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THE WIND IN THE WILLOWS

Meek little Mole, willful Ratty, Badger the perennial bachelor, and petulant Toad. In the more than one hundred years since their first appearance in 1908, they’ve become emblematic archetypes of eccentricity, folly, and friendship. And their misadventures—in gypsy caravans, stolen sports cars, and their beloved Wild Wood—continue to capture readers’ imaginations and warm their hearts long after they grow up. The Wind in the Willows is a timeless tale of animal cunning and human camaraderie.

“I see those Animals introduced to us by Kenneth Grahame, eternally messing about in boats under a willow tree trailing its fronds in the current.… They are frozen in their time but still influencing ours.”

—GREGORY MAGUIRE
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With paper and pen or needle and thread, storytelling has many traditions. Penguin’s award-winning art director Paul Buckley presents Penguin Threads, a series of Penguin Classics Deluxe Editions inspired by the aesthetic of handmade crafts with specially commissioned cover art. Jillian Tamaki’s embroidered artwork appears on The Secret Garden by Frances Hodgson Burnett, Emma by Jane Austen, and Black Beauty by Anna Sewell. Rachell Sumpter’s hand stitched cover art appears on The Wizard of Oz by L. Frank Baum, The Wind in the Willows by Kenneth Grahame, and Little Women by Louisa May Alcott. Sketched in a traditional illustrative manner, then hand stitched, the final covers are sculpt embossed. Through story, style, and texture, the Penguin Threads is an exciting chapter in Penguin’s long history of excellence in book design, for true lovers of the book, design, and handcrafted beauty.
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THE WIND IN THE WILLOWS

KENNETH GRAHAME was born in Edinburgh in 1859, the third of four children. His father was a lawyer who moved his family to Argyllshire the following year. In 1864, when their mother died after giving birth to a fourth child, the children were sent to live with their formidable maternal grandmother—“Granny Ingles”—at Cookham Dene, a village near the Thames in Berkshire. Grahame adored the area, to which he would often return over the course of his life and where he would eventually set The Wind in the Willows. The children saw their father only once again, when they spent an unhappy year with him in Argyll; he disappeared to France in 1867. Grahame was sent to St. Edward’s School, Oxford, but there was no money for a university education, and he soon became a clerk at the Bank of England in 1879. Here he rose to be secretary in 1898. In a bank ledger, he began writing notes for stories and poems and only a few years later was printing short essays in literary journals. In 1893 he published his first book, Pagan Papers, essays and stories including six based on his childhood later to reappear in The Golden Age (1895). Dream Days, with further accounts of childhood, appeared in 1898. Both were enthusiastically received. In 1899 he married Elspeth Thompson, and in 1900 she gave birth to the couple’s only child, Alastair, whom they nicknamed Mouse (for his squint). For him Graham invented the character of Toad, soon creating other riverbank inhabitants in bedtime stories and letters he would send to Mouse while traveling. These were the starting point for The Wind in the Willows. When the book was published in 1908, early acolytes included President Theodore Roosevelt, who called the characters “old friends.” Grahame resigned from the Bank of England to spend more time in his beloved countryside. For his funeral in 1932, young readers from all over the country sent flowers.

GREGORY MAGUIRE is the bestselling author of Out of Oz and Wicked, the basis for the Tony Award–winning Broadway musical of the same name. He lives outside Boston, Massachusetts.

RACHELL SUMPTER lives and works on a tiny island in the Puget Sound, Washington, with her husband and fellow artist Jacob Magraw-Mickelson and their two children. Her work has been exhibited worldwide, including at the Jack Hanley, Allston Skirt, and Richard Heller galleries, and featured in The Boston Globe, the San Francisco Chronicle, and McSweeney’s.
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Foreword

What makes a classic children’s book? The question is trickier than it appears, and potential answers seem gluey with paradox. Seasoned book lovers often argue over literary canons endorsed by an ivory tower elite. They bloviate on blogs, posting “9 good reads that changed my life!” They scrawl introductions to new editions of children’s books they loved once upon a time, and still adore.

In these discussions, those doing the evaluating are always grown-ups. But children’s books are for kids—and how can kids tell us what is classic? Kids aren’t old enough to know whether things they might love now will last in their hearts till dinnertime, let alone a lifetime. It takes some living to learn what lasts. Nostalgia is an educated taste, a privilege of those old enough to have a past. Only when we outgrow childhood can we determine what was magical and true within it, what was important, what was going to last—and by then we cannot get back there.

Except, sometimes, by reading.

Of course, some reading kids—maybe fewer per capita today than was the case during my childhood—develop canny sensitivities to things like tone. Mood. Social satire. Deep sympathy. Even, I do declare, literary style. Though no kid I ever met could put these concepts into words—and no more could I back in the days when I sported a smooth and unbristled chin—that doesn’t preclude kids from thrilling to what is literary about literature.

For most of the last half of the twentieth century, novels for children got shorter and shorter (until J. K. Rowling and Philip Pullman and M. T. Anderson pulled out their laptops). So until recently it wasn’t all that difficult for a kid to deduce that a book with long dense descriptions and smallish typeface might be old, and if still on the shelf, then, perforce, my dear Watson, a classic. Such a conclusion often meant the book got shelved again, tout de suite. But some kids, and I was one of them, dared to give an older book a chance. Not everything old was tired. (Santa Claus was old, for crying out loud!)

The Wind in the Willows is old, but with mighty untiring energy, written in a lazy, eddying sort of prose that mimics not the wind soughing through willow fronds but the patient pace of an elderly river doubling back through well managed farmlands and past rural estates.

Or maybe the attraction to some books lay in the textual equivalent of the English accent—found not only in the tones of Julie Andrews, Emma Thompson, and more recently of Daniel Radcliffe—but also in the civil tones of a good storyteller. Like C. S. Lewis and like E. Nesbit before him, sure, and also like Kenneth Grahame, whose magnum opus you hold in your hands.

For the sake of brevity, let me suggest that the question of “What makes a classic?” can be considered more efficiently by breaking it into two different questions. First: Of any given book, what do you remember of it, years later? (Nothing? It’s not a classic then. No matter who says so.) And, as significantly, what influence has this book exerted on writers to come? (None? Then your memory of it is as a private treasure, but that does not make it a classic.)

In 2008, on the occasion of the one hundredth anniversary of The Wind in the Willows, Katherine A. Powers supplied a few appreciative paragraphs in The Boston Globe. Most amusing was her assertion “I’m quite sure that this is the first novel in which an ‘intervention’ is staged.” The moment occurs, she goes on, when Rat, Mole, and Badger confront Toad with his destructive behavior and lock him in his bedroom for his own good. (“‘You knew it must come to this, sooner or later, Toad,’ the Badger explained severely… ‘Independence is all very well, but we animals never allow our friends to make fools of themselves beyond a certain limit; and that limit you’ve reached.’”)

Amusing, her point, but that comment draws attention to the primary tension in this bucolic novel: the conflict between domesticity and abandon, between civilization and barbarianism. Between the tame and the wild, perhaps. Between upper and lower class, perhaps. Between the new industrialization and an older agricultural way of life. And, if mildly stated, between the naive and sentimental Mole and his friend the bombastic Toad, on the one hand, and on the other, the more august spirits around them—the wisdom of Badger, the eptness of Rat, and the grave imponderable heart of Nature herself.

Space being scant, I’m going to limit myself to considering the ways this magnificent romp of a novel can be called a classic by applying my two tests. The first is “What do I remember of this book from my childhood reading?” (which was nearly a half-century ago) and the second is “Whose writing has this book affected; who are the latter-day descendants of Mole, Ratty, Badger, and Toad?” For a book one hundred years young can be judged both by the surprises it presented at the time—that is, the novelties in the novel—and also by the offspring it produced, however dyspeptic or degenerate they may be.

In the history of English language fantasy for children, it is important to remember where this novel falls. In 1908, Alice has been falling down that rabbit hole for more than forty years, Peter Pan has come and flown, and on our side of the ocean, Dorothy’s been blown hither and yon. More pertinent, it is only a few years since Beatrix Potter published The Tale of Peter Rabbit to enormously popular reception. (Highlight that line in citron yellow. If Badger had ever met Mrs. Piggle-Wiggle, he might have left his genteelly shabby life of confirmed bachelorhood…)

It is still a few years before Pooh and Piglet will amble onto the page, a few decades before Mary Poppins breezes by. In 1908, Edwardian England is paused in a reverential hush; the world will be blown apart by World War I and changed forever in just a few years’ time. Schoolboys who play on muddy riverbanks will meet their deaths eight years from now in muddy trenches in France. But now is a temporary moment of paradise—so did Grahame consider childhood, in his other writings for children, The Golden Age and Dream Days—and this moment is nowhere more eloquently expressed than in The Wind in the Willows.

To give this moment to talking Animals rather than to vulnerable, ambushed children is not only merciful, it is aesthetically competent. For all of us humans outgrow the riverbank, and most survive childhood, but Animals—interchangeable in their unknowableness—live forever.

One can easily imagine that while tales of talking Animals had been common since Aesop at least, the idea of bringing such animals into the real world of Edwardian England was something of a novelty still. Nowadays we’re overpopulated with zany animals. Garfield the Cat. Dancing penguins who impersonate Elvis. Those zooey creatures in the Madagascar films. And in picture books, too, always in picture books: Horton the Elephant, Lyle the Crocodile, Olivia the dictatorial kindergarten pig. Interesting in their own right, but hardly as novel in our times as the garrulous field creatures that appeared in Kenneth Grahame’s times. The success of The Wind in the Willows prompted a kind of population explosion of the newest chattering class: slithery, cloven-hoofed, winged, scaled, and furry.

When I run through a list of the scenes I remember from The Wind in the Willows, I come up with four top choices:


•  The Water Rat somewhat pompously opining, “Believe me, my young friend, there is nothing—absolutely nothing—half so much worth doing as simply messing about in boats.” The child in me took this line at face value: life is for the immediate living of it. For doing, not for contemplating. For canoeing, boysily, and certainly not for canoodling. Grahame wrote to Theodore Roosevelt that the adventures were “clean of the clash of sex.” (The adult in me can’t but think that the Water Rat is about to put the moves on the innocent Mole, though I think back then “messing about” had a different meaning, except to E. M. Forster. I myself cannot help but see Frog and Toad, by Arnold Lobel, as yet other direct descendants of the field creatures in The Wind in the Willows. I always remember Arnold Lobel once drolly hinting that the absence of any female characters in his I-Can-Read titles caused some adults to question the unnaturally warm friendship between a male frog and a male toad, maybe there’s more to this than meets the eye—but let’s move on.)

•  The second scene that sticks in my memory is Mole returning home, in the chapter called “Dulce Domum,” with the field mice coming to sing Christmas carols at Mole’s door. Deeply important to this scene is the recognition of domestic happiness Mole feels on finding his own humble things, reclaiming them. “On the walls hung wire baskets with ferns in them, alternating with brackets carrying plaster statuary—Garibaldi, and the infant Samuel, and Queen Victoria, and other heroes of modern Italy.” The joy with which the chattels of Mole’s household are recounted must surely have inspired Tolkien, who wrote similarly about the cozy hobbit hole of Bilbo Baggins, and how the hobbit treasured food, and song, and the correct arrangement of hobbit bric-a-brac upon hobbit furniture.

•  The third scene I can’t avoid remembering is the most problematic, even for me who is a confessed sentimentalist, and that is “The Pipers at the Gates of Dawn” chapter, in which Mole and Rat come across the very spirit of Nature, or God, in the form of Pan. This seems to me a flitch of the cult-of-perfect-childhood enthusiasm that we also saw in parts of Peter Pan. Here, listen as Mole gazes upon the form of Pan and the lost otter child found asleep at his feet:




“All this [Mole] saw, for one moment breathless and intense, vivid on the morning sky; and still, as he looked, he lived; and still, as he lived, he wondered.

‘Rat!’ he found breath to whisper, shaking. ‘Are you afraid?’

‘Afraid?’ murmured the Rat, his eyes shining with unutterable love. ‘Afraid! Of Him? O, never, never! And yet—and yet—O, Mole, I am afraid!’

Then the two animals, crouching to the earth, bowed their heads and did worship.”



It’s far too mean to say that when I came to that last sentence, I knew that some readers would prefer that the line conclude “then the two animals bowed their heads and vomited.” I don’t deplore the depiction of a religious impulse in a novel—children, I think understand devotion in all its forms—but I do acknowledge that for some adults this section can ring a little false, rather like the Cat Stevens recording of “Morning Has Broken” played over the loudspeaker at an summer camp of lusty young Episcopalians. But in considering The Wind in the Willows, the world of critics divides precisely upon this fault line: either the epiphany of Mole and Ratty is the central incident and transporting moment of the book, or this is the novel’s great saccharine false valentine, tossed at gullible readers who haven’t figured out why they should care about talking animals. I can’t tell you which approach you ought to take. I can say however that C. S. Lewis was ten years old when The Wind in the Willows was published, and this type of reverence is evoked over and over again in Lewis’s own Narnia books, with their endlessly devoted and chattering Animals all cooing and mooing over the great Aslan, the great Himself. So depending on how you like your ecstasy, over easy or overdone, you may love or reject the book on this scene. Don’t forget, though, that the child reader hasn’t your prejudices in either direction.


•  The final scene, then, that no one who reads this book can ever forget, is Toad’s irrepressible fascination with all things that move, especially with the motorcar going poop-poop-poop. Toad is the irrepressible three-year-old child, an amphibious id without a superego. This is what we remember, Toad’s infectious selfishness and joy.



The theme of the story, I believe, lies hidden, merely implied, seeded secretly in all this affection and incident. While there is a nature, while there is a god Pan, the wind will blow in the willows; but note the energetic contrast of Toad and his lordly appropriation of the mechanical world with the reverence that Rat and Mole feel for the riverbank, the meadow, for Pan. I am not by any means suggesting that Toad Hall, and Toad’s feckless disregard for the countryside’s rural beauty, is meant to be the death of Pan, really; yet how interesting to read the conclusion of Howards End, by Forster, two years later in 1910, when Helen Shlegel says, “London’s creeping,” and points “over the meadow—over eight or nine meadows, but at the end of them was a red rust” meaning, of course, the red-tiled semi-detached housing estates in the garden suburbs springing up in Hampshire and Surrey, thanks to Toad’s motorcar and its kin. (Those curious about how another writer might view Toad Hall from the point of view of the stoats and weasels could hunt out Wild Wood by Jan Needle, an example of a novel, like much of my own work, that takes a second look at a familiar story from the point of view of the demi-monde.)

The cheery friendship among animals has lasted a century. I have no doubt it inspired the character of Badger in The Once and Future King—also wise, homely, rural. Maybe also Truffle-hunter, the loyal Narnian Badger in Prince Caspian. Perhaps, indirectly, Grahame’s band of animal friends also inspired the collective of farm animals in Charlotte’s Web, too. But what about the creatures in The Mouse and His Child? What about Animal Farm? After all, The Wind in the Willows is a classic. It lived in the minds of many young readers, and some of them grew up to be writers.

Inspiration is hard to pin down; influence is pesky to map, and always inaccurate. But I suspect that it is not too much to suggest that the lively talking Animals—with their names in caps (Mole, Toad, Ratty)—must have stood, caps in hand, in the back of my mind when I began to realize that there would be talking Animals in my version of Oz, begun in Wicked and continued through the subsequent three volumes of The Wicked Years. Mole and Company were not the only inspiration; I mean, after all, some animals in Baum’s Oz could talk, the Cowardly Lion chief among them. But behind any good idea stands a bunch of cheering supporters, on that riverbank of the mind past which ideas, good, bad, and indifferent, may flow. The Animals in my take on Oz are related to the pacifist Geese and brainwashed Ants and Archimedes the Owl in The Sword in the Stone. They are related to the dancer in the gorilla suit in the film version of Cabaret. They are certainly kin to the talking Animals in Narnia; I use the same distinction of capital letters to connote sentient creatures. Grahame to Lewis to Maguire: I like admitting my ancestors.

But farthest back, or at any rate the last thing I can make out before it gets blurry, I see those Animals introduced to us by Kenneth Grahame. Eternally messing about in boats under a willow tree trailing its fronds in the current. They don’t know I am still watching. They are frozen in their time but still influencing ours.

So I would say they are classic. You can look if you like, but don’t scare them away. They can learn nothing from us, but if we’re quiet enough, if we’re wise and wild and civil all at once, we may learn something from them still.

—GREGORY MAGUIRE


Note on the Text

This Penguin Classics original edition of The Wind in the Willows has been set from the first American edition published by Charles Scribner’s Sons in 1908.


THE WIND IN THE WILLOWS


I

THE RIVER BANK

The Mole had been working very hard all the morning, spring-cleaning his little home. First with brooms, then with dusters; then on ladders and steps and chairs, with a brush and a pail of whitewash; till he had dust in his throat and eyes, and splashes of whitewash all over his black fur, and an aching back and weary arms. Spring was moving in the air above and in the earth below and around him, penetrating even his dark and lowly little house with its spirit of divine discontent and longing. It was small wonder, then, that he suddenly flung down his brush on the floor, said “Bother!” and “O blow!” and also “Hang spring-cleaning!” and bolted out of the house without even waiting to put on his coat. Something up above was calling him imperiously, and he made for the steep little tunnel which answered in his case to the gravelled carriage-drive owned by animals whose residences are nearer to the sun and air. So he scraped and scratched and scrabbled and scrooged and then he scrooged again and scrabbled and scratched and scraped, working busily with his little paws and muttering to himself, “Up we go! Up we go!” till at last, pop! his snout came out into the sunlight, and he found himself rolling in the warm grass of a great meadow.

“This is fine!” he said to himself. “This is better than whitewashing!” The sunshine struck hot on his fur, soft breezes caressed his heated brow, and after the seclusion of the cellarage he had lived in so long the carol of happy birds fell on his dulled hearing almost like a shout. Jumping off all his four legs at once, in the joy of living and the delight of spring without its cleaning, he pursued his way across the meadow till he reached the hedge on the further side.

“Hold up!” said an elderly rabbit at the gap. “Sixpence for the privilege of passing by the private road!” He was bowled over in an instant by the impatient and contemptuous Mole, who trotted along the side of the hedge chaffing the other rabbits as they peeped hurriedly from their holes to see what the row was about. “Onion-sauce! Onion-sauce!” he remarked jeeringly, and was gone before they could think of a thoroughly satisfactory reply. Then they all started grumbling at each other. “How stupid you are! Why didn’t you tell him—–” “Well, why didn’t you say—–” “You might have reminded him—–” and so on, in the usual way; but, of course, it was then much too late, as is always the case.

It all seemed too good to be true. Hither and thither through the meadows he rambled busily, along the hedgerows, across the copses, finding everywhere birds building, flowers budding, leaves thrusting—everything happy, and progressive, and occupied. And instead of having an uneasy conscience pricking him and whispering “whitewash!” he somehow could only feel how jolly it was to be the only idle dog among all these busy citizens. After all, the best part of a holiday is perhaps not so much to be resting yourself, as to see all the other fellows busy working.

He thought his happiness was complete when, as he meandered aimlessly along, suddenly he stood by the edge of a full-fed river. Never in his life had he seen a river before—this sleek, sinuous, full-bodied animal, chasing and chuckling, gripping things with a gurgle and leaving them with a laugh, to fling itself on fresh playmates that shook themselves free, and were caught and held again. All was a-shake and a-shiver—glints and gleams and sparkles, rustle and swirl, chatter and bubble. The Mole was bewitched, entranced, fascinated. By the side of the river he trotted as one trots, when very small, by the side of a man who holds one spell-bound by exciting stories; and when tired at last, he sat on the bank, while the river still chattered on to him, a babbling procession of the best stories in the world, sent from the heart of the earth to be told at last to the insatiable sea.

As he sat on the grass and looked across the river, a dark hole in the bank opposite, just above the water’s edge, caught his eye, and dreamily he fell to considering what a nice snug dwelling-place it would make for an animal with few wants and fond of a bijou riverside residence, above flood level and remote from noise and dust. As he gazed, something bright and small seemed to twinkle down in the heart of it, vanished, then twinkled once more like a tiny star. But it could hardly be a star in such an unlikely situation; and it was too glittering and small for a glow-worm. Then, as he looked, it winked at him, and so declared itself to be an eye; and a small face began gradually to grow up round it, like a frame round a picture.

A brown little face, with whiskers.

A grave round face, with the same twinkle in its eye that had first attracted his notice.

Small neat ears and thick silky hair.

It was the Water Rat!

Then the two animals stood and regarded each other cautiously.

“Hullo, Mole!” said the Water Rat.

“Hullo, Rat!” said the Mole.

“Would you like to come over?” inquired the Rat presently.

“Oh, it’s all very well to talk,” said the Mole, rather pettishly, he being new to a river and riverside life and its ways.

The Rat said nothing, but stooped and unfastened a rope and hauled on it; then lightly stepped into a little boat which the Mole had not observed. It was painted blue outside and white within, and was just the size for two animals; and the Mole’s whole heart went out to it at once, even though he did not yet fully understand its uses.

The Rat sculled smartly across and made fast. Then he held up his forepaw as the Mole stepped gingerly down. “Lean on that!” he said. “Now then, step lively!” and the Mole to his surprise and rapture found himself actually seated in the stern of a real boat.

“This has been a wonderful day!” said he, as the Rat shoved off and took to the sculls again. “Do you know, I’ve never been in a boat before in all my life.”

“What?” cried the Rat, open-mouthed: “Never been in a—you never—well I—what have you been doing, then?”

“Is it so nice as all that?” asked the Mole shyly, though he was quite prepared to believe it as he leant back in his seat and surveyed the cushions, the oars, the rowlocks, and all the fascinating fittings, and felt the boat sway lightly under him.

“Nice? It’s the only thing,” said the Water Rat solemnly, as he leant forward for his stroke. “Believe me, my young friend, there is nothing—absolute nothing—half so much worth doing as simply messing about in boats. Simply messing,” he went on dreamily: “messing—about—in—boats; messing—–”

“Look ahead, Rat!” cried the Mole suddenly.

It was too late. The boat struck the bank full tilt. The dreamer, the joyous oarsman, lay on his back at the bottom of the boat, his heels in the air.

“—about in boats—or with boats,” the Rat went on composedly, picking himself up with a pleasant laugh. “In or out
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