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    Along a riverbank where comfort, curiosity, and disorder continually meet, Kenneth Grahame imagines a world in which the pleasures of home are tested by the restless pull of adventure. The Wind in the Willows endures because it transforms that simple tension into a richly atmospheric work that speaks to readers of many ages. At once pastoral, comic, and reflective, the book offers animal characters whose lives feel both enchantingly separate from human society and recognizably shaped by its habits and desires. Its appeal lies not only in charming incident, but in the depth of feeling with which it treats friendship, place, habit, and change.

First published in 1908, The Wind in the Willows emerged in the early twentieth century, a period when children’s literature in Britain was expanding in ambition and artistic confidence. Grahame, a Scottish-born writer who spent much of his career in London, had already established himself through essays and earlier books before turning to this riverbank world. The novel grew from stories told for his son, yet its finished form reaches beyond nursery entertainment. It combines the intimacy of tales spoken to a child with a carefully shaped prose style, creating a book that has long invited adult admiration as well as youthful delight.

At the center of the book are four memorable figures: Mole, Rat, Toad, and Badger. Their lives unfold in an English landscape of river, woodland, road, and homely interiors, where each setting carries its own emotional weather. The premise is straightforward and inviting. Mole leaves the confines of his underground home and enters a wider social world under the guidance of the water-loving Rat, while the impulsive Toad repeatedly disturbs the balance of that world through his enthusiasms. Around them stands the graver, more reserved Badger, whose presence gives the company weight and continuity. From this beginning, Grahame builds a sustained imaginative community.

One reason the novel holds classic status is the unusual completeness of its created world. Grahame gives his animal society customs, dwellings, meals, journeys, and conversations that feel coherent without becoming merely decorative. The result is not a fantasy of constant marvels, but a believable pattern of life shaped by season, temperament, and locale. Readers remember not only events, but textures: the hush of a riverside morning, the security of a well-kept room, the unease of unfamiliar woods, the disruptive energy of the open road. Such sensory and emotional precision helps explain why the book has remained continuously read, adapted, and loved across generations.

Its literary importance also rests on Grahame’s prose, which moves with unusual confidence between comedy and contemplation. He can render absurd self-importance with brisk wit, then turn to landscape and inward feeling with lyrical seriousness. This tonal range has been central to the book’s reputation. It offers humor without triviality and wonder without sentimentality, balancing lively scenes of social misadventure with passages attentive to silence, memory, and belonging. Because of this mixture, The Wind in the Willows has often resisted narrow classification. It is certainly a children’s book, yet it also stands as a distinguished prose work whose craftsmanship has secured a place in the broader history of English literature.

The novel’s enduring themes are among the clearest reasons for its longevity. Friendship in Grahame’s world is not merely affectionate; it is patient, corrective, and sustaining. Home is presented not as static comfort alone, but as a source of identity and renewal. Adventure appears both alluring and destabilizing, promising novelty while exposing weakness and vanity. The natural world is treated as more than scenery, becoming a medium through which characters experience peace, fear, freedom, and reverence. These themes remain accessible to younger readers at the level of story, while inviting older readers to recognize in them broader reflections on conduct, attachment, and the limits of self-indulgence.

Another mark of the book’s classic status is its influence on later animal fantasy and children’s fiction. Grahame helped establish a model in which nonhuman characters could inhabit a society shaped by human manners while still remaining grounded in the rhythms of a vividly imagined environment. Later writers of anthropomorphic fiction inherited aspects of this achievement: the fusion of domestic detail with larger imaginative possibility, the use of animal figures to illuminate human behavior, and the conviction that a children’s story could sustain tonal richness and stylistic beauty. The Wind in the Willows did not invent these elements on its own, but it gave them one of their most enduring and influential forms.

The book has also remained important because it captures a powerful idea of English pastoral life without reducing it to mere nostalgia. Grahame’s countryside is inviting, but it is not featureless serenity. It contains shelter and exposure, ritual and disruption, settled paths and dangerous margins. In this respect, the novel’s vision of rural existence is dynamic rather than static. The riverbank is a place where habits are formed and tested, where communities depend on mutual recognition, and where the wider world presses in through roads, strangers, and shifting circumstances. That balance between repose and disturbance gives the setting a lasting imaginative vitality.

For readers encountering the novel for the first time, it is useful to notice how carefully Grahame arranges perspective. Although the cast is made up of animals, the book does not depend simply on novelty of species. Instead, it explores differences of temperament: timidity and sociability, steadiness and impulsiveness, contentment and restlessness. Mole’s openness, Rat’s loyalty, Toad’s vanity, and Badger’s reserve create a social pattern that drives the narrative from its earliest chapters. Their interactions allow Grahame to examine responsibility, self-knowledge, and companionship in ways that remain clear without becoming didactic. The characters endure because they are types vividly sharpened into personalities.

The Wind in the Willows has also had a long afterlife beyond the page, appearing in adaptations for stage, film, television, and illustration. That persistent reinterpretation reflects more than fondness for a few comic episodes. It suggests that Grahame created figures and scenes flexible enough to survive changes in medium while retaining their essential charm. Yet the novel itself remains distinctive in ways adaptation cannot fully reproduce: the cadence of its sentences, the gradual accumulation of atmosphere, and the interplay between outward action and inward mood. Returning to the original text reveals why the book’s reputation has depended not only on story, but on style.

Its continuing readership is further explained by the way it addresses both childhood and adulthood without flattening either. Younger readers can enter the book through incident, eccentricity, and the immediacy of the setting. Older readers often find themselves drawn to its meditations on habit, responsibility, hospitality, and the meaning of a place that feels one’s own. Grahame does not force these meanings into abstract statements; he lets them arise through visits, meals, departures, recoveries, and conversations. That method gives the novel unusual durability. It can be revisited at different ages, each time yielding fresh emphasis while preserving the same inviting surface of narrative pleasure.

More than a century after its publication, The Wind in the Willows still speaks to modern readers because the pressures it dramatizes remain familiar: the tension between motion and rootedness, novelty and continuity, self-assertion and fellowship. In an age often marked by speed, distraction, and dislocation, Grahame’s riverbank world offers neither escapism alone nor moral simplification. Instead, it reminds readers that delight, loyalty, restraint, and a sense of home are hard-won forms of balance. That is why the book’s appeal has lasted. Its world is particular, but its emotional truths are widely recognizable, ensuring its place as a classic that continues to welcome new generations.
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    Kenneth Grahame’s The Wind in the Willows, first published in 1908, is a children’s novel that follows the intertwined lives of several animals living along an English riverbank and in the nearby Wild Wood. The story opens with Mole, who leaves his underground home during spring and encounters the River and Rat, a knowledgeable, sociable water vole. Through Rat, Mole is introduced to the rhythms of riverside life, where boating, conversation, and quiet routine shape daily existence. This beginning establishes the book’s pastoral setting and its concern with friendship, home, and the attractions of a wider world beyond familiar boundaries.

As Mole settles into this new environment, Rat becomes both companion and guide, explaining local places, customs, and dangers. Their excursions along the river create a pattern of gentle adventure in which ordinary pleasures are balanced by moments of uncertainty. The nearby Wild Wood, associated with cold, confusion, and hostility, stands in contrast to the warmth of the riverbank. Through these early episodes, Grahame develops a tension between comfort and exploration, showing how curiosity can enrich life while also exposing the inexperienced to risk. Mole’s growth is closely tied to learning where safety ends and responsibility begins.

Another important figure soon emerges in Mr. Toad of Toad Hall, a wealthy and impulsive landowner whose enthusiasms change rapidly and often cause disruption. Toad’s vanity, restlessness, and appetite for novelty introduce a comic but serious pattern of instability into the narrative. While Rat and Mole value continuity, Toad is repeatedly drawn toward new fascinations that pull him away from common sense and social obligation. His behavior creates concern among his friends, who recognize both his charm and his lack of restraint. In this way, the novel begins to frame personal freedom as something that can become destructive when detached from self-knowledge.

The circle of characters is completed by Badger, an older and more reserved figure who lives apart from the bustle of river society. Respected for his judgment and independence, Badger offers a steadier perspective on the habits and troubles of the younger animals. His home, located deep within a more ancient landscape, suggests continuity with older ways of life and gives the novel additional historical depth. When difficulties arise, the others look to him for guidance, not because he seeks authority, but because he understands the larger pattern behind immediate events. His presence reinforces the book’s emphasis on counsel, patience, and moral balance.

A central strand of the novel follows repeated efforts by Rat, Mole, and Badger to manage the consequences of Toad’s reckless conduct. His latest obsession leads him into trouble that affects not only himself but also those around him, and much of the middle portion of the book turns on the strain this places upon friendship. Grahame treats Toad humorously, yet the narrative also makes clear that unchecked self-indulgence has social costs. The attempts to restrain or reform him reveal differences in temperament among the companions and show how loyalty can persist even when trust is tested by repeated folly.

Alongside these more eventful episodes, the book includes reflective interludes that deepen its emotional range. Rat and Mole encounter moments of stillness in nature that sharpen the novel’s sense of season, memory, and inward feeling. These passages do not simply pause the action; they broaden the meaning of the journey by connecting the characters’ personal experiences to a larger natural order. Grahame uses the countryside not merely as backdrop but as a shaping presence that influences mood, behavior, and thought. The result is a narrative that moves between comic incidents and meditative scenes without abandoning its central attention to companionship.

The novel also explores the meaning of home from several angles. For Mole, home is tied to memory, identity, and the comfort of what has been neglected but not lost. For Rat, it is linked to the river and to a settled pattern of life that can nevertheless be challenged by restlessness and longing. For Toad, the idea of home becomes entangled with status and possession, while for Badger it suggests independence and rootedness. By presenting these different attachments, the story considers how belonging can be both a place and a discipline, requiring care, gratitude, and an acceptance of limits.

As the narrative advances, pressures that have been developing around Toad Hall and its owner grow more urgent, and the friendships among the main characters are tested in practical ways. The book’s later movement brings together themes of loyalty, responsibility, and recovery, while preserving its alternation between humor and seriousness. Grahame keeps the focus on how characters respond to disorder rather than on spectacle alone, and the consequences of earlier choices shape the atmosphere of the closing action. Even when the pace quickens, the novel remains anchored in the relationships and values established from the beginning.

The Wind in the Willows endures because it combines an affectionate portrait of rural life with a subtle study of character. Its narrative follows adventures large and small, yet its deeper concerns are remarkably consistent: the pull between wandering and belonging, the pleasures and dangers of impulse, and the sustaining force of friendship. Without relying on grand scale, the book presents a memorable moral landscape in which civility, courage, and humility matter. Its lasting significance lies in the way it speaks to readers of different ages, offering both an inviting pastoral world and a thoughtful meditation on how one ought to live within it.
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    Kenneth Grahame’s The Wind in the Willows appeared in 1908, in late Victorian and Edwardian Britain, a period shaped by monarchy, Parliament, the established Church of England, and a far-reaching imperial state. Although the novel creates an imagined riverside world of talking animals, its habits, houses, and hierarchies clearly resemble southern England in the decades around 1890 to 1910. Country houses, riverbank leisure, village life, and gentlemanly codes all reflect a society still organized by class and property. The book’s atmosphere depends on institutions that prized order, domestic stability, and inherited custom, even as modern pressures were beginning to unsettle them.

Grahame himself belonged to this world yet also observed it critically. Born in 1859, he spent part of his childhood in Berkshire, where riverside landscapes helped shape his imagination. As an adult he worked for the Bank of England, rising to the position of Secretary before retiring in 1908, the year the book was published. His professional life in a central financial institution gave him firsthand knowledge of bureaucratic modern Britain, while his essays and children’s stories often turned away from offices toward pastoral retreat. The tension between regulated urban work and idealized rural freedom is central to the mood of The Wind in the Willows.

The book emerged after decades of industrialization that had transformed Britain. During the nineteenth century, railways, factories, mining, and urban expansion reorganized labor and population, drawing millions into towns and cities. By the late nineteenth century Britain was highly urbanized, and public debate often contrasted crowded industrial life with the perceived health and moral value of the countryside. Grahame’s riverbank, lanes, and woodlands participate in that contrast. The novel does not describe factories or slums directly, but its celebration of leisurely travel, seasonal rhythms, and homelike spaces can be read as a response to industrial modernity, preserving an older England in literary form.

Closely related was the Edwardian cult of the countryside and the broader pastoral tradition. In the decades around 1900, writers, artists, and social critics often treated rural England as a repository of continuity, memory, and national character. This idealization did not always match agricultural realities, since rural poverty and economic change were significant facts, but it remained culturally powerful. Grahame’s use of woods, riverbanks, and village roads draws on that tradition. The natural world in the novel is not simply wild nature; it is a lived landscape shaped by paths, homes, boating, and seasonal customs. In this sense, the book reflects a historical desire to protect familiar local worlds from rapid change.

Class structure is one of the clearest historical elements behind the novel. Late Victorian and Edwardian society was strongly stratified, with distinctions among aristocracy, gentry, professionals, clerks, laborers, and servants affecting speech, manners, housing, and authority. The animal households in The Wind in the Willows reflect such gradations through their domestic arrangements, hospitality, and assumptions about proper conduct. Toad Hall evokes the country house culture associated with wealth and status, while other characters embody values linked to modest comfort, dependable labor, and respectable self-command. Grahame presents these patterns gently rather than polemically, but the narrative clearly depends on a world where social rank and behavioral codes are widely understood.

The country house itself was a major institution of British social life, and Toad Hall belongs to that historical setting. In the nineteenth century, large houses functioned not only as homes but as symbols of lineage, landed wealth, and local influence. By the early twentieth century that world was still prominent, though pressures from taxation, agricultural depression, and changing society were beginning to weaken it. The novel treats the grand house both affectionately and critically. It preserves the glamour of spacious domestic life and hospitality, yet it also associates inherited privilege with irresponsibility when not balanced by discipline. In that way, Grahame mirrors contemporary unease about whether old elites remained fit to lead.

The rise of motoring is one of the most specific modern developments reflected in the book. Motor cars became increasingly visible in Britain from the 1890s onward, especially after the Locomotives on Highways Act of 1896 raised speed limits and removed the requirement for a man to walk ahead with a red flag. By 1903 Parliament had passed the Motor Car Act, introducing registration and licensing in response to growing traffic and accidents. Public reactions were mixed: cars signaled excitement, wealth, and technological progress, but also danger, noise, dust, and social disruption. Toad’s mania for automobiles directly echoes this early motor age and its anxieties.

Motoring also exposed class tensions. Early car ownership was expensive, so motorists were often viewed as affluent people using public roads in ways that endangered pedestrians, cyclists, horses, and rural residents. Newspapers reported crashes and reckless driving, while local complaints focused on speed, dust, and the frightening of animals. In The Wind in the Willows, the motor car is not merely a machine; it is a force of disruptive appetite and modern restlessness. Grahame turns a current social controversy into comedy, but the satire is historically grounded. The novel registers a real Edwardian fear that technological novelty, when joined to wealth and vanity, could erode civility and self-control.

Another important context is the changing culture of leisure. From the later nineteenth century, shorter working hours for some groups, the spread of bank holidays, rail excursions, clubs, and organized recreation expanded opportunities for travel and outdoor pleasure. Boating, picnicking, walking, and informal holidays became markers of a respectable middle-class life. The river scenes in Grahame’s novel reflect this world of recreational mobility. Small boats, lunches outdoors, visits among friends, and attention to weather and season all correspond to practices familiar in southern England. The book thus captures a historical moment when leisure was increasingly valued as part of personal well-being and civilized sociability.

River culture in particular had strong late Victorian associations. The Thames and other southern rivers were important sites for boating, house parties, regattas, and summer tourism, especially among the middle classes. Grahame knew this milieu well, and the novel’s opening movement along the riverbank reflects an established recreational landscape rather than an untouched wilderness. At the same time, river life in the book suggests a social ideal built on moderation, companionship, and attentive enjoyment of place. Against the speed of modern transport and the pressures of urban work, the river becomes a historically recognizable symbol of ordered freedom, rooted in everyday habits that many Edwardian readers would have known or admired.

Domesticity is another central historical force behind the novel. Victorian and Edwardian culture placed great value on the home as a moral center, especially for the middle classes. Furnished rooms, firesides, pantries, gardens, and rituals of visiting or hosting carried ethical weight as signs of steadiness and mutual care. In The Wind in the Willows, homes are vividly characterized and deeply important. They are places of refuge, identity, and memory, not just backdrops. This emphasis reflects a society that connected private domestic order with public virtue. Grahame’s affection for snug interiors and well-kept households echoes broader contemporary beliefs about comfort, responsibility, and civilized life.

Children’s literature was also changing in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Earlier moralizing traditions remained influential, but many writers increasingly blended fantasy, humor, and psychological subtlety. Grahame had already contributed to this shift through The Golden Age and Dream Days, books that treated childhood imagination with seriousness and wit. The Wind in the Willows belongs to this literary moment. It offers adventure and anthropomorphic fantasy, yet it also speaks to adult concerns about home, friendship, status, and change. Historically, this crossover quality helped define a new kind of children’s book in Britain, one less narrowly didactic and more attentive to mood, memory, and the inner life.

The novel’s treatment of authority reflects contemporary respect for law and social discipline. Edwardian Britain relied on a developed legal system, professional police forces, and expanding administrative regulation, all of which supported ideals of public order. Grahame does not reproduce those institutions directly in realistic detail, but his story assumes that impulsive behavior has consequences and that communities need norms to remain stable. At the same time, he softens formal authority through humor and friendship, suggesting that moral correction can arise from social bonds as well as punishment. This balance between regulation and benevolent guidance fits a period that valued order but often preferred paternal, informal modes of control.

Political reform also formed part of the background. Britain in the decades before 1908 had seen major changes such as the extension of the male franchise in 1867 and 1884, the growth of party organization, and rising labor politics. Soon after the novel’s publication, the constitutional crisis over the People’s Budget and the Parliament Act would further expose strains within the old order. The Wind in the Willows does not engage directly with elections or Parliament, yet its attachment to settled hierarchy and local harmony can be understood in relation to a society negotiating political democratization. The book preserves an image of consensual community at a time when national politics was becoming more contested.

Questions of national identity and imperial confidence also matter, even though the novel remains resolutely local. In 1908 Britain was still a global empire, and imperial culture shaped schooling, popular media, and ideas of British character. Yet the South African War of 1899 to 1902 had revealed military and social weaknesses, prompting public concern about national efficiency, citizenship, and physical vigor. Grahame’s book does not discuss empire, but its emphasis on courage, loyalty, self-mastery, and defense of home participates in wider discussions of what made a stable national community. The small scale of the story can itself be significant, turning from imperial vastness to the intimate locality imagined as the nation’s moral core.

There is also a historical note of uncertainty beneath the book’s calm surface. The years around 1900 were marked by new technologies, expanding mass journalism, labor unrest, debates about women’s rights, and challenges to inherited authority. Many educated Britons felt both pride in national achievement and anxiety about social fragmentation. The Wind in the Willows answers that uncertainty by creating a world where character, place, and friendship can still provide coherence. Its moments of disruption are temporary and containable. That pattern does not erase real historical tensions, but it shows how literature could offer reassurance by translating modern instability into forms of comedy, ritual return, and renewed belonging.

Taken together, these contexts show that The Wind in the Willows is far more than a timeless animal fantasy. It is deeply rooted in the historical conditions of late Victorian and Edwardian England: industrial change, class hierarchy, the prestige of the country house, the growth of leisure culture, the arrival of the motor car, and widespread concern over preserving civility amid modern acceleration. Grahame neither simply rejects nor fully embraces his age. Instead, he filters it through pastoral comedy and domestic romance, creating a book that mirrors the values, pleasures, and anxieties of its moment. In doing so, the novel becomes both a refuge from modern Britain and a subtle critique of what that modernity threatened to displace.
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    Kenneth Grahame was a Scottish-born British writer whose career bridged the late Victorian and Edwardian periods. He is best known for The Wind in the Willows, a classic of English prose that has remained widely read since the early twentieth century. Although he produced comparatively few books, his work established a distinctive imaginative world shaped by gentle irony, close observation of nature, and an unusual balance of childlike wonder and adult reflection. Grahame’s reputation rests not only on his storytelling but also on the literary quality of his style, which linked nostalgic pastoral writing with modern children’s literature in a lasting way.

He was born in Edinburgh in 1859 and spent much of his early life in England. He was educated at St Edward’s School, Oxford, an experience that formed part of his intellectual and literary background. Financial circumstances led him away from a university education and toward professional employment, a path common in his era for talented young men without independent means. During these years he developed as a reader and observer rather than through formal literary training. His writing later showed familiarity with classical and English literary traditions, while also reflecting the broader late Victorian interest in childhood, rural life, and the pressures of modern urban society.

Grahame worked for many years at the Bank of England, where he eventually held a senior post. This long career in financial administration ran alongside his emergence as an author, and the contrast between official work and imaginative writing became one of the notable patterns of his life. His early literary pieces appeared in periodicals before being gathered into books. These writings attracted attention for their polished prose, whimsical invention, and subtle humor. Even at this stage, Grahame showed a gift for creating voices and moods rather than relying on plot alone, and critics recognized an original sensibility within the essay-sketch form.

His first books, Pagan Papers, The Golden Age, and Dream Days, established his reputation in the 1890s. These works mixed essays, reminiscence, fantasy, and stories centered on childhood perception, often treating the world of adults with amused distance. They were admired for elegance of style and emotional tact, though responses varied according to readers’ expectations about children’s literature and sentiment. Dream Days included “The Reluctant Dragon,” one of his best-known shorter works. Across these books, Grahame explored imagination as a serious mode of experience, and he helped shape a literary vision in which childhood was presented not merely as innocence but as a form of insight.

The Wind in the Willows, published in 1908, became Grahame’s defining achievement. The book brought together animal characters, pastoral landscape, adventure, comedy, and moments of visionary intensity. Its central figures, especially Mole, Rat, Badger, and Toad, entered popular culture, while the work itself appealed to both younger readers and adults. Initial reception was respectful rather than uniformly enthusiastic, but the book’s standing grew steadily over time. Readers valued its memorable characterization, musical prose, and vivid sense of place. The book also reflected broader currents in Edwardian culture, including concern about mechanization, class behavior, domesticity, and the preservation of the countryside.

Although Grahame did not produce a large later body of fiction, his literary standing continued to develop through the influence of his existing books. He is often associated with the English pastoral tradition and with authors who transformed writing for children by refusing to separate it sharply from literary art for adults. His work has been discussed in relation to aestheticism, nostalgic ruralism, and the late nineteenth-century cultivation of fantasy as a serious genre. At the same time, his prose resists simple categorization: it is playful without being slight, reflective without losing narrative movement, and idealizing without entirely ignoring anxiety or social tension.

In his later years Grahame lived largely outside the center of literary fashion, while The Wind in the Willows gradually became a modern classic. He died in 1932 in England. Since then, his work has remained continuously in print and has inspired stage, film, television, and illustrated adaptations, as well as scholarly attention. His influence endures through his handling of tone, his anthropomorphic characterization, and his ability to make the natural world feel intimate and symbolically charged. Contemporary readers continue to find in Grahame a writer who united wit, lyricism, and emotional depth in forms accessible across generations.
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  THE RIVER BANK
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The Mole had been working very hard all the morning, spring-cleaning[1] 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[1q]!" 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 spellbound 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?" enquired 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 fore-paw 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 of 'em, it doesn't matter. Nothing seems really to matter, that's the charm of it. Whether you get away, or whether you don't; whether you arrive at your destination or whether you reach somewhere else, or whether you never get anywhere at all, you're always busy, and you never do anything in particular; and when you've done it there's always something else to do, and you can do it if you like, but you'd much better not. Look here! If you've really nothing else on hand this morning, supposing we drop down the river together, and have a long day of it?"

The Mole waggled his toes from sheer happiness, spread his chest with a sigh of full contentment, and leant back blissfully into the soft cushions. "What a day I'm having!" he said. "Let us start at once!"

"Hold hard a minute, then!" said the Rat. He looped the painter through a ring in his landing-stage, climbed up into his hole above, and after a short interval reappeared staggering under a fat wicker luncheon-basket[2].

"Shove that under your feet," he observed to the Mole, as he passed it down into the boat. Then he untied the painter and took the sculls again.

"What's inside it?" asked the Mole, wriggling with curiosity.

"There's cold chicken inside it," replied the Rat briefly:

  "coldtonguecoldhamcoldbeefpickledgherkinssaladfrenchrolls–

  cresssandwichespottedmeatgingerbeerlemonadesodawater—"

"O stop, stop!" cried the Mole in ecstasies. "This is too much!"

"Do you really think so?" enquired the Rat seriously. "It's only what I always take on these little
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