white face blushed crimson, while a red glare shone out from his bosom.


“I can’t stand it,” he said. “How pretty she looks when she puts out her tongue!”


The night was long, but it did not appear so to the snowman, for he was standing there deeply lost in his pleasant thoughts,crackling with the cold.


In the morning the windowpanes of the basement were covered with ice: the most beautiful ice-flowers that one could wish for were upon them; but they concealed the stove.


The ice on the windowpanes would not thaw; the snowman could not see the stove which he imagined to be such a lovely woman. It groaned and creaked within him; it was the very weather to please a snowman; but he did not rejoice—how could he enjoy anything when he was so stove-sick?


“That is a dreadful disease for a snowman,” said the dog. “I have suffered from it myself, but I got over it. Go! Go! We shall soon have a change in the weather.”


The weather changed; it was beginning to thaw. The warmer it became, the more the snowman melted away. He said nothing, he did not complain, and that is the surest sign.


One morning he broke down; and lo! in the place where he had stood something like a broomstick was sticking in the ground, round which the boys had built him up.


“Well, now I understand why he had such a great longing,” said the dog. “I see there is an iron scraper attached to the stick, which people use to clean stoves with. The snowman had a stove-scraper in his body, that was what moved him so. Now he has got over that too. Go! Go!” 


And soon they had got over the winter. “Go! Go!” barked the hoarse dog, but the girls in the house were singing:



Thyme, green thyme, come out, we sing,

Soon will come the gentle spring.

Willow trees, your catkins don;

The sun shines bright and the days roll on.

Cuckoo and lark sing merrily too;

We will also sing cuckoo! cuckoo!




And nobody thought about the snowman.




The Goloshes of Fortune



••••••••





I

A BEGINNING


It was in Copenhagen at a house in East Street, not far from the King’s New Market, that a very large party was being given, for you must give a party now and then, and get it over, and then you can expect to be invited in return. Half of the company already sat at the card-tables, while the other half seemed to be waiting for the answer to their hostess’s question, “What shall we do now?” They had progressed so far, and conversation was going on as best it could. Among other subjects the conversation turned on the Middle Ages. Some held the opinion that the Middle Ages were much more interesting than our own time; Councillor Knap, indeed, upheld this opinion so warmly that the lady of the house sided with him at once, and both eagerly declaimed against Oersted’s treatise in the Almanac on ancient and modern times, in which the preference is given to our own age. The Councillor held that the times of the Danish King Hans [1] were the best and most prosperous.


While this is the subject of the conversation, which was only interrupted for a moment by the arrival of a newspaper containing nothing worth reading, let us look into the anteroom, where the overcoats, sticks, umbrellas, and goloshes had been left. Here sat two maids, one young, the other old. One might have thought they were servants who had come to fetch their mistresses, some old maiden lady or widow, but, on looking more closely, one soon saw that they were not common servant-girls—their appearance was too dignified, their hands too delicate, and their dresses too uncommon. They were two fairies; the younger was not Fortune herself, it is true, but lady’s maid to one of her ladies in waiting, who brings round the smaller gifts of Fortune. The elder one looked somewhat gloomy; she was Care, who goes about her business herself in her own exalted person, for only then does she know that it is well done.


They were telling each other where they had been during the day. The lady of the bedchamber’s maid, who was also Fortune’s messenger, had only carried out some unimportant commissions: for instance, she had saved a new hat from a shower of rain, procured an honest man a bow from a titled nobody, and so forth; but she had now something of greater consequence to do. “I must also tell you,” she said, “that today is my birthday, and in honour of it a pair of goloshes have been entrusted to me, which I am to give to mankind. These goloshes have the property that whoever puts them on is instantly transported to the place and the time where he most desires to be; every wish regarding time or place is at once realized, and so for once a man can be happy here below.”


“Believe me,” said Care, “he will be most unhappy, and bless the moment when he is once more rid of the goloshes!”


“That is your opinion!” replied the other. “Now I shall put them down near the door; someone will take them, and become the fortunate man!”


You see, that’s what they were talking about.


II

WHAT HAPPENED TO THE COUNCILLOR


It was late; Councillor Knap, deep in thought about the times of King Hans, wished to go home; but fate so arranged that, instead of his own goloshes, he put on those of Fortune, and walked out into East Street.


The magic power of the goloshes instantly carried him back to the times of King Hans, and his feet sank deeply into the mud and mire of the street, which was not paved in those days.


“This is dreadful! How dirty it is here,” said the Councillor. “Why, the pavement’s all gone, and all the lamps are out!”


The moon had not yet risen high enough, and it was rather foggy, so that all around was buried in the darkness. When he came to the next corner he found a lamp before a picture of the Madonna, but the light it gave was so small that he only noticed it when he was passing beneath it, and his eyes fell upon the painted figures of the Mother and Child.


“That is evidently an art dealer’s,” he thought, “and they have forgotten to take in their sign.”


Several people in the costume of a former age passed by him.


“How oddly they are dressed up! They must be coming from a masquerade!”


Suddenly there was a sound of drums and fifes. The Councillor saw the flaring light of torches, and stopped, and an extraordinary procession passed by him. First marched a band of drummers, beating their instruments with great skill. They were followed by attendants with longbows and cross-bows. The principal person in the procession was a clergyman. The astonished Councillor asked what all this meant, and who the clergyman was.


“The Bishop of Zealand,” was the answer.


“Good Lord!” sighed the Councillor. “What on earth has come over the Bishop?” Then he shook his head; he could not believe it possible that the man was the Bishop.


Still puzzling over this, he passed through East Street and over High Bridge Place. The bridge which he used to cross in order to reach Castle Square was nowhere to be found. He at last reached the bank of a shallow river, where he saw two men with a boat.


“Would the gentleman like to cross over to the Holm?” they asked him.


“To the Holm?” said the Councillor, who was quite unconscious that he lived in a different age. “I wish to go to Christian’s Haven in Little Turf Street.”


The two men stared at him.


“Only tell me where the bridge is!” he said. “It is scandalous that they have not lighted the lamps here, and it is as muddy as if it was a marsh!”


The more he talked to the boatmen, the less intelligible their language became to him.


“I do not understand your  outlandish talk,” he said at last in an angry voice, and turned his back on them. He could not find the bridge, nor was there any fence. “It is a scandal how things are here,” he said. He had never thought his own times more miserable than this evening. “I think it will be best for me to take a droshky [cab],”  he thought. But where were the droshkies? None were to be seen. “I shall have to return to the King’s New Market to find one, or I shall never reach Christian’s Haven.” Then he went back to East Street, and had nearly come to the end of it when the moon broke through the clouds.


“Good Lord! What strange building have they put up here!” he said, when he saw the East Gate, which in those days stood at the end of East Street. One of the wickets was still open, however, and he passed through it, in the hope of reaching what is now the King’s New Market; but there he found there were wide meadows before him, with a few bushes here and there, and a broad canal or river streaming through them. A few wretched wooden huts, belonging to Dutch sailors, stood on the opposite bank. “Either what I see is a mirage, or I am tipsy,” lamented the Councillor. “If I only knew what all this means!” He returned again, firmly believing that he was ill. Walking back through the same streets, he looked more closely at the houses, and noticed that most of them were only built of lath and plaster, and that many had only thatched roofs.


“No, I do not feel at all well,” he sighed, “and yet I only drank one glass of punch. But punch does not agree with me, and it is altogether wrong to serve punch with hot salmon. I shall say so to our hostess—the agent’s lady. I wonder whether to go back now, and let them know how I feel. No, no, it would look too ridiculous; and then, after all, the question is whether they are still up.” He looked about for the house, but was unable to find it.


“This is dreadful! I cannot even recognize East Street again. I do not see a single shop; there are only wretched old houses, as if I were in Roeskilde or Ringstedt. There is no doubt about it; I am ill, and it is useless to stand on ceremony. But where in all the world is the agent’s house? It is no longer the same; but in the house over there I see some people are up still. Alas! I am very ill!” He soon reached a half-open door, and saw the light inside. It was an inn of that period, a sort of public-house. The room looked very much like a Dutch bar: a number of people—sailors, citizens of Copenhagen, and a few scholars—sat there in lively conversation, with their mugs before them, and paid little attention to the Councillor coming in.


“I beg your pardon,” said the Councillor to the landlady. “I have been suddenly taken ill. Would you kindly send for a cab to drive me to Christian’s Haven?”


The woman stared at him and shook her head. Then she addressed him in German. The Councillor, supposing that she could not speak Danish, repeated his request in German. This, in addition to his dress, made the woman feel sure that he was a foreigner; but she understood that he was unwell, and brought him a jug of water. It tasted very much of seawater, although it had been fetched from the well outside.


The Councillor rested his head upon his hand, drew a deep breath, and thought over all the strange things around him.


“Is that this evening’s ‘Daily News’?” he asked when he saw the woman putting aside a big sheet of paper.


She did not know what he meant, but she gave him the paper. It was a woodcut representing a strange appearance in the air that had been seen in the city of Cologne.


“That is very old,” said the Councillor, and became quite cheerful at the sight of this old curiosity. “How did you get this rare cut? It is highly interesting, although the whole is but a fable. These phenomena are now explained as polar lights; they probably are caused by electricity.”


Those who sat next to him, and heard what he said, looked at him with great surprise, and one of them rose, politely raised his hat, and said in a serious tone, “You are certainly a very learned man, Monsieur.”


“Not at all,” replied the Councillor. “I can only talk about things that everybody is supposed to understand.”


“Modestia is a fine virtue,” said the man. “Moreover, I have to add to your explanation mihi secus videtur; yet in the present case I willingly suspend my judicium.”


“May I ask with whom I have the honour to speak?” replied the Councillor.


“I am a Bachelor of Divinity,” said the man.


This answer was enough for the Councillor; title and dress were in accordance with each other. “Surely,” he thought, “this man is an old village schoolmaster, such a specimen as one still meets with sometimes in the upper parts of Jutland.”


“Although here we are not in a locus docendi,” began the man again, “I beg you to take the trouble to give us a speech. You are surely well read in the ancients.”


“Oh, yes,” replied the Councillor, “I am very fond of reading old and useful books, but I am also interested in new ones—with the exception of the Everyday Stories, [2] of which we have enough in real life.”


“‘Everyday stories?’” asked the Bachelor of Divinity.


“Why, yes—I mean the modern romances.”


“Oh!” said the man, smiling, “they certainly contain a great deal of wit, and are read at Court. The King especially likes the romance of Sir Iffven and Sir Gaudian (Sir Yvain and Sir Gawain), which treats of King Arthur and his valiant knights of the Round Table. He has made jokes about it to his courtiers.” [3]


“This one certainly I have not read yet,” said the Councillor. “It must be quite a new one, published by Heiberg.” [4]


“No,” replied the man, “Heiberg is not the publisher, but Gotfred von Gehmen.” [5] 


“Is he the author?” asked the Councillor. “That is a very old name. Was it not the name of the first Danish printer?”


“Yes, he is our first printer,” said the scholar.


So far everything went fairly well; but now one of the citizens began to speak of the dreadful plague which had raged a few years ago, meaning that of the year 1484. The Councillor thought he spoke of the cholera outbreak in Copenhagen in 1831, and so the discourse went on quite satisfactorily. The war against the freebooters in 1490 had happened so lately that it was unavoidably mentioned; the English pirates, they said, had seized some ships that were in the harbour. The Councillor, in the belief that they meant the events of 1801, [6] joined in quite appropriately with his denunciations of the English. The rest of the conversation, however, did not go off so smoothly; they could not help contradicting each other every moment; the good Bachelor of Divinity was dreadfully ignorant, so that the simplest remarks of the Councillor seemed to him too daring or too fantastic. They often looked at each other in astonishment, and when matters became too complicated the scholar began to talk Latin, hoping to be better understood, but it was of no use.


“How do you feel now?” asked the landlady, pulling the Councillor’s sleeve. Only then his memory returned; in the course of the conversation he had forgotten all that had happened.


“Good heavens! Where am I?” he said, and he felt quite dizzy when he thought of it.


“Let us have some claret, or mead, or Bremen beer!” cried one of the guests. “And you shall drink with us!”


Two girls came in; one had on a cap of two colours. They poured the wine out, and made curtsies. The Councillor felt a cold shiver run down his back. “What does all this mean?” he said. But he had to drink with them, they asked him so politely. He was quite in despair, and when one of them said that he was tipsy, he did not doubt it for a moment, and only requested them to get him a droshky. Then they thought he was speaking the Muscovite language. Never in his life had he been in such rough and vulgar company. “One would think that the country had gone back to paganism!” he thought. “This is the most terrible moment in all my life.”


Just then the idea struck him that he would stoop under the table and creep towards the door. He carried this out, but when he was near the door the others discovered his intention; they took hold of his feet, and, to his great good fortune, pulled off the goloshes, and at once the whole enchantment vanished.


The Councillor now distinctly saw a street lamp burning, and behind it a big house; it all seemed familiar to him. He was in East Street, as we know it now, and was lying on the pavement with his legs towards the door, and opposite to him sat the watchman, asleep.


“Goodness gracious! Have I really been lying here in the street dreaming?” he said. “Yes, this is East Street. How beautifully light and pleasant! That glass of punch must have had a dreadful effect upon me.”


Two minutes later he sat in a cab, and drove to Christian’s Haven. He thought of all the anguish he had suffered, and praised the present, his own age, with all his heart, as being, in spite of its shortcomings, much better than the age in which he had found himself a little while ago. And that, you know, was very sensible of the Councillor.


III

THE WATCHMAN’S ADVENTURES


“Why, there’s a pair of goloshes!” said the watchman. “They must belong to the lieutenant who lives up there. They are close to his door.” The honest man would gladly have rung the bell and returned them to their owner, for there was still a light upstairs, but he did not wish to wake up the other people in the house; so he left them there. “I am sure a pair of such things must keep one’s feet very warm,” he said. “How nice and soft the leather is!” They fitted his feet exactly. “How strange things are in this world! This man, now, might go into his warm bed, and yet he does not do so, but walks up and down in his room. He is a fortunate man. He has neither wife nor child; he is out every evening. I wish I were in his place, I should certainly be happy.”


No sooner had he uttered this wish than the goloshes he had put on brought it about; the watchman became the lieutenant in body and mind.


There he was, standing upstairs in his room, holding a sheet of pink note-paper between his fingers, on which was written a poem—a poem from the lieutenant’s own pen. Who has not had, once in his life, a poetical moment? Then, if one writes down one’s thoughts, they are poetry.


OH, WERE I RICH!



Were I but rich! This was my constant prayer

When scarce an ell in length—without a care.

Were I but rich, a captain I would be,

With sabre, plume, and coat so brave to see.

Then came the day when fortune smiled on me:

A captain was I—but a poor man still!

For such was heaven’s will.





In youth’s first flash I sat at eventide,

A sweetheart maid of seven by my side;

For I had many fairy tales to tell,

And legends rare; but as for wealth—ah, well!

She cared not but for elf or goblin’s spell.

Then was I rich, but not—heaven knows!—in gold.

Or silver coins untold.





Were I but rich is still my prayer to heaven.

Though now grown tall, I love the maid of seven,

So good is she, so sweet, so fair to see.

Would that she knew my heart’s wild fantasy!

Would that she, as of yore, could care for me!

But I am poor, and so my lips are sealed.

My love is unrevealed.





Were I but rich in comfort and repose,

My pain I would not to the world disclose.

If you, my love, can understand, then read

This as a mem’ry of the past. Yet heed!

’Twere best, perhaps, your heart were hard indeed!

I’m poor, alas! my future dark and drear.

But may God bless you, dear!




Such poems people only write down when they are in love, but a prudent man never has them printed. To be a lieutenant, poor and in love—that’s a triangle; or one might better describe it as the half of a broken square of happiness. That is just what the lieutenant thought at this moment, and so he leaned his head against the window frame and sighed. “The poor watchman down in the street is much happier than I. He does not know what I call want. He has a home, a wife and children, who share his joys and sorrows. I should be much happier if I could change places with him, and live with only his hopes and expectations. I am sure he is much happier than I.”


Instantly the watchman became a watchman again, for, through the goloshes of Fortune, he had become, body and soul, the lieutenant; but as such he felt less contented than before, and preferred to be what he had despised a short time ago. And so the watchman was a watchman again.


“That was a hideous dream,” he said, “but very curious. I felt as if I were the lieutenant up there, and it was by no means a pleasure. I missed my wife and children, who are always ready to smother me with their kisses.”


He sat down again and nodded; he could not quite get over the dream; the goloshes were still on his feet. A shooting star passed over the sky.


“There it goes,” he said, “and yet there are plenty left. I should like to look a little more closely at these things, especially at the moon, for she would not slip so easily out of one’s hands. The student my wife does washing for says that when we are dead we shall fly from one planet to another. That’s a story, although it would not be at all bad. I wish I could take a little leap up there. I should not mind leaving my body here on the steps.”


There are some things in this world that must be spoken of with caution, and one ought to be still more careful when one has the goloshes of Fortune upon one’s feet. Now, let us see what happened to the watchman.


Everybody knows how quickly one can move from one place to another by steam: we have done it either on a railway or a steamboat. But this speed is not more than the crawl of the sloth or creeping of a snail in comparison to the swiftness with which light travels. It flies nineteen million times faster than the quickest railway engine. Death is an electric shock to our hearts: the liberated soul flies away on the wings of electricity. Sunlight requires about eight minutes and a few seconds to perform a journey of more than ninety-five millions of miles; the soul travels as quickly on the wings of electricity. The distance between the various celestial bodies is not greater to it than we should find the distance between the houses of friends living in the same town quite close together. The electric shock to our hearts costs us our bodies, unless we have by chance the goloshes of Fortune on our feet, like the watchman.


In a few seconds the watchman had traversed the distance of two hundred and sixty thousand miles to the moon, which consists, as everybody knows, of much lighter material than our earth—something like new-fallen snow, as we should say. He had arrived on one of the numerous circular mountains which one sees on Dr Mädler’s large map of the moon. [7] The inside was a basin of about half a mile in depth. Down below was a town; to get an idea of its appearance the best thing would be to pour the white of an egg into a glass of water. The substance here was just as soft, and formed similar transparent towers, domes, and terraces, floating in the thin air like sails. Our planet hung above his head, like a dark red ball.


He soon noticed a great many beings, surely intended to be what we call ‘men,’ but they were very different from us.  A more fantastical imagination than Herschel’s must have discovered these. [8] They also had a language, but how could the soul of a watchman be expected to understand it? Nevertheless, it did understand the language of the inhabitants of the moon very well. They were discussing our earth, and had doubts as to its being inhabited; they asserted the air there must be too thick for any moon-being to live in. They were of the opinion that only the moon was inhabited; that it was the celestial body where the ancient inhabitants of the world lived.


They also talked politics; but let us leave them, and return to East Street, and see what happens to the Watchman’s body. He was still sitting motionless on the steps; his Morning Star [9] had fallen out of his hand, while his eyes looked fixedly towards the moon, where his honest soul was rambling about.


“What o’clock, watchman?” asked one of the passers-by. But the watchman gave no answer. Then the man gently tweaked his nose, which caused him to lose his balance and fall, full length, on the ground, like a dead man. His comrades were frightened—the watchman was dead, and dead he remained. The death was reported, and later on in the morning the body was taken to the hospital.


It would have been a good joke if the soul had come back and looked for its body in East Street, without being able to find it. Probably it would first go to the police station, from thence to the lost property office, to make inquiries, and finally to the hospital. But we need not trouble our minds about that, for souls are cleverest when they act on their own responsibility; only the bodies make them stupid.


As I have stated, the watchman’s body was carried to the hospital. There it was taken to the room where the bodies were washed, and, naturally, the first thing they did was to take off the goloshes. Whereupon the soul was obliged to return to the body. It at once started straight for the body, and in a few moments the man was alive again. He declared that he had never in all his life passed such a dreadful night, and not if he were paid half a dollar  would he go through such an experience again; but he got over it all right.


He was able to leave the hospital the same day, but the goloshes remained there.


IV

A CRITICAL MOMENT:
 A MOST EXTRAORDINARY JOURNEY


Everyone who comes from Copenhagen knows the entrance to Frederick’s Hospital in Copenhagen, but, as probably some people who do not come from Copenhagen will read this story, it will be well to give a short description of it.


Towards the street the hospital is surrounded by an iron railing of considerable height, the thick bars of which stand so far apart that sometimes, so the story goes, some of the thinnest young medical students have squeezed themselves through and paid little visits to town. The part of the body most difficult to get through was the head, and so in this case, as often happens in this world, the smallest heads were the luckiest. This will do for an introduction.


One of the students, of whom one could say that he had a big head in one sense only, was on duty one evening; the rain was pouring down; but in spite of these two obstacles he wished to go out.


Just for a quarter of an hour, he thought; he need not trouble the porter, especially if he could slip through the bars. He noticed the goloshes which the watchman had forgotten; it never occurred to him in the least that they were those of Fortune. They would do him good service in the bad weather, he thought, and so he put them on. The point now was, could he squeeze himself through the bars?—he had never tried before. There he stood.


“I wish to goodness I had my head outside,” he said, and instantly, although it was very thick and big, it slipped smoothly and easily through the bars; the goloshes seemed to know how to do that very well. Then he tried to get his body through too, but this was impossible.


“I am too fat,” he said. “I thought my head was the thickest; but it is my body that I can’t get through.”
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Now he tried to pull his head back again, but he couldn’t; he could move his neck about comfortably, and this was all. At first he felt very angry, but soon became discouraged. The goloshes of Fortune had placed him in this awkward position, and unluckily it never came into his mind to wish himself free again. Instead of wishing, he could only struggle, but all his attempts were in vain. The rain was pouring down; not a soul was to be seen in the street; he could not reach the bell at the porter’s lodge. How could he get out? He felt certain he would have to stay there until the next morning. Then they would be obliged to send for a blacksmith to file through the iron bars. But all this would take time; all the charity children would be going to their school opposite, all the inhabitants of the adjoining sailors’ quarter would flock together to see him in the stocks—there would be a large crowd, no doubt! “Ugh!” he cried, “the blood is rushing to my head! I shall go mad! Yes, I am going mad! Oh, I wish I was free! Then perhaps I might feel better.” He ought to have said this sooner, for the thought was scarcely expressed when his head was free, and he rushed up to his room, quite upset by the fright the goloshes had caused him.


Now we must not think it was all over for him. No—the worst was still to come.


The night and the following day passed; nobody claimed the goloshes. 


In the evening an entertainment was to take place in the little theatre in Kannike Street. The house was filled in every part; the Student  was among the audience, and seemed to have entirely forgotten what had happened to him the night before. He had put on the goloshes, as no one had claimed them, and they were very useful to him, for the streets were very dirty. 


A new poem, entitled “Granny’s Spectacles,” was being recited, in which the spectacles were described as enabling the person who wore them to read people like cards, and to foretell from them all that would happen in the coming year.


Let us listen now:


GRANNY’S SPECTACLES



My Granny’s wisdom’s known to great and small:

In olden days, I have no doubt at all,

They would have burned her for a witch. For she

Knows everything that happens; she can see

Right into next year—aye, and farther, too:

But, tell you all she knows—no, that she will not do.

I wonder what will happen here next year!

The great events I’d like to see—to hear

All that’s in store for me, for Art, for King,

And Country; but, alas! one cannot bring

My Granny to disclose such things as these.

Yet one day I did plague her so, and tease,

That she relented, after I had got

A scolding (for she loves me!) which was rather hot!

“For once your wish I’ll gratify,” said she.

And handed me her spectacles. “Now see!

You must find out a place—no matter where—

A place where many people go, and there

Stand where you best can overlook the throng.

Put on my glasses; then you’ll see ere long

The people like a pack of cards laid out.

From them you may foretell the future, without doubt.”





I thanked my Granny, and ran off to see

If I could find where that strange place could be.

“Where many people go?” The Promenade?

’Tis chilly there! The High Street’s quite as bad

And muddy too! The Theatre, then? Why, this

Is just the thing for me—an evening’s bliss!

Well, here I am! I first salute all here.

Permit me through my Granny’s “specs” to peer.

That I may see—no, do not run away!—

If like a pack of cards you look. I may

Foretell the future thus. Do you assent?

No answer! Then your silence is consent.

By way of recompense, with you I’ll share

The hidden secrets which the wondrous cards lay bare.





Now we shall see what fate the cards foretell

For you, for me, for King and Country. Well!


(He puts on the spectacles.)


Yes, it’s quite true!—Ah, that’s a funny sight!

I only wish that you could see it quite

As well as I! But what a lot of beaux.

And Queens of Hearts! Of these there are long rows.

The black ones over there are Clubs and Spades—

I soon shall see them all, both men and maids!

The Queen of Spades, I see, has only eyes

For one, the Knave of Diamonds—a prize!

Oh, this inspection makes my head turn, quite!

There’s such a heap of money here tonight.

And strangers, too, from far across the seas!

Yes, but we do not wish to know such things as these

Of Nobles and of Commons!—Well, “The Times”—

But that I must not breathe of in my rhymes!

To injure that great paper I’ve no wish,

So I’ll not take the best bone from the dish!

The theatre, then? The latest play? But no!

The manager’s my friend: ’tis better so!





The future that awaits me? Ah! one’s fate

Concerns oneself: one learns it soon or late.

What’s this I see? In truth, I hardly know;

You’ll see it when it happens. On I go!

Who’s happiest among us here just now?

That I can tell you easily. I trow

The happiest is —— No, it might embarrass,

And possibly the others it might harass!

Well—will this gentleman live longer than

The lady? That ’twere ruder still to scan!

Shall I, then, tell of ——? No! of ——? No! of ——? No!

Of ——? Ah! I hardly know myself what I should show!

So easy ’tis to wound, I’m quite put out.

Yet wait! I’ll tell you what you think about

My powers of prophecy—no pains I’ll spare!

You think—I beg your pardon? Everywhere

You think that, as my promise I have broke,

My undertaking only ends in smoke.

And so I hold my peace, most honoured sirs and dames:

I’ll own you may be right—but trust that no one blames.




The idea took the student’s fancy; he thought he would like to have a pair of spectacles of that sort. He thought, one might perhaps be able to look straight into people’s hearts if one made good use of them, and that surely would be much more interesting than to see what would happen in the coming year; for future events would be sure to show themselves, but the hearts of people—never.


“I think if I could look into the hearts of the ladies and gentlemen in the first row they would seem to me to form a sort of large shop. Oh, how my eyes would wander about in it! In the heart of that lady, sitting there, I am sure I should find a milliner’s shop; in the next one the shop is empty, but a cleaning out would do it no harm. Would there not also be some shops where real solid articles are to be found? Yes, yes,” he sighed. “I know one in which everything is genuine, but there is already a clerk in it, and that, in fact, is the only thing I have to find fault with. One might be invited to come into various others and inspect them. I wish I could pass like a little thought through these hearts!”


That was the word of command for the goloshes; the student shrunk to nothing, and at once began a most extraordinary journey through the hearts of the spectators in the first row. The first heart through which he passed belonged to a lady. It seemed to him that he was in one of the rooms of an orthopaedic hospital, where the plaster casts of deformed limbs are arranged on the walls, with this difference: at the hospital the casts are taken when the patients arrive, but in this heart they were taken and preserved after the worthy people had gone. These were casts of the bodily and mental deformities of the lady’s friends, carefully preserved.


Quickly he slipped into another lady’s heart. It appeared to him to be like a big holy church; the white dove of innocence fluttered over the high altar. He would have gladly knelt down, but he had no time—he had to go on into the next heart. The sound of the organ was still ringing in his ears, and he felt he had become a new and better man, so that he did not feel unworthy to enter the next sanctuary, where he saw a sick mother in a miserable garret. But God’s bright sun was shining through the window, splendid roses were growing in the little flower-box on the roof, and two heavenly blue birds were singing of the joys of childhood, while the sick mother prayed to God to bless her daughter.


Then he crept on all fours through an overcrowded butcher’s shop; wherever he turned there was nothing but meat. It was the heart of a rich and respectable man, whose name you will certainly find in the directory.


Thence he came into the heart of this gentleman’s wife; it was nothing but an old dilapidated pigeon-house. The husband’s portrait served as a weathercock, and was connected with the doors, so that they opened and shut whenever he turned his head.


In the next heart he found a cabinet of mirrors, like those one sees in the castle of Rosenburg. But the mirrors magnified in an incredible degree. The insignificant I of the proprietor sat in the centre of the floor, like the Dalai Lama, admiringly contemplating his own greatness.


Next he thought he had entered a narrow needle-case, full of sharp needles, and said, “No doubt, this is the heart of an old maid.” But such was not the case; it belonged to a young officer who wore several medals, whom people considered a man of intellect and heart. The poor student was quite dizzy when he came out of the last heart in the row; he could not collect his thoughts, and fancied his too strong imaginative powers had run away with him.


“Good heavens!” he sighed. “I have a strong tendency to go mad, without doubt, and it is intolerably hot in here; the blood is rushing to my head.” Just then he remembered his critical situation the evening before, when he had stuck fast between the bars of the hospital railing.


“Surely that was when I caught it!” he thought. “I must do something for it in time. Perhaps a steambath would do me good. I wish I was already on the top-shelves.”


And there he lay on the top-shelf of the vapour bath, fully dressed, with boots and goloshes still on, and the water dropped down from the ceiling on his face.


“Ugh!” he cried, and jumped down to take a plunge bath.


The attendant cried out loudly in his surprise at seeing a man with all his clothes on.


The student fortunately had enough presence of mind to whisper in his ear, “It is for a bet!”


Upon arriving home he at once placed a large mustard plaster on his neck and another on his back, to draw out the madness.


The next morning he had a very sore back, and that was all he gained through the goloshes of Fortune.


V

THE CLERK’S TRANSFORMATION


The watchman, whom we surely have not yet forgotten in the meantime, remembered the goloshes which he had found and carried with him to the hospital.


He went to fetch them, and when neither the lieutenant nor anybody else in the same street recognized them as their property, he took them to the police office.


“They look exactly like my own goloshes,” said one of the clerks, [10] looking at the goloshes, and placing them by the side of his own. “It requires more than a shoemaker’s eye to distinguish the difference—”


“Mr Clerk,” said an attendant, who entered the room with some papers. The clerk turned round and spoke to him. Afterwards, when he looked at the goloshes again, he was uncertain  which pair was his. “The wet ones must be mine,” he thought; but in this he was wrong—they were the goloshes of Fortune; and after all, it is not so wonderful, for a police clerk can make mistakes, like anybody else.


He put the goloshes on, thrust some papers into his pocket, took some others under his arm (the latter he was to read at home, and make summaries of their contents), and went out. By chance it was Sunday morning, and splendid weather. “A trip to Fredericksberg would do me good,” he thought, and thither he bent his steps.


No one could be more quiet and steady than this young clerk. We will not grudge him the little walk: after so much sitting it will no doubt be beneficial to him. At first he walked on mechanically, without thinking of anything at all, and therefore gave the goloshes no opportunity of proving their magic powers. In the avenue he met an acquaintance, a young Danish poet, who told him that he intended to start the next day for a summer tour.


“Are you really off again?” asked the clerk. “You are indeed a luckier and freer man than one of us. You can go wherever you like, but we always have a chain to our feet.”


“But it is fastened to the bread-tree,” replied the poet. “You need not have a care for the morrow, and when you grow old you will receive a pension.”


“But you are better off, after all,” said the clerk. “It must be a pleasure to sit down and write poetry. Everybody has something pleasant to say to you, and you are your own master. Come and try what it is like to be obliged to sit in court and listen to all sorts of frivolous cases.”


The poet shook his head; the clerk did the same, and so they parted, each retaining his own opinion.


“They are peculiar people, these poets,” thought the clerk. “I should very much like to try and enter into such a nature, and become a poet myself, for I am certain I should not write such lamentations as the others. Today is a splendid spring day for a poet! The air is exceptionally clear, the clouds look beautiful, and the green grass has such a fragrance! For many years I have not felt as I do now!”


From these remarks we see that he had already turned a poet. To express such feelings would in most cases be considered ridiculous. It is foolish to think a poet is a different being from other men. There may be some among the latter who have far more poetical minds than professional poets. But a poet has a better memory—he can retain ideas and thoughts until they are clearly fixed and expressed in words; and that others cannot do. But the transition of an ordinary nature to a poetical one must needs be noticeable, and so it was with the clerk.


“What a delicious fragrance!” he said. “How much it reminds me of the violets at Aunt Laura’s! That was when I was a small boy. Dear me! I have not thought of that for a long time. Good old lady! She used to live near the canal. She always kept a green branch or a few green shoots in water, however hard the winter was. The violets smelled sweet when I was putting hot pennies against the frozen windowpanes to make peep-holes. And I had a fine view through them. There lay the ships out in the canal, frozen in and deserted by their crews; a lonely crow was the only living thing on board. But when spring came all came alive; with cries and shouting the ice was broken, the ships were tarred and rigged, and then they started for distant lands. I have always remained here, and shall always be obliged to do so, and sit in a police office, while other people take passports for abroad. That’s my fate.” And he sighed deeply. Suddenly he stopped. “Good heavens! What can be the matter with me? I have never thought and felt like this. The spring air must be the cause of it. It alarms me, and yet it is not disagreeable!” He felt in his pockets for his papers. “They will soon make me think of something else,” he said, and his eyes glided over the first page:


“Mrs Sigbirth: Original Tragedy, in Five Acts,” he read. “What’s this? It’s my own handwriting! Have I written this tragedy? The Intrigue on the Promenade; or, Fast Day: a Vaudeville. But wherever have I got these things? Somebody must have put them into my pocket! And here is a letter!”


It was from a theatrical manager; the plays were refused, and the letter was written in not over-polite language.


“Hm! Hm!” said the clerk, and seated himself on a bench. His thoughts were very elevated, and his nerves highly strung. Involuntarily he plucked a flower growing near him; it was a common daisy. What botanists tell us in many a lecture this flower tells us in a minute. It told the story of its birth, of the power of the sunlight, which, spreading out the fine petals, compels them to breathe forth sweet fragrance. Then he thought of the struggle of life, which in the same way awakens feelings in our breast. Air and light are the flower’s lovers, but light is the favoured one. It turns towards the light, and when light vanishes it folds its petals and sleeps in the arms of the air.


“Light adorns me,” said the flower.


“But the air enables thee to breathe,” whispered the poet.


A little way off a boy was splashing with a stick in the water of a marshy ditch, so that the drops of water flew up to the green branches. The clerk thought of the millions of animalculae which were thrown up in each drop of water, which, considering their size, must produce in them the same feeling as if we were thrown up high into the clouds. When the clerk thought of the great change that had taken place in him, he smiled.


“I am asleep and dreaming! It is strange how naturally one can dream, and all the time one knows that one is only dreaming! I hope I may be able to remember this dream tomorrow when I am awake. I feel unusually excited. What a clear perception I have of everything, and how free I feel! But I am sure, should I remember anything of it tomorrow, it will seem stuff and nonsense; something the same has happened to me before. All the clever and beautiful things one hears of and speaks about in dreams are like the elves’ buried gold: when one receives it it looks rich and beautiful, and in the daylight it is only stones and dead leaves. Ah!” he sighed, and looked at the singing birds hopping merrily from branch to branch. “They are much better off than I! Flying is a fine art. Happy is he who has been born with wings. If I could transform myself into a bird I should choose to be a lark.”


Immediately his coat-tails and sleeves became wings, his clothes feathers, and the goloshes claws. He noticed it, and smiled to himself. “Well, now! I see that I am dreaming, but I never had such a foolish dream!”


He flew up into the green branches and sang, but there was no poetry in his song; the poetical mind was gone. The goloshes, like anybody else who wishes to do a thing well, could only do one thing at a time. He wished to be a poet; he became one. Then he desired to be a little bird, and by becoming one his former character disappeared.


“This is charming indeed!” he said. “In the daytime I sit at the police office among the most uninteresting official papers; at night I can dream, and fly about as a lark in the park of Fredericksberg! One might really write a popular comedy about all this!” 


Then he flew down into the grass, turned his head from side to side, and pecked the flexible blades of grass with his beak, which, in proportion to his present size, appeared to him as large as palm-leaves in North Africa. 


The next moment all became as dark as night around him. Something, as it seemed to him, of enormous size was thrown over him—it was a sailor boy’s cap. A hand then came underneath the cap, and seized the clerk by the back and wings so tightly that he cried out. In his fright he instinctively shouted out, “You rascal, I am a clerk in the police office.” But this only sounded to the sailor boy like “Tweet! tweet!” He tapped the bird on its beak and walked off.


In the avenue he met two schoolboys of the upper class—that is, from the social point of view; for as far as their abilities were concerned they belonged to the lowest class in the school. They bought the bird for a small sum, and so the clerk was brought back to Copenhagen.


“It is a good thing that I am dreaming!” said the clerk. “Otherwise I should certainly feel very angry! First I was a poet, now I am a lark! Surely the poetical nature has transformed me into this little bird! It is a very poor story, especially if one falls into boys’ hands. I should very much like to know how it will end.”


The boys took the bird into a very elegantly furnished room; a stout, amiable-looking lady received them. She was not at all pleased to see that they had brought home such a common field bird, as she called the lark. She would only allow them to keep it for the day, and they had to put the bird into an empty cage near the window.


“Perhaps it will please Polly,” she added, and nodded to a large green parrot which was proudly rocking itself in its ring in a beautiful brass cage. “Today is Polly’s birthday,” she said foolishly. “The little field bird wants to congratulate it.”


Polly did not reply a single word, and continued to rock itself, but a pretty canary, which had been brought away from its warm native country only the last summer, began to warble sweetly.


“Squaller!” cried the lady, and threw a white cloth over the cage.


“Tweet! tweet!” it sighed. “This is a terrible snowstorm.” And then became silent.


The clerk, or, as the lady called him, the field bird, was put into a small cage close by the canary and not far from the parrot. All that Polly could say (and it sounded sometimes most comical) was, “No, let us be men!” What it said besides was no more intelligible than the warbling of the canary; but the clerk, being now a bird himself, understood his comrades very well.


“I flew about beneath green palms and flowering almond trees,” sang the canary. “I used to fly with my brothers and sisters over the beautiful flowers and smooth, clear lakes, at the bottom of which one could see the plants waving their leaves. I also saw many fine-looking parrots, who could tell the most amusing tales.”


“They were wild birds,” replied the parrot; “they were not educated. No, let us be men! Why don’t you laugh? When the lady and all the other people laugh, you ought to do so also. It is a great shortcoming not to be able to appreciate fun. No, let us be men!”


“Do you remember the handsome girls who used to dance in the tents near the flowering trees?” asked the canary. “Have you forgotten the sweet fruit, and the cooling juice of the wild herbs?”


“Oh, yes, I remember it all,” replied the parrot; “but I am much more comfortable here. I have good food, and am well treated; I know I am clever, and I do not ask for more. Let us be men! You are a poet, as men call it; I possess sound knowledge and wit; you are a genius, but you lack discretion. You rise up to those high notes of yours, and then they cover you over. They dare not treat me like that. I was more expensive. My beak gains me consideration, and I can be witty. No, let us be men!”


“Oh, my warm native country!” sang the canary. “I will sing of your dark green trees, your calm bays, where the branches kiss the smooth, clear water, I will sing of all my shining comrades’ joy, where the plants grow by the desert springs.”


“Leave off those mournful strains!” said the parrot. “Sing something that makes one laugh. By laughing you show that you possess the highest mental accomplishments. Have you ever seen a horse or a dog laugh? No, they can cry out; but laugh—only man has the gift of laughing.” Then it laughed “Ha! ha! ha!” and added, “Let us be men!”


“You poor little grey bird of the North,” said the canary, “you are a prisoner here, like us. Although it is cold in your woods, you have freedom there. Fly away!—they have forgotten to close the door of your cage, and the top window is open. Fly away!”


The clerk instinctively obeyed, and hopped out of the cage. At the same moment the half-open door leading into the next room creaked, and stealthily, with green, shining eyes, the cat came in and chased him. The canary fluttered in the cage, the parrot opened its wings and cried, “Let us be men!” The clerk felt a mortal fright and flew out through the window, over houses and streets, until he was obliged to rest himself a little.


The house opposite his resting-place seemed familiar to him; the windows stood open; he flew in—it was his own room.


He perched himself on the table and said, “Let us be men!” involuntarily imitating the parrot. Instantly he became the clerk again, but he was sitting on the table.


“Oh, dear!” he said; “I wonder how I came up here and fell asleep! That was a disagreeable dream. After all, it was nothing but stuff and nonsense.”


VI

THE BEST THING THE GOLOSHES DID


The next day, early in the morning, when the clerk was still in bed, somebody knocked at his door. His neighbour, a young student of theology, walked in.


“Lend me your goloshes,” he said; “it is damp in the garden, but the sun shines so brightly that I should like to smoke a pipe out there.” He put on the goloshes and was soon in the garden below, in which a plum tree and a pear tree were growing. Even such a small garden is considered a wonderful treasure in the centre of big cities.


The student walked about in the garden; it was only six o’clock, and from the street he heard the sound of a post-horn.


“Travelling! travelling!” he exclaimed. “That is the most desirable thing in the world; that is the aim of all my wishes. The restlessness which I often feel would be cured by travelling. But I ought to be able to go far away. I should like to see beautiful Switzerland, to travel through Italy, and—”


It was well that the goloshes acted instantly; otherwise he might have gone too far, not only for himself, but for us too.


He was travelling in the heart of Switzerland, closely packed with eight others in a coach. He had a headache; his neck was stiff with fatigue; the blood had ceased to circulate in his feet; they were swollen; and his boots pinched. He was half asleep and half awake. In his right-hand pocket he carried his letters of credit; in his left the passport; and some gold coins sewn in a little bag he wore on his chest. Whenever he dozed off he woke up imagining he had lost one or other of his valuables, and started up suddenly; then his hand would move in a triangle from the right over the breast to the left, to feel if they were still in their places. Umbrellas, sticks, and hats were swinging in a net in front of him, and almost entirely deprived him of the view, which was very imposing. He looked at it, but his heart sang what, at least, one poet we know of has sung in Switzerland, although he had not yet printed it:



I dreamt of beauty, and I now behold it:

Mont Blanc doth rise before me, steep and grey!

Were my purse full I should esteem it 

The greatest joy in Switzerland to stay.




Grand, serious, and dark was all Nature around him. The pine-woods looked as small as heather on the high rocks, the summits of which towered into the misty clouds; it began to snow; an icy wind was blowing.


“Ugh!” he shivered. “I wish we were on the other side of the Alps! There it would be summer, and I should have raised money on my credit notes. I am so anxious about my money that I do not enjoy Switzerland. Oh! I wish I had already come to the other side!”


And there he was on the other side, in Central Italy, between Florence and Rome. The lake Thrasymene lay before his eyes, and looked in the evening light like fiery gold between the dark blue mountains. Here, where Hannibal defeated Flaminius, vines were peacefully growing; by the wayside lovely, half-naked children watched over a herd of swine under the flowering laurel trees. If we could describe this picture correctly all would exclaim, “Beautiful Italy!”


But neither the student nor any of his travelling companions in the carriage of the vetturino said anything of the sort. Poisonous flies and gnats flew into the carriage by thousands; they tried to drive them away with myrtle branches, but in vain; the flies stung them nevertheless. There was not one among them whose face was not swollen from their painful stings. The poor horses looked dreadful; the flies covered them in swarms, and it was only a momentary relief when the coachman dismounted and swept the flies off.


Then the sun set, and a sudden icy cold pervaded all Nature—much like the cold air in a tomb when we enter it on a hot summer day; the mountains round about appeared wrapped in that peculiar green which we see in some old oil paintings, and which, if we have not witnessed it in the South, we believe to be unnatural. It was a superb spectacle, but the travellers’ stomachs were empty and their bodies exhausted with fatigue; all they were longing for were good night quarters, but what could they find? They looked more longingly for this than they did at the magnificent scenery before them.


The road led through an olive grove, much like a road between pollarded willow trees at home. Here was at last a lonely inn. A dozen crippled beggars were lying down before it; the liveliest of them looked, to use one of Marryat’s phrases, “like the eldest son of Hunger having just come of age.” [11] The others were either blind or had paralysed feet, and crept about on their hands, or they had crippled arms and fingerless hands. That was misery in rags, indeed!


“Excellenza, miserabili!” they sighed, and stretched out their crippled limbs. The landlady herself, barefooted and with disorderly hair and a soiled blouse, received the guests.


The doors were fastened with strings; the floors of the rooms consisted of bricks, and were broken in many places; bats flew about under the ceilings, and there was a vile odour within.


“Lay the table down in the stable,” said one of the travellers. “There, at least, we know what we breathe.”


The windows were opened let in a little fresh air, but quicker than the air, in came the withered arms and the ever-lasting whines, “Miserabili, excellenza.” came in quicker than the air. There were many inscriptions on the walls, many of them uncomplimentary to “La bella Italia.”


Supper, when served, consisted of watery soup, with pepper and rancid oil. The latter was the chief ingredient in the salad. Musty eggs and fried cockscombs were the best dishes; even the wine had a peculiar taste; it was a nauseous mixture.


At night the travellers’ boxes were placed against the door, and one of them had to watch while the others slept. It was the student’s turn to watch. Oh, how unbearably close the room was! The heat was oppressive; the gnats buzzed and stung; the miserabili outside groaned in their dreams.


“Travelling,” said the student, “would be a pleasure if one had no body. If the body could rest and the mind fly about. Wherever I go I feel a want that oppresses me. I wish for something better than the moment can give me; something better—nay, the best! But where and what is it?”


No sooner had he uttered this wish than he was at home again. The long white curtains were hanging before the window, and in the middle of the room stood a black coffin; in it he slept the sleep of death. His wish was fulfilled: his body rested, his spirit was free to travel.


“Consider no man happy until he rests in the grave,” were the words of Solon. [12] In this case their truth was confirmed. Every dead body is a sphinx of immortality. The sphinx in the black coffin answered the questions which the student two days before had written down:



O Death, thou stern dark angel, do we find 

Nought but the tombs that thou dost leave behind!

Will not the soul on Jacob’s ladder upward pass.

Or only rise as sickly churchyard grass?





The world doth seldom see the greatest woes—

Ye lonely suffering ones! Ye now repose!

Your hearts were often more oppressed by care 

Than by the earth your coffin-lid doth bear.




Two beings were moving about in the room; we know them already. One was the fairy Care, the other was the messenger of Fortune. They bent over the dead man.


“Now you see,” said Care, “what happiness your goloshes have brought to mankind!”


“They, at least, brought a lasting gift to him who slumbers here,” answered Fortune’s messenger.


“Oh, no,” said Care. “He passed away at his own wish; he was not summoned. His mental power was not strong enough to discern the treasures Fate had destined him to discover. I will render him a good service now.”


And she pulled the goloshes from his feet; the sleep of death was at once ended; the awakened man raised himself. Care disappeared, and with her the goloshes. Probably she considered them her property.



[image: ]




[1]   King Hans was born in 1455 and ruled Denmark and Norway from 1481 to 1513.


[2]   “Everyday Stories,” popular stories of the early nineteenth century, written by Fru Gyllembourg, edited by Heiberg.


[3]   Holberg relates in his “Stories of Denmark’s Kings” that King Hans one day, when he had been reading in the Romance of King Arthur, said in jest to his boon companion, Otto Rud, whom he loved much: “These Knights, Iffven and Gaudian, whom I find in this book, must have been wonderful knights, such as one does not find nowadays;” whereupon Otto Rud replied: “If there were such a champion as King Arthur, then you would find many such knights as Iffven and Gaudian.”


[4]   Writer and critic Johan Ludvig Heiberg (1791-1860).


[5]   First printer and publisher in Denmark, under the reign of King Hans.


[6]   When the English fleet under Sir Hyde Parker, Lord Nelson, and others, defeated the Danish fleet in the roadstead of Copenhagen, on 2 April, 1801.


[7]   Johann Heinrich von Mädler, a German astronomer who (with Wilhelm Beer) issued Mappa Selenographica (1834-1836), presenting the most complete map of the moon at that time.


[8]   This relates to a book published some years previously in Germany, and said to be by Herschel, which contained a description of the moon and its inhabitants, written with such a semblance of truth that many were deceived by the imposture.


[9]   The popular name for the staff which the watchman used to carry, a ponderous club with spikes in the bulging head.


[10]   On the Continent in all law and police practices, nothing is verbal—any circumstance, however trifling, is reduced to writing. The labour, as well as the number of papers that thus accumulate, is enormous. In a police office, consequently, we find copying clerks among many other scribes of various denominations, of which, it seems, our hero was one.


[11]   Snarleyyow, or, The Dog Fiend (1837), a historical novel by Captain Frederick Marryat.


[12]   Solon, statesman and poet (ca. 630-560 B.C.), known as one of the Seven Wise Men of Greece.
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