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    A boy who once scorned the living world is whisked above his homeland and forced to behold it with new eyes. From that reversal of perspective springs a journey that is at once outward and inward, mapping a country’s contours while tracing the education of a heart. The Wonderful Adventures of Nils offers readers an ascent into wonder and a descent into conscience, turning landscape into lesson and encounter into ethic. It proposes that seeing is never neutral, that attention changes both the observer and the observed. In this classic, vision becomes vocation, and travel becomes a school of sympathy.

The book was written by Selma Lagerlöf, the Swedish novelist who would later receive the Nobel Prize in Literature in 1909. Commissioned in the early twentieth century as a school reader in geography, it first appeared in two volumes in 1906 and 1907. Its Swedish title, Nils Holgerssons underbara resa genom Sverige, signals its dual purpose: a marvelous journey and a tour of Sweden. Lagerlöf undertook extensive research to portray the nation’s regions, wildlife, and lore with accuracy and vitality. The result is a work that fuses imaginative storytelling with pedagogical clarity, crafted by an author of exceptional narrative poise.

At its center stands Nils Holgersson, a mischievous farm boy whose world narrows to his own pleasures until a sudden enchantment alters his size and vantage. Swept into the sky on the back of a goose and carried in the company of wild birds, he traverses the length of Sweden. From that moving perch he can understand the speech of animals and observe the land’s forests, lakes, coasts, and mountains. The premise is simple and luminous: a flight becomes a lesson in attention. Without anticipating later events, it is enough to say that the journey tests wit, courage, and compassion.

This book’s classic status rests on an unusually harmonious blend of forms. It is at once a fairy tale, a travel narrative, and an educational text, yet it never feels divided against itself. The fantasy elements kindle curiosity; the geographic detail grounds the tale; the moral undertones deepen its human truth. Lagerlöf’s prose moves with calm authority and quiet humor, inviting readers to trust a storyteller who honors both wonder and fact. Such balance has allowed the novel to endure across generations, serving children as adventure and adults as a meditation on belonging and responsibility.

Lagerlöf’s narrative method is episodic without losing momentum, each halt and flight advancing both itinerary and insight. Scenes are built from sharply observed particulars—weather, terrain, habits of animals—yet they open onto ideas about community, stewardship, and respect. By giving animals distinct voices and motives, the book cultivates an ethic of listening rather than domination. Its descriptive passages are vivid but unshowy, allowing place to shine. The structure, tracing a northbound path, mirrors the rhythms of migration and season, which in turn shape the story’s pace. The journey’s architecture becomes as instructive as its contents.

The book’s literary impact extends far beyond its origin as a school reader. It demonstrated how narrative could carry knowledge without dulling either, inspiring later writers to braid instruction with delight. Children’s literature, especially works that treat geography, natural history, and culture, has repeatedly drawn on its model of story-led learning. Its success also encouraged publishers and educators to value fiction as a companion to formal curricula. Translations introduced international audiences to Sweden’s landscapes and lore, making the novel a cultural ambassador whose influence traveled as widely as its hero.

A distinctive strength of the work is its sense of place. The story ranges from the southern lowlands to the far northern reaches, pausing over river deltas, archipelagos, old towns, bogs, and mountains. It attends to seasonal change, to the patterns of migration, and to the ways humans shape and are shaped by their environments. Lagerlöf’s careful research lends authority, but her art gives those facts texture and warmth. Readers feel the pull of distances and the intimacy of local detail. The land is not a backdrop; it is a living presence, the book’s constant teacher and quiet protagonist.

Equally compelling is the book’s moral imagination. The enchantment that starts the journey does not simply punish; it reorients. By hearing animals speak and seeing familiar fields from the air, the boy discovers that every creature has claims upon our attention. The story does not sermonize. It shows, patiently, how empathy grows when one lingers, listens, and learns the names of things. Courage here includes the courage to change one’s mind, to ask for help, and to offer it. The ethical vision is humane and practical, concerned with everyday decency as much as with grand gestures.

The Wonderful Adventures of Nils reached a vast readership at home and abroad and remains one of Lagerlöf’s most beloved works. Its enduring popularity contributed to her international reputation, which the Nobel Prize recognized when she became the first woman to receive it. Generations of students encountered Sweden through these pages, and families read them aloud for pleasure. That dual life—in classrooms and living rooms—explains much of its longevity. It meets readers where they are and carries them further, welcoming novices to narrative and geography alike while rewarding experienced readers with layered insight.

Placed within its historical moment, the book answered a national educational ambition with literary grace. Early twentieth-century Sweden sought texts that would unify knowledge of the country’s regions without flattening their individuality. Lagerlöf achieved that by weaving local traditions, folk motifs, and regional histories into a single itinerary. The result is neither a dry compendium nor a nostalgic museum. It is a living map, attentive to difference yet oriented toward a shared inheritance. In doing so, it helped shape a cultural conversation about what a nation looks like when seen from many vantage points.

The style remains inviting: steady in tempo, crystalline in description, generous in spirit. Moments of suspense arise naturally from weather, terrain, and choice, while humor softens severity. The voices of creatures and travelers are distinct without caricature, and the prose accommodates both clarity for young readers and resonance for adults. The book trusts curiosity to lead, offering enough guidance to teach without impeding discovery. That trust is contagious. By honoring the reader’s intelligence, it turns reading itself into a form of travel—an apprenticeship in seeing more, and more generously, than one had before.

Today the book’s themes feel newly urgent. It models environmental attention without polemic, invites dialogue across difference, and shows how learning becomes joy when tied to story. In a world crowded with data yet hungry for meaning, its union of knowledge and narrative offers a humane path forward. The Wonderful Adventures of Nils endures because it cultivates wonder alongside responsibility. It invites readers to step back, rise up, and look again at the places they call home. That invitation, renewed whenever the book is opened, explains its lasting appeal and contemporary relevance.
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    Selma Lagerlöf’s The Wonderful Adventures of Nils, first published in 1906–1907, presents a journey story devised to acquaint young readers with Sweden’s landscapes and traditions. It begins on a farm in Skåne, where Nils Holgersson, a mischievous boy, is magically reduced to a tiny size after provoking a household elf. Suddenly able to understand animals, he finds himself at the mercy of creatures he once tormented. The transformation sets the premise: to regain what he lost, Nils must learn responsibility and empathy. The book fuses folklore, natural observation, and a steady travelogue rhythm to guide both hero and reader across the country.

When the family’s proud farm gander joins a passing flock of wild geese, Nils impulsively clings to its back and is swept into the sky. The flock is led by Akka from Kebnekaise, an experienced guide whose authority keeps order during the hazardous migration. Nils, an uninvited passenger, must earn his place amid wary birds and uncertain weather. A cunning fox, Smirre, shadows the group, introducing a recurring external threat that tests vigilance and cooperation. As they move north in spring, Nils struggles with homesickness, fear, and temptation while discovering new capacities—listening, improvising, and reading signs in land, wind, and water.

Early stages of the journey trace the contours of southern Sweden. Over fields, coasts, and islands, the narrative pauses to observe farms, fishing grounds, and the work that sustains rural life. In these episodes, Nils witnesses how people shape the land and how the land, in turn, shapes people’s fortunes. He begins to correct small wrongs, sometimes impulsively, sometimes with unexpected courage. The flock’s discipline contrasts with his past laziness, and the animals’ frank judgments force him to reckon with consequences. The book’s instructional aim emerges naturally: geography is taught through encounters and motion, not lists or lectures.

The boy’s size makes him both vulnerable and useful. Able to slip where others cannot, he becomes a messenger and mediator in quarrels among animals, and occasionally between animals and humans. Provinces like Blekinge and Småland appear in vivid sketches of forests, stony ridges, and lakes, accompanied by legends that lend moral color without halting the itinerary. The wild geese operate by strict customs about loyalty and freedom; Nils learns that companionship requires restraint as well as bravery. The ongoing danger of ambush keeps him alert, while the shared business of migration—timing, routes, rest—teaches patience and forethought.

As the flight continues, the book broadens its survey of waterways, towns, and trade. River valleys and harbors are read like maps written in wood, stone, and current. The travelers sometimes glimpse the bustle of a great city, set against smaller settlements where seasonal rhythms prevail. Lagerlöf balances the marvel of flight with practical details of survival, turning weather into a teacher and topography into a guide. Nils refines his judgment, choosing when to warn, when to wait, and when to act. He earns trust not by bravado but by repeated, useful attention to others’ needs, even when gratitude is uncertain.

The northern stretch brings long forests, wide rivers, and, eventually, mountains. Here the story dwells on hardy life-ways sustained by herding, fishing, and seasonal migrations of humans and animals alike. Light itself becomes a character, lengthening into near-endless days that change how distances feel and how travelers rest. The boy confronts cold, fatigue, and a more severe beauty than he has known, learning how landscape can make courage ordinary. New animal communities appear with their own histories and rules, and Nils must weigh respect for those customs against his loyalty to the geese who have carried him so far.

Akka’s leadership, steady and pragmatic, becomes a model for Nils. He studies how she reads the sky, shares risk, and maintains order without bluster. The farm gander, proud yet unseasoned, draws him into difficult choices about friendship and obligation. The fox’s pursuit sharpens these lessons: vigilance, cooperation, and sacrifice may be needed at any time. Nils also begins to consider who he is apart from his mistake and his size—whether courage once performed can be repeated, and whether kindness offered to a friend binds him in return. The journey shapes an ethic, not just a map.

As seasons shift, pressures mount. Weather grows fickle, food scarcer, and the fox more resourceful. Nils faces a decision that pits his safety against the welfare of his companions, and that tests what he has learned about stewardship. The book stages this dilemma without spectacle, letting small gestures carry weight: a warning given in time, a risk taken quietly, a promise kept. The outcome of these trials is not disclosed in advance, but their design is clear. Through them, Lagerlöf measures change not by speeches but by actions that reveal who belongs to whom, and why.

By the end, the work’s broader design has emerged: a child’s transformation through service, an atlas traced by wings, and a moral education keyed to attention, restraint, and care for living things. Without stating conclusions, the narrative suggests that understanding grows from looking closely and acting responsibly, and that landscapes hold stories that shape character. The Wonderful Adventures of Nils endures because it marries curiosity with compassion, teaching geography and ethics in one motion. It remains a classic not for a final twist, but for the sustained invitation to see the world—and one’s duties within it—more clearly.
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    Selma Lagerlöf’s The Wonderful Adventures of Nils is framed by Sweden in the early twentieth century, a country stretching from the arable south to arctic Lapland. The dominant institutions shaping everyday life included the Lutheran Church of Sweden, the constitutional monarchy, and the public elementary school system (folkskolan), which had been mandated since 1842. Rural parishes, county administrations, and emerging national agencies knit local communities to a centralizing state. The story’s settings—farms, forests, lakes, coasts, and mountain plateaus—reflect a society where agriculture and resource extraction remained foundational, even as towns, factories, and the expanding railway network signaled accelerating modernization and the pressures it brought to provincial life.

The book originated as a school project. In 1902 the Swedish National Teachers’ Association commissioned Lagerlöf to create a geography reader that could instruct children while holding their attention. She responded with a narrative published in two volumes in 1906–1907, combining folk tale motifs with accurate regional description. This pedagogical experiment mirrored reformist currents in Swedish education, which emphasized learning through vivid observation and storytelling rather than rote lists. While the work’s episodes are imaginative, its itinerary and descriptive passages are structured as a lesson in national geography, presenting the land, animals, industries, and customs of Sweden in language accessible to young readers.

Nation-building provided a crucial context. Sweden and Norway had shared a union since 1814; the peaceful dissolution of that union in 1905 sharpened Swedish debates about identity and cohesion. Around the same time, a broader Scandinavian and European interest in national romanticism celebrated vernacular traditions, folk music, and regional landscapes. Lagerlöf’s journey across provinces offered a literary panorama that implicitly stitched the country together after 1905, treating diverse regional traits as facets of a single nation. In this sense, the book echoed cultural efforts to present Sweden as both varied and unified, cultivating loyalty to place without overt political polemic.

The public school system shaped how such loyalty was taught. By the 1890s and early 1900s, Swedish elementary schooling reached most children, and literacy rates were high. Older readers such as Zacharias Topelius’s Boken om vårt land had long provided geographic instruction with a patriotic tone. Lagerlöf’s work entered classrooms as new curricular standards and language reforms took hold, including the 1906 Swedish spelling reform that simplified many spellings. Her clear prose and mnemonic episodes met the pedagogical goals of the era: to train pupils to read fluently, think geographically, and attach knowledge of provinces to memorable stories and place-names.

Scientific cartography and school geography formed another backdrop. Nineteenth-century mapping of Sweden had matured, and atlases and wall maps became standard in classrooms. Teachers encouraged students to trace rivers, railways, and county boundaries while linking them to economic and natural features. Lagerlöf’s airborne itinerary—guided by migratory birds—translated map lines into lived space. From a bird’s-eye view, the story teaches orientation: coasts and islands, lakes and watersheds, forest belts and mountain chains. It thus reflects the period’s conviction that spatial literacy, rightly taught, could cultivate civic awareness and respect for both human labor and the natural environment.

Rapid industrialization had begun to unsettle traditional livelihoods. From the 1870s to the early 1900s, sawmills on the Norrland coast, textile and metal factories in towns, and urban workshops grew in number. Railway construction bound distant regions together, enabling the flow of ore, timber, and people. Yet most Swedes still lived in the countryside, and smallholders remained numerous. Lagerlöf’s attention to farm tasks, fishing, charcoal burning, and other trades acknowledges the rural economy while situating it amid change. The narrative’s contrasts—quiet villages, humming mills, remote pastures—mirror a society negotiating the costs and promises of modernization.

Mass emigration provides another essential context. Between roughly the 1860s and the First World War, large numbers of Swedes left for North America, driven by poverty, limited land, and the lure of opportunity. Public debate often asked how to keep citizens rooted at home. Without sermonizing, Lagerlöf’s work can be read as patriotic education during high emigration: it dignifies provinces sometimes dismissed as poor or backward and insists on their worth. By transforming local features into sites of wonder and instruction, the book affirmed that knowledge of one’s country—its hardships as well as its beauties—could nurture attachment rather than resignation.

Agriculture itself was changing. In the late nineteenth century, reforms and new markets encouraged specialization: sugar beet cultivation expanded in Skåne, dairy cooperatives spread, and improved tools and breeding increased yields. Cooperative movements, formalized nationally in 1899, reshaped rural economies and consumer habits. The story’s close portrayal of domestic animals and seasonal labor corresponds to a society balancing tradition with innovation. It also resonates with the growth of animal welfare sensibilities in the period, which urged humane treatment and informed children’s moral education. In combining instruction about livestock with empathy for creatures, the book reflects these intertwined economic and ethical concerns.

Transportation and communication transformed everyday horizons. State and private railways proliferated in the latter nineteenth century, with trunk lines opening inland forests and mines and coastal steamers linking archipelagos and market towns. Telegraph and later telephone services quickened information flow. Notably, the iron-ore line to the far north reached the ice-free Norwegian port of Narvik around 1902, integrating Lapland into global trade. While the book’s travelers typically defy human timetables, their routes intersect the same rivers, viaducts, and harbors that altered Swedish mobility. The work thus registers modern connectivity while preserving the perspective of older, slower paths.

Northern Sweden, its indigenous Sami population, and reindeer herding occupy a special place in this context. During the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, the Swedish state regulated Sami pastoralism through reindeer-grazing laws (notably in 1886, revised in 1898), attempting to balance herding routes with expanding settler agriculture and industry. The book’s northern episodes, seen through contemporary Swedish eyes, present reindeer landscapes, seasonal migrations, and Sami lifeways with admiration but within the era’s prevailing assumptions. They thereby reflect ongoing policy tensions over land, mobility, and cultural recognition that accompanied national expansion into alpine and subarctic zones.

Resource extraction in the north intensified debates over land and stewardship. Iron ore at Gällivare and Kiruna became strategic commodities, and forestry concessions transformed vast tracts of Norrland. Company towns grew around mines and sawmills, while logging routes and timber booms reshaped rivers. Lagerlöf’s lingering attention to mountain silhouettes, river valleys, and old-growth forest registers both the scale of nature and the scale of its utilization. Without polemics, the narrative’s reverence for landscapes and species offered a gentle counterbalance to extractive momentum, embedding factual descriptions of mines and mills within a broader ethic of noticing and care.

A nascent conservation movement buttressed that ethic. The Swedish Tourist Association, founded in 1885, popularized hiking and natural science among the public through yearbooks and marked trails, encouraging citizens to see their country firsthand. In 1909, shortly after the book’s publication, Sweden established its first national parks, protecting alpine and forest areas. School nature study promoted fieldwork, bird lore, and botanical observation. By narrating migration patterns, nesting grounds, and seasonal changes as part of a child’s education, Lagerlöf anticipated and reinforced this civic pedagogy, connecting pride in national scenery with responsibility toward fauna, wetlands, and highland ecosystems.

Religious and moral culture also shaped schooling. The Church of Sweden remained a state church, and catechetical instruction, Bible reading, and hymn singing structured village life. At the same time, revivalist and free-church movements had broadened the spectrum of religious practice. Moral instruction in schools stressed diligence, humility, and kindness to neighbors and animals. The story’s arc—centering on a child’s moral growth and the cultivation of respect—echoes these values while offering a largely secular frame. It repurposes virtues once taught in catechisms for an age of public education and civic formation, grounding ethical lessons in concrete landscapes and creatures.

The author’s career refracts wider changes in gender and public life. Selma Lagerlöf, born in 1858, had already achieved national and international renown before this commission. In 1909 she became the first woman to receive the Nobel Prize in Literature, and in 1914 the first woman elected to the Swedish Academy. Her prominence coincided with the organized women’s movement, expanding girls’ education, and debates over women’s suffrage, which Sweden granted nationally in 1919–1921. That a woman authored the country’s most beloved geography reader, integrating imagination and fact for classroom use, signals shifting expectations about women’s roles in cultural authority and public instruction.

The book’s dissemination reflects a robust print culture. By 1900, Swedish publishing could supply affordable school editions and illustrated texts, and local libraries and reading rooms had spread through associations and municipalities. The work was adopted in schools and also sold widely for family reading, blurring boundaries between textbook and literature. It soon reached foreign audiences in translation, shaping how readers abroad visualized Sweden as a mosaic of provinces, industries, and folk traditions. This dual life—as a pedagogical tool and as a narrative for general readers—demonstrates how mass print and school procurement could amplify a single book’s cultural reach.

Political change formed the broader horizon. The late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries saw the rise of the labor movement and the Swedish Social Democratic Party (founded 1889), expanding trade unionism, and campaigns to widen the franchise. Reforms in 1909 broadened male suffrage for the lower house and introduced proportional representation; women’s suffrage followed a decade later. Although the book avoids explicit political debate, its inclusive geographic survey—rural and urban, north and south—can be read as civic mapping for a society negotiating representation, class tension, and modernization, offering a common narrative during years of reform and contested belonging.

Culturally, the work stands at the intersection of folklore revival and modern media. Painters, composers, and writers were reimagining peasant motifs and provincial customs, while newspapers, posters, and school primers standardized national symbols. Lagerlöf’s use of folktale structures to carry verified facts exemplifies this blend: mythic tone in the service of instruction. The result neither rejects nor glorifies modernity; instead, it holds old stories and new knowledge together, inviting readers to see railways and factories as part of a longer human and natural history. In this balance, the book models a measured, humanistic response to change without nostalgia or boosterism. Finally, The Wonderful Adventures of Nils functions as a mirror of its era by uniting pedagogy, nation-building, and environmental attention. It acknowledges economic transformation, emigration, and regional disparities, yet insists on the dignity of each landscape and livelihood. By transforming geography into a narrative of empathy—toward provinces, animals, and people—it subtly critiques the speed and abstractions of modernization. Its lasting appeal stems from this historical synthesis: a child’s-eye survey of Sweden that celebrates knowledge, fosters attachment to place, and invites ethical reflection on how a nation inhabits its land.
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    Selma Lagerlöf (1858–1940) was a Swedish novelist and storyteller whose work helped define modern Nordic literature. Writing across the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, she fused regional legend, folklore, and moral imagination with innovative narrative technique. Her novels and tales brought rural Värmland and broader Scandinavian traditions to international readers, while addressing enduring questions of faith, conscience, community, and change. In 1909 she became the first woman awarded the Nobel Prize in Literature, and in 1914 the first woman elected to the Swedish Academy. Celebrated both for visionary fiction and clear, humane prose, Lagerlöf remains a cornerstone of Sweden’s literary and cultural heritage.

Educated at the Royal Female Teacher Seminary in Stockholm in the 1880s, Lagerlöf worked as a schoolteacher for roughly a decade, chiefly in the coastal town of Landskrona. The discipline of pedagogy shaped her clarity of expression and sense of audience, while the oral storytelling of her Värmland upbringing—and the broader currents of Scandinavian Romanticism and realism—supplied themes and forms. Folklore, Biblical narratives, and local legend informed her imagination without binding it to strict naturalism. She began publishing while still teaching, encouraged by the reception of early pieces in periodicals and by editors who recognized the distinctiveness of her voice.

Her breakthrough came with Gösta Berlings saga (1891), a novel set in Värmland that interweaves episodic adventures with mythic motifs and lyrical prose. Initially meeting divided critical response in a literary climate dominated by naturalism, it steadily gained readers and established her reputation. Freed to write full time by the mid-1890s, she published the story collection Osynliga länkar (Invisible Links, 1894) and the novel Antikrists mirakler (The Miracles of the Antichrist, 1897), expanding her geographical and thematic range. These works confirmed Lagerlöf’s ability to combine parable-like structures with social observation and a quietly experimental narrative perspective.

At the turn of the century Lagerlöf reached a wider public with Jerusalem (1901–1902), a two-volume novel of spiritual aspiration and communal upheaval that moves between rural Sweden and the Middle East. She also produced notable short and medium-length works, including Herr Arnes penningar (Herr Arne’s Hoard, 1904) and Kristuslegender (Christ Legends, 1904). Her best-known book for younger readers, Nils Holgerssons underbara resa genom Sverige (The Wonderful Adventures of Nils, 1906–1907), was written as a school reader to teach geography and became an international classic. Growing acclaim in the 1900s culminated in the Nobel Prize in Literature in 1909, recognizing the originality and ethical breadth of her art.

The 1910s marked a mature phase. Körkarlen (The Phantom Carriage, 1912) explores guilt and redemption through a stark, symbolic framework; Kejsarn av Portugallien (The Emperor of Portugallia, 1914) examines devotion and identity; Bannlyst (Banned, 1918) reflects on war, violence, and moral responsibility. In 1914 Lagerlöf was elected to the Swedish Academy, the first woman to hold a chair there, underscoring her national stature. She used her public platform judiciously, voicing support for women’s suffrage and broader social reform. During this period she reestablished herself at Mårbacka, the Värmland estate associated with her childhood, which became both home and a focal point of her later literary life.

In the 1920s Lagerlöf published the Löwensköld trilogy—Löwensköldska ringen, Charlotte Löwensköld, and Anna Svärd—probing inheritance, conscience, and community with a supple blend of realism and legend. She also turned inward in a trilogy of autobiographical volumes—Mårbacka, Ett barns memoarer, and Dagbok—reflecting on memory, place, and the making of a writer. Her fiction inspired landmark adaptations in early Swedish cinema, with leading directors such as Victor Sjöström and Mauritz Stiller bringing her narratives to the screen. Continued translations broadened her readership, while public readings and cultural engagements sustained her visibility at home and abroad.

Lagerlöf remained an influential public figure into the 1930s, balancing literary production with cultural and humanitarian commitments. She used her reputation to assist writers and others facing persecution in Europe, acting through appeals and networks available to a prominent Swedish author. She died in 1940 at Mårbacka, leaving an extensive, varied body of work that continues to be read in schools and universities. The Wonderful Adventures of Nils endures as a classic of children’s literature, while novels like Gösta Berlings saga and Jerusalem exemplify her lasting contribution: a distinctive synthesis of folklore and psychological insight that shaped twentieth-century narrative art and remains widely resonant.
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Sunday, March twentieth.

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

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

But it was almost as if father should have guessed the boy's thoughts,
for just as he was on the threshold—ready to start—he stopped short,
and turned toward the boy. "Since you won't come to church with mother
and me," he said, "the least you can do, is to read the service at home.
Will you promise to do so?" "Yes," said the boy, "that I can do easy
enough." And he thought, of course, that he wouldn't read any more than
he felt like reading.

The boy thought that never had he seen his mother so persistent. In a
second she was over by the shelf near the fireplace, and took down
Luther's Commentary[1] and laid it on the table, in front of the
window—opened at the service for the day. She also opened the New
Testament, and placed it beside the Commentary. Finally, she drew up the
big arm-chair, which was bought at the parish auction the year before,
and which, as a rule, no one but father was permitted to occupy.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

But—somehow—he fell asleep.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

The boy ran around the glass several times, to see if there wasn't a
little man hidden behind it, but he found no one there; and then he
began to shake with terror. For now he understood that the elf had
bewitched him, and that the creature whose image he saw in the
glass—was he, himself.
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The boy simply could not make himself believe that he had been
transformed into an elf. "It can't be anything but a dream—a queer
fancy," thought he. "If I wait a few moments, I'll surely be turned back
into a human being again."

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

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

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

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

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

On the wooden board-walk in front of the cottage, hopped a gray sparrow.


He had hardly set eyes on the boy before he called out: "Teetee! Teetee!


Look at Nils goosey-boy! Look at Thumbietot! Look at Nils Holgersson


Thumbietot!"



Instantly, both the geese and the chickens turned and stared at the boy;
and then they set up a fearful cackling. "Cock-el-i-coo," crowed the
rooster, "good enough for him! Cock-el-i-coo, he has pulled my comb."
"Ka, ka, kada, serves him right!" cried the hens; and with that they
kept up a continuous cackle. The geese got together in a tight group,
stuck their heads together and asked: "Who can have done this? Who can
have done this?"

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

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

"Shut up, you pack!"

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"Come here, you!" said Mayrose, "and you'll get a kick that you won't
forget in a hurry!"

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

His unhappiness was simply frightful! No one in all the world was so
unhappy as he. He was no longer a human being—but a freak[1q].

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

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

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

Never had he seen the skies as blue as they were to-day. Birds of
passage came on their travels. They came from foreign lands, and had
travelled over the East sea, by way of Smygahuk[2], and were now on their
way North. They were of many different kinds; but he was only familiar
with the wild geese, who came flying in two long rows, which met at an
angle.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

The only thing that he could do to make himself a little more
comfortable, was to try and get upon the gander's back. And there he
wriggled himself forthwith; but not without considerable trouble. And it
was not an easy matter, either, to hold himself secure on the slippery
back, between two swaying wings. He had to dig deep into feathers and
down with both hands, to keep from tumbling to the ground.
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The boy had grown so giddy that it was a long while before he came to
himself. The winds howled and beat against him, and the rustle of
feathers and swaying of wings sounded like a whole storm. Thirteen geese
flew around him, flapping their wings and honking. They danced before
his eyes and they buzzed in his ears. He didn't know whether they flew
high or low, or in what direction they were travelling.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Now that he had grown somewhat accustomed to the ride and the speed, so
that he could think of something besides holding himself on the gander's
back, he began to notice how full the air was of birds flying northward.
And there was a shouting and a calling from flock to flock. "So you came
over to-day?" shrieked some. "Yes," answered the geese. "How do you
think the spring's getting on?" "Not a leaf on the trees and ice-cold
water in the lakes," came back the answer.

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

Most of the cottages were probably named after their owners—which is
the custom in Skåne[3]. But instead of saying this is "Per Matssons," or
"Ola Bossons," the roosters hit upon the kind of names which, to their
way of thinking, were more appropriate. Those who lived on small farms,
and belonged to poor cottagers, cried: "This place is called
Grainscarce." And those who belonged to the poorest hut-dwellers
screamed: "The name of this place is Little-to-eat, Little-to-eat,
Little-to-eat."

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

The ones on the ground were beside themselves with rage and shrieked:


"May you be shot, the whole lot o' you! The whole lot o' you!"



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

Never before had he ridden so fast; and to ride fast and
recklessly—that he had always liked. And, of course, he had never
dreamed that it could be as fresh and bracing as it was, up in the air;
or that there rose from the earth such a fine scent of resin and soil.
Nor had he ever dreamed what it could be like—to ride so high above the
earth. It was just like flying away from sorrow and trouble and
annoyances of every kind that could be thought of.
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The big tame goosey-gander that had followed them up in the air, felt
very proud of being permitted to travel back and forth over the South
country with the wild geese, and crack jokes with the tame birds. But in
spite of his keen delight, he began to tire as the afternoon wore on. He
tried to take deeper breaths and quicker wing-strokes, but even so he
remained several goose-lengths behind the others.

When the wild geese who flew last, noticed that the tame one couldn't
keep up with them, they began to call to the goose who rode in the
centre of the angle and led the procession: "Akka from Kebnekaise[4]! Akka
from Kebnekaise!" "What do you want of me?" asked the leader. "The white
one will be left behind; the white one will be left behind." "Tell him
it's easier to fly fast than slow!" called the leader, and raced on as
before.

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

"Akka, Akka, Akka from Kebnekaise!" cried those who flew last and saw
what a hard time he was having. "What do you want now?" asked the
leader—and she sounded awfully angry. "The white one sinks to the
earth; the white one sinks to the earth." "Tell him it's easier to fly
high than low!" shouted the leader, and she didn't slow up the least
little bit, but raced on as before.

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

"Akka, Akka!" again cried those who flew last. "Can't you let me fly in
peace?" asked the leader, and she sounded even madder than before.

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

"Oh! is that the way the wind blows," thought the goosey-gander. He
understood at once that the wild geese had never intended to take him
along up to Lapland[2q]. They had only lured him away from home in sport.

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

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

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

It isn't likely that he could have kept this pace up very long, neither
was it necessary; for, just then, the sun sank quickly; and at sunset
the geese flew down, and before the boy and the goosey-gander knew what
had happened, they stood on the shores of Vomb Lake[5].

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

He stood on a narrow beach by a fair-sized lake. It was ugly to look
upon, because it was almost entirely covered with an ice-crust that
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