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    Christmas Gold gathers narratives and songs that frame the holiday as a meeting place for wonder and conscience. From Charles Dickens’s profuse Christmas writings to L. Frank Baum’s Life and Adventures of Santa Claus, from A Christmas Carol to A Visit From Saint Nicholas, the season becomes a shared language of generosity, memory, and renewal. Novels stand beside tales, fairy stories beside hymns and carols, revealing recurrent images of winter light, hearth, and return. Across voices as varied as Louisa May Alcott, O. Henry, Hans Christian Andersen, and Henry Wadsworth Longfellow, these works trace how storytelling and song endow midwinter with moral imagination and communal hope.

The texts converse through motifs of giving, hospitality, and transformation. O. Henry’s The Gift of the Magi, Henry van Dyke’s The Story of the Other Wise Man, Leo Tolstoy’s Where Love Is, God Is, and Fyodor Dostoevsky’s The Heavenly Christmas Tree explore inward generosity and outward care. Andersen’s The Fir Tree, The Little Match Girl, The Steadfast Tin Soldier, and The Snow Queen keep vigil over transience and endurance, while Clement Moore’s A Visit From Saint Nicholas and Baum’s A Kidnapped Santa Claus animate gift-bringing myth. Throughout, time—midnight, eve, and dawn—marks thresholds where ordinary lives brush against wonder and responsibility.

Children’s viewpoints, games, and brave make-believe shape much of the collection’s energy. Peter Pan and Wendy, The Wonderful Wizard of Oz, The Princess and the Goblin & The Princess and Curdie, and At the Back of the North Wind explore freedom, fear, and friendship with playful gravity. Beatrix Potter’s The Tale of Peter Rabbit and The Tailor of Gloucester invite intimacy with small worlds, while Brothers Grimm pieces such as The Elves and the Shoemaker and Mother Holle thread work, luck, and kindness. Snap-Dragons or, Old Father Christmas, Toinette and the Elves, The Blue Bird, and Granny’s Wonderful Chair show how enchantment teaches tact, courage, and attention.

Alongside wonder stands social conscience and domestic resilience. Oliver Twist, Children of the Tenements, The Doctor’s Christmas Eve, and Stowe’s Betty’s Bright Idea and The First Christmas of New England consider poverty, neighborliness, and civic duty. Alcott’s A Merry Christmas & Other Christmas Stories, Little Women, and Kate Douglas Wiggin’s The Birds’ Christmas Carol keep company with Anne of Green Gables, Pollyanna, and Pollyanna Grows Up to honor household trials and festive reprieve. Black Beauty extends sympathy to creatures, widening the circle of care. Poems such as Robert Louis Stevenson’s Christmas At Sea and Rudyard Kipling’s Christmas In India open the season to travel, distance, and return.

The sacred current runs through narrative and song. Hesba Stretton’s The Wonderful Life, Milton’s Hymn On The Morning Of Christ’s Nativity, John Donne’s Nativity a Christmas, and carols like Come, Thou Long Expected Jesus and Coventry Carol dwell on incarnation and shelter. Longfellow’s The Three Kings and Christmas Bells, William Butler Yeats’s The Magi, and Henry van Dyke’s The Lost Word and The Story of the Other Wise Man meditate on seeking and witness. Tolstoy’s Where Love Is, God Is and Dostoevsky’s The Heavenly Christmas Tree trace conscience amid hardship, while Selma Lagerlöf’s The Holy Night and Harriet Beecher Stowe’s pieces bring devotion into everyday spaces.

The collection’s range fosters dialogue across form and tone. Dickens’s sequence—The Chimes, The Cricket on the Hearth, The Haunted Man, The Seven Poor Travellers, The Holly-Tree, Mugby Junction, and more—moves from merriment to moral unease. Anthony Trollope’s Christmas stories balance satire and tenderness; Thomas Hardy’s The Thieves Who Couldn’t Stop Sneezing, The Oxen, and A Christmas Ghost Story counterplay humor, elegy, and eeriness. E. T. A. Hoffmann’s The Nutcracker and the Mouse King and Andersen’s A Christmas Greeting show the tale as festival. William Dean Howells, in Christmas Every Day and companion pieces, turns mischief into reflection, while Walter Crane’s A Winter Nosegay celebrates seasonal artistry.

Read together now, these works reinforce cultural memory and imaginative empathy. They offer a yearly schooling in attention: to the strangeness of childhood, the claims of justice, the solace of song, and the brightness of ordinary rooms. Their variety—novels, tales, poems, and carols by writers such as George MacDonald, J. M. Barrie, the Brothers Grimm, Emily Dickinson, Alfred Lord Tennyson, William Wordsworth, and Robert Seymour Bridges—invites many points of entry and shared reading across generations. In a distracted age, they restore ritual without rigidity, balancing festivity with care, nostalgia with critique, and making the midwinter interval a time for humane resolve.
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    Socio-Political Landscape
Industrial modernity frames many British works in the anthology. Charles Dickens’s A Christmas Carol, Oliver Twist, and the later Christmas numbers anatomize workhouses, debt, and the moral economy of charity under Poor Law liberalism. Anthony Trollope’s Christmas tales survey class negotiation through inheritance, public service, and provincial respectability. Thomas Hardy’s seasonal poems recall rural customs shadowed by agrarian decline, while Anna Sewell’s Black Beauty links compassion to emerging animal-welfare activism and the urban cab trade. Beatrix Potter’s The Tailor of Gloucester cherishes artisanal labor amid industrial standardization. Together these texts register tensions between paternal reform, self-help ideology, and the spectacles of urban poverty.
In the United States, holiday narratives intersect with Reconstruction’s aftermath, immigration, and the Gilded Age. Louisa May Alcott’s Little Women stages home-front sacrifice and women’s wage-earning during the Civil War, while Jacob A. Riis’s Children of the Tenements channels muckraking attention to overcrowded housing, child labor, and civic philanthropy. O. Henry’s The Gift of the Magi and William Dean Howells’s Christmas Every Day dramatize consumer capitalism’s promises and pressures in the urban marketplace. Harriet Beecher Stowe’s New England sketches fuse Puritan memory with republican virtue. Kate Douglas Wiggin’s charity tales and James Lane Allen’s The Doctor’s Christmas Eve reflect middle-class reformist confidence tempered by anxieties over inequality.
Transnational and imperial dynamics are likewise visible. Rudyard Kipling’s Christmas in India registers the dissonance of British ritual transplanted to colonial stations. J. M. Barrie’s Peter Pan and Wendy encodes Edwardian fantasies of adventure and troubling hierarchies of race and gender. Frances Hodgson Burnett’s Little Lord Fauntleroy explores Anglo-American mobility, aristocratic entail, and the soft power of sentiment. L. M. Montgomery’s Anne of Green Gables and Kenneth Grahame’s The Wind in the Willows idealize settler and pastoral orders, offsetting industrial modernity. Russian moral tales by Fyodor Dostoevsky and Leo Tolstoy, and devotional pieces by Henry van Dyke and Selma Lagerlöf, underscore Christianity’s social voice amid poverty and exile.
Intellectual & Aesthetic Currents
Folkloric and Romantic revivals nourish the collection’s imagination. E. T. A. Hoffmann’s The Nutcracker and the Mouse King, Hans Christian Andersen’s fairy tales, the Brothers Grimm, Madame d’Aulnoy’s The Blue Bird, and Perrault’s Sleeping Beauty shaped a pan-European repertoire of marvelous trials, metamorphosis, and wintry enchantment. George MacDonald’s The Princess and the Goblin and At the Back of the North Wind wed visionary fantasy to Christian allegory. Early nineteenth-century verse by William Wordsworth, Samuel Taylor Coleridge, and Sir Walter Scott elevates rustic custom and the sublime season. These currents recalibrated morality plays into psychological fables, legitimizing wonder as a vehicle for ethical instruction.
Realism and the illustrated press consolidated Christmas as a cultural season. Dickens’s serial Christmas numbers, Edward Everett Hale’s parables, and Trollope’s magazine stories exemplify middle-class domestic realism. William Dean Howells refines American realist irony; O. Henry’s urban tales showcase magazine pacing, colloquial voice, and twist endings. John Kendrick Bangs’s comic vignettes and Zona Gale’s modern sketches reflect periodical culture’s reach. Visual innovation matters: Walter Crane’s A Winter Nosegay and Beatrix Potter’s naturalistic animal art model the Arts and Crafts ideal of harmonious design. Clement Moore’s A Visit from Saint Nicholas and related verse helped standardize domestic ritual, gift-giving, and the iconography of Santa Claus.
The consolidation of children’s literature as a pedagogical field is unmistakable. L. Frank Baum’s The Wonderful Wizard of Oz and Life and Adventures of Santa Claus modernize myth with frontier optimism; Kenneth Grahame, Beatrix Potter, and Frances Browne cultivate pastoral and fairy domesticities. Didactic strands persist in Hesba Stretton’s The Wonderful Life and The Christmas Child, Juliana Horatia Ewing’s Snap-Dragons, and Sophie May’s Little Prudy’s Sister Susy. Moral psychology animates Eleanor H. Porter’s Pollyanna books and Abbie Farwell Brown’s The Christmas Angel. Devotional poetry from John Milton to Charles Wesley, John Greenleaf Whittier, and Henry Wadsworth Longfellow integrates doctrinal reflection with civic hope and communal song.
Legacy & Reassessment Across Time
The anthology’s afterlives are expansive. A Christmas Carol shaped charitable discourse and seasonal media, from Victorian theatricals to film and television. Hoffmann’s Nutcracker, refracted through staging traditions, became a global ballet ritual. J. M. Barrie’s Peter Pan and Baum’s Oz cycle spawned theatrical and cinematic canons. Anne of Green Gables, Little Women, Black Beauty, and The Tailor of Gloucester reappear across screen cultures and curricula, reinforcing the child-centered holiday. Clement Moore’s Santa poem standardized imagery later amplified by illustrators and advertisers; Baum’s A Kidnapped Santa Claus offered alternative mythography. Carols like The Twelve Days of Christmas and Coventry Carol frame a shared Anglophone soundscape.
Reassessment has tempered celebration with critique. Scholars interrogate sentimentalism’s politics in Alcott, Porter, and Wiggin, and consumerist scripts in Howells and O. Henry. Postcolonial readings problematize Kipling and facets of Peter Pan and Wendy, while Riis’s Children of the Tenements is weighed for reformist paternalism alongside documentary efficacy. Animal-rights histories reclaim Black Beauty as advocacy literature. Environmental humanities revisit The Wind in the Willows and pastoral poems for their pastoral idealization. Dickens’s charity is debated against structural reform, and occasional disputes over authorship or textual variants—for instance with A Visit from Saint Nicholas—remind readers that tradition is curated, contested, and continually reinterpreted.
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    L. Frank Baum: Santa and Oz (Life and Adventures of Santa Claus; A Kidnapped Santa Claus; The Wonderful Wizard of OZ)
Mythic origin, peril, and rescue recast Santa alongside a buoyant journey through Oz, blending folklore with bright, adventurous wonder.
Their kind-hearted magic complements gentler animal fables and counterbalances the moral gravity found in Dickens, Stowe, and Dostoevsky.
George MacDonald: Luminous Fables (At the Back of the North Wind; The Princess and the Goblin; The Princess and Curdie)
Children encounter mysterious goodness in dreamlike landscapes where peril and consolation interweave.
This spiritual wonder bridges fairy lore and faith-driven narratives, resonating with Andersen’s allegories and van Dyke’s devotional quests.
Louisa May Alcott: Hearthside Classics (Little Women; A Merry Christmas & Other Christmas Stories)
Domestic coming-of-age and festive sketches prize gratitude, self-improvement, and sisterly solidarity amid modest means.
Their everyday virtue echoes O. Henry’s humble heroism and contrasts with the caprice of fairy-tale kingdoms.
Beatrix Potter: Holiday and Hearth (The Tailor of Gloucester; The Tale of Peter Rabbit)
A meticulous tailor’s yuletide rescue and a rabbit’s narrow scrapes celebrate craft, courage, and homey detail.
Delicate humor and woodland intimacy pair with Grahame’s riverbank camaraderie and soften sharper moral edges elsewhere.
Lucy Maud Montgomery: Kindled Hearts (Anne of Green Gables; A Christmas Inspiration and Other Stories)
A spirited orphan transforms a community through imagination and empathy, while shorter pieces kindle charity and seasonal reflection.
Their warmth and humor harmonize with Alcott’s domestic ideals and offer a luminous counterpoint to urban social critiques.
Hesba Stretton: Faith and Charity (The Christmas Child; The Wonderful Life - Story of the life and death of our Lord)
Humble souls and the Christian narrative invite readers to see grace through simple acts and sacred history.
The devotional tone amplifies van Dyke’s parables and Tolstoy’s ethic of love, balancing the folklore-rich magic elsewhere.
Kate Douglas Wiggin: Yuletide Portraits (The Birds' Christmas Carol; The Romance of a Christmas Card)
Intimate vignettes of generosity and reconciliation show how small gestures radiate through families and towns.
Their gentle sentiment aligns with Porter’s optimism and offers a realistic foil to the glittering marvels of Hoffmann.
John Kendrick Bangs: Comic Yuletide Sketches (Thurlow's Christmas Story; A Little Book of Christmas)
Playful, satirical pieces poke fun at seasonal foibles while still alighting on goodwill and surprise.
Their breezy wit refreshes the anthology’s mood and offsets the earnest didacticism of sermons and carols.
Anthony Trollope: Christmas Stories (Christmas at Thompson Hall; Christmas Day at Kirkby Cottage; The Mistletoe Bough; Not if I Know It; The Two Generals)
Social comedies and moral puzzles unfold in parlors and public spaces, testing pride, propriety, and reconciliation.
Their humane irony dialogues with Dickens’s social scenes and counters the fairy-tale absolutism of Grimm.
Hans Christian Andersen: Christmas Tales (The Fir Tree; The Little Match Girl; The Steadfast Tin Soldier; The Snow Queen; A Christmas Greeting: A Series of Stories)
Poignant and poetic fables explore longing, sacrifice, and redemption through animated objects, fragile children, and icy enchantments.
Their bittersweet beauty resonates with Hoffmann’s wonder and Dostoevsky’s compassion, deepening the season’s pathos.
Brothers Grimm: Winter Tales (The Elves and the Shoemaker; Mother Holle; The Star Talers; Snow-White)
Compact folk narratives reward industriousness and kindness while warning against vanity and injustice.
Their archetypal clarity complements Perrault and d’Aulnoy and provides sturdy roots for later, more psychological tales.
William Dean Howells: Christmas Every Day and Other Tales (Christmas Every Day; Turkeys Turning the Tables; The Pony Engine and the Pacific Express; The Pumpkin Glory; Butterflyfutterby and Flutterbybutterfly)
Light, modern fairy tales mix whimsy with satire to show how wishes and reversals teach restraint and gratitude.
Their playful morals dovetail with Ewing’s and Coolidge’s elf-lore and temper the anthology’s graver social critiques.
Henry van Dyke: Christmas Visions (The Lost Word; The Story of the Other Wise Man)
Reverent narratives pursue spiritual insight and self-giving through quests that reframe familiar sacred stories.
They harmonize with Tolstoy’s ethical parable and illuminate Dickens’s compassion with contemplative light.
Clement C. Moore: Saint Nicholas Poems (Old Santa Claus; A Visit From Saint Nicholas)
Cheerful verses codify the modern house-call magic of Saint Nick, brimming with nocturnal anticipation and delight.
Their iconic imagery echoes Baum’s Santa mythos and threads through the carols that celebrate communal festivity.
Thomas Hardy: Winter Poems (The Oxen; A Christmas Ghost Story)
Quiet, wintry meditations hold faith and doubt in tension, finding hush and haunting in rural memory.
They counter the certainty of devotional pieces and deepen the anthology’s reflective register.
Traditional Carols & Festive Folk Pieces (Silent Night; The Twelve Days of Christmas; The Holly and the Ivy; Adam lay ybounden; Boar's Head Carol; Coventry Carol; Here We Come A-wassailing; King Winter; The Night After Christmas)
Processional hymns and convivial rounds blend reverence with revelry, tracing communal rituals across centuries.
These shared songs form the collection’s chorus, binding diverse tales—from fairyland to tenements—into a common celebration.
Charles Dickens: The Christmas Books (A Christmas Carol; The Chimes; The Cricket on the Hearth; The Battle of Life; The Haunted Man)
Moral awakenings, spectral visitations, and domestic redemptions dramatize charity, memory, and social conscience.
Their emotional arc anchors the volume, conversing with van Dyke’s piety, O. Henry’s irony, and Trollope’s manners.
Charles Dickens: Christmas Essays & Collaborations (A Christmas Tree; What Christmas Is As We Grow Older; The Poor Relation's Story; The Child's Story; The Schoolboy's Story; Nobody's Story; The Seven Poor Travellers; The Holly-Tree; The Wreck of the Golden Mary; The Perils of Certain English Prisoners; A House to Let; The Haunted House; A Message From the Sea; Tom Tiddler's Ground; Somebody's Luggage; Mrs. Lirriper's Lodgings; Mrs. Lirriper's Legacy; Doctor Marigold's Prescriptions; Mugby Junction; No Thoroughfare)
Sketches, tales, and joint ventures range from nostalgic tableaux to brisk adventures, consistently urging fellow-feeling across class and circumstance.
They extend Dickens’s city of voices that dialogues with Riis’s reportage and amplifies the anthology’s civic conscience.
Peter Pan and Wendy (J. M. Barrie)
A flight to Neverland tests the allure of endless play against the pull of home and responsibility.
Its airy wonder complements MacDonald’s spiritual fairy tales and offsets realist portraits of family duty.
Little Lord Fauntleroy (Frances Hodgson Burnett)
A gracious child softens aristocratic pride through sincerity and kindness.
Its gentle social wish-fulfillment pairs with Porter’s Pollyanna and contrasts with Dickens’s harder-edged reform.
Christmas with Grandma Elsie (Martha Finley)
A devout family observes the season through lessons, visits, and shared joys.
The didactic sweetness aligns with Stretton’s faith focus and balances the mischief of lighter tales.
The Christmas Angel (Abbie Farwell Brown)
A reflective holiday fable follows an experiment in goodness that transforms a skeptic’s outlook.
Its quiet moral turn echoes van Dyke and Alcott while offering a secular bridge to sacred themes.
Black Beauty (Anna Sewell)
An equine narrator reveals human character through a journey of kindness and cruelty.
Its ethical appeal to humane treatment complements Dickens’s compassion and Riis’s concern for the vulnerable.
Granny’s Wonderful Chair (Frances Browne)
A storytelling chair unspools wonders that reward humility and perseverance.
Its nested tales echo Grimm and Andersen while fostering the anthology’s theme of stories as gifts.
Wind in the Willows (Kenneth Grahame)
Riverbank friends navigate escapades and hearthside comforts, savoring fellowship and seasonal cheer.
Its cozy, comic charm resonates with Potter and offers respite from the collection’s starker streets.
Oliver Twist (Charles Dickens)
An orphan’s passage through crime and charity exposes systemic cruelty and the need for mercy.
Its winter shadows and yearning amplify Dickens’s Christmas appeals for social reform.
Happy Hearts (June Isle)
A lighthearted seasonal tale emphasizes cheer and the healing bonds of community.
It brightens the collection’s mood, dovetailing with carols and offsetting more solemn parables.
The Doctor's Christmas Eve (James Lane Allen)
A Southern town’s quiet night becomes a mirror for memory, regret, and reconciliation.
Its contemplative tone pairs with Hardy’s meditations and van Dyke’s reflective quests.
Pollyanna & Pollyanna Grows Up (Eleanor H. Porter)
An optimist’s glad game transforms neighbors and later matures into steadier hope.
The arc harmonizes with Burnett’s sentiment and counters Dostoevsky’s stark pity.
Children of the Tenements (Jacob A. Riis)
Vivid sketches of immigrant hardship spotlight resilience, charity, and reform-minded compassion.
They ground the anthology’s idealism in social reality, answering Dickens with documentary urgency.
Little Prudy's Sister Susy (Sophie May)
Domestic mischief and lessons in obedience unfold in a bustling household.
Its homely laughter pairs with Howells’s playfulness and Alcott’s moral warmth.
Little Peter: A Christmas Morality (Lucas Malet)
A symbolic tale probes innocence, suffering, and redemption through a child’s perspective.
Its austere allegory converses with Andersen’s pathos and van Dyke’s parables.
Snap-Dragons or, Old Father Christmas (Juliana Horatia Ewing)
A spirited party game frames stories of generosity, mischief, and make-believe.
Its lively folklore echoes Howells and Coolidge, celebrating communal play.
Christmas Holidays at Merryvale (Alice Hale Burnett)
Simple adventures and parties trace a quintessential small-town holiday.
Its genial ease complements Potter’s domestic idylls and balances sterner moral tales.
The Ice Queen (Ernest Ingersoll)
A wintry adventure tests courage against the chill of nature and myth.
Its brisk peril aligns with Barrie’s flights and contrasts with meditative devotional pieces.
Miss Santa Claus of the Pullman (Annie F. Johnston)
A surprise benefactor brings warmth to travelers, linking charity with modern transit.
Its urban mobility intersects with Riis’s settings while retaining fairy-gift wonder.
The Old Woman Who Lived in a Shoe (Amanda M. Douglas)
A reimagined nursery figure manages a bustling brood with resourceful cheer.
It nods to folk tradition while echoing Alcott’s domestic stewardship.
Little Maid Marian (Amy Ella Blanchard)
A young heroine’s holiday trials cultivate poise, kindness, and festivity.
Its gentle instruction pairs with May’s family comedies and Porter’s optimism.
The Gift of the Magi (O. Henry)
Two lovers’ sacrificial gifts reveal the paradox of true wealth.
Its tender irony mirrors van Dyke’s wisdom and counters miraculous interventions with human-scale grace.
Harriet Beecher Stowe: New England Christmas Sketches (Betty's Bright Idea; The First Christmas Of New England; Deacon Pitkin's Farm)
Stories of conscience, community, and early American piety frame charity as active duty.
Their reformist spirit complements Dickens and Riis while conversing with Longfellow’s New England verse.
The Holy Night (Selma Lagerlöf)
A legend-like episode shows grace glimpsed by the humble at a sacred hour.
Its quiet miracle resonates with Stretton’s reverence and the luminous stillness of traditional carols.
Little Gretchen and the Wooden Shoe (Elizabeth Harrison)
A child’s simple faith transforms want into joy through an unexpected kindness.
Its tender moral aligns with Alcott and Wiggin, echoing the anthology’s belief in small mercies.
A Letter from Santa Claus (Mark Twain)
A playful epistle uses humor to draw a child into holiday enchantment.
Its affectionate whimsy complements Moore’s Santa tradition and offsets sterner moral tales.
Toinette and the Elves (Susan Coolidge)
Elfin visitors test a child’s temper and teach humility and kindness.
The gentle moral fantasy dovetails with Ewing and Howells, bridging fairy lore and manners.
Jimmy Scarecrow's Christmas (Mary E. Wilkins Freeman)
An animated scarecrow finds belonging through an act of seasonal generosity.
Its bittersweet whimsy sits between Andersen’s pathos and Potter’s homeliness.
Little Girl’s Christmas (Winnifred E. Lincoln)
A dreamlike visit to winter wonders affirms the magic of belief.
It harmonizes with Hoffmann’s nocturnal marvels and Baum’s Santa lore.
The Sleeping Beauty in the Wood (Robinson Perrault)
A classic curse and awakening set the template for time-stilled hope and renewal.
Its courtly simplicity complements Grimm and d’Aulnoy and contrasts with modern urban sketches.
The Blue Bird (Madame d'Aulnoy)
A metamorphic romance prizes fidelity and endurance amid enchantment.
Its ornate fantasy aligns with fairy-tale suites and foils the plainspoken charity stories.
The Heavenly Christmas Tree (Fyodor Dostoevsky)
A stark, compassionate vision follows a child in a cold city toward a consoling dream.
It underscores the anthology’s plea for mercy, speaking across to Dickens, Riis, and the carols’ promise of light.
Christmas Eve & Christmas Day - Ten Christmas stories (Edward Everett Hale)
Varied sketches blend humor, history, and homily to consider faith lived in ordinary times.
Their civic-minded uplift complements Stowe’s and Dickens’s social tones.
Christmas - A Story (Zona Gale)
A quiet Midwestern vignette finds grace in neighborly kindness and small-town ritual.
Its understated realism pairs with Wiggin and Allen, balancing the anthology’s fantasy.
Where Love Is, God Is (Leo Tolstoy)
A humble artisan learns to find the divine through acts of compassion.
Its moral clarity amplifies van Dyke’s themes and anchors the collection’s ethics.
Christmas Roses (Anne Douglas Sedgwick)
A delicate tale of reconciliation and remembrance blooms amid winter austerity.
It echoes Wiggin’s gentleness and contrasts with the flamboyance of courtly fairy tales.
Christmas Stories (Edward Berens)
Classical and moral anecdotes present virtue in crisp, instructive form.
Their concise wisdom links older didactic modes with later domestic narratives.
The Nutcracker and the Mouse King (E. T. A. Hoffmann)
A child’s Christmas gift opens a world of perilous wonder and loyal courage.
Its dream logic complements Andersen’s enchantments and Barrie’s flights, defining holiday fantasy.
Madelaine Tube and Her Blind Brother (Susan Anne Livingston Ridley Sedgwick)
Siblings navigate hardship with steadfast care and quiet fortitude.
Their devotion harmonizes with Alcott’s family themes and Riis’s portraits of resilience.
Boreas Bluster's Christmas Present (Mrs. W. J. Hays)
A playful personification of winter brings unexpected generosity to mortals.
It converses with traditional carols’ seasonal spirits and Howells’s humorous reversals.
A Christmas Fairy (John Strange Winter)
A sentimental visitation gently mends hearts and restores festivity.
Its soft glow aligns with Wiggin and Brown, counterbalancing the anthology’s starker tales.
A Winter Nosegay, Being Tales for Children at Christmastide (Walter Crane)
Artful, child-friendly episodes gather small adventures and morals like a bouquet.
Their decorative lightness pairs with Potter’s charm and Ewing’s play.
Susy Diller's Christmas Feast (Anonymous)
A simple feast becomes a lesson in sharing and neighborhood cheer.
Its anonymity underscores the communal spirit that runs through the carols and homely tales.
The Thieves Who Couldn't Stop Sneezing (Thomas Hardy)
A rustic caper turns on comic justice and wintry comeuppance.
Its folkish humor complements Ewing and Howells, contrasting with Hardy’s contemplative poems.
The Three Kings; Christmas Bells (Henry Wadsworth Longfellow)
Narrative and lyric poems trace pilgrimage, war’s sorrow, and hope pealing through adversity.
They frame New England conscience beside universal longing, conversing with Stowe and Bridges.
Christmas At Sea (Robert Louis Stevenson)
A sailor’s homesick vigil weighs duty against hearthside comfort.
Its briny melancholy offsets domestic coziness and enriches the anthology’s sense of distance bridged by song.
Angels from the Realms of Glory (James Montgomery)
An exhortation summons shepherds, sages, and sinners to rejoice together.
Its inclusive call harmonizes with van Dyke and Tolstoy’s humane visions.
Christmas in the Olden Time; Marmion: A Christmas Poem (Sir Walter Scott)
Historic scenes and martial verse evoke feasting, honor, and winter pageantry.
Their chivalric color complements fairy-tale courts and contrasts with modern urban sketches.
Minstrels (William Wordsworth)
A reflective piece honors tradition-bearers who carry song into winter nights.
It nods to the carols and underscores storytelling as a communal rite across the book.
Ring Out, Wild Bells (Alfred Lord Tennyson)
A clarion lyric calls for renewal, justice, and the ringing away of wrong.
Its reformist music answers Dickens’s social plea and Bridges’s modern carol.
Christmas In India (Rudyard Kipling)
A colonial meditation contrasts distant climate with remembered rites and kin.
It widens the collection’s map while complicating themes of home and belonging.
Hymn On The Morning Of Christ's Nativity (John Milton)
A grand hymn marries theology and cosmic imagery in celebratory solemnity.
It anchors the sacred strand that threads through carols, van Dyke, and Stretton.
A Christmas Carol (Samuel Taylor Coleridge)
A pious lyric blends innocence and praise in a domestic key.
It complements Moore’s merriment and Milton’s grandeur, completing the devotional spectrum.
Emily Dickinson: Winter Meditations (The Savior Must Have Been A Docile Gentleman; 'Twas just this time, last year, I died)
Compressed, elliptical poems probe divinity, mortality, and memory with crystalline restraint.
They temper festivity with inward questioning, akin to Hardy’s quiet doubts.
The Magi (William Butler Yeats)
A symbolic vision of seekers at the threshold of revelation.
Its mystical poise resonates with van Dyke and Milton while whispering against worldly bustle.
The Mahogany Tree (William Makepeace Thackeray)
A convivial ode to friendship and fireside cheer amid passing years.
Its genial nostalgia pairs with Scott’s feasts and Alcott’s parlors.
A Bell (Clinton Scollard)
A brief lyric tolls the season’s clarity and call to gather.
It chimes with Tennyson’s bells and the carols’ communal summons.
Christmas Carol (Sara Teasdale)
Intimate, luminous lines make reverence feel personal and tender.
They soften Milton’s grandeur with a modern hush, akin to Bridges.
The Mystic’s Christmas (John Greenleaf Whittier)
Quiet Quaker reflection finds holiness in stillness and love.
It harmonizes with Tolstoy’s humility and the anthology’s contemplative vein.
Christmas Cheer (Thomas Tusser)
A Tudor voice catalogs festive customs with practical good humor.
It situates the collection’s merriment in longstanding household rites.
Noel: Christmas Eve 1913 (Robert Seymour Bridges)
A modern carol balances simplicity with meditative awe.
It bridges older hymns and newer sensibilities, echoing Longfellow’s hope.
Christmas Day (Charles Kingsley)
A muscular religious poem urges active virtue as celebration.
Its exhortation aligns with Stowe’s moral energy and Tennyson’s call for reform.
Christmas Fancies (Ella Wheeler Wilcox)
Accessible verses delight in gift-giving, goodwill, and romance.
They add light sparkle beside weightier devotional and social pieces.
Twas jolly, jolly Wat (C. W. Stubbs)
A rustic romp revels in communal mirth and misrule.
It plays against the solemn hymns, keeping the anthology lively.
A Tale Of Christmas Eve (William Topaz McGonagall)
An earnest ballad recounts seasonal happenings in forthright, unusual cadence.
Its charm of simplicity stands apart, highlighting the anthology’s tonal range.
Jest 'Fore Christmas (Eugene Field)
A child’s voice confesses the effort of goodness before the big day with comic candor.
It pairs with Field’s stories and Howells’s humor to humanize holiday striving.
A Christmas Folksong (Paul Laurence Dunbar)
A musical lyric blends dialect warmth with praise and community.
It enriches the anthology’s choral diversity, answering Montgomery’s angels and Moore’s Saint Nick.
As with Gladness Men of Old (William Chatterton Dix)
A hymn of steady devotion takes the Magi as models for everyday kindness.
It dovetails with van Dyke and Tolstoy’s emphasis on lived charity.
Nativity a Christmas (John Donne)
Metaphysical fervor contemplates incarnation with paradox and awe.
It converses with Milton’s hymn while sharpening the sacred core amid folklore.
Come, Thou Long Expected Jesus (Charles Wesley)
A compact hymn longs for deliverance and inward renewal.
It anchors the carols’ hope that animates the collection’s acts of mercy.
Christmas Gifts and Other Poems (Carolyn Wells)
Light verse parcels wit and whimsy into neatly wrapped stanzas.
It keeps festive buoyancy aloft near the anthology’s more solemn meditations.
A Defective Santa Claus (James Whitcomb Riley)
A humorous poem plays with mishap and expectation in folksy tones.
Its playful realism complements Twain’s letter and Howells’s reversals.
Christmas-Tree Land (Mary Louisa Molesworth)
Children cross into a magical winter realm where trees and spirits teach courtesy and courage.
Its gentle enchantment pairs with Ewing and Andersen, favoring wonder over admonition.
The Little City of Hope (F. Marion Crawford)
A father-and-son project builds a model city that nurtures perseverance and holiday anticipation.
Its maker’s joy complements Potter’s craft and deepens the theme of creating light in darkness.
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  Have you heard of the great Forest of Burzee? Nurse used to sing of it when I was a child. She sang of the big tree-trunks, standing close together, with their roots intertwining below the earth and their branches intertwining above it; of their rough coating of bark and queer, gnarled limbs; of the bushy foliage that roofed the entire forest, save where the sunbeams found a path through which to touch the ground in little spots and to cast weird and curious shadows over the mosses, the lichens and the drifts of dried leaves.


  The Forest of Burzee is mighty and grand and awesome to those who steal beneath its shade. Coming from the sunlit meadows into its mazes it seems at first gloomy, then pleasant, and afterward filled with never-ending delights.


  For hundreds of years it has flourished in all its magnificence, the silence of its inclosure unbroken save by the chirp of busy chipmunks, the growl of wild beasts and the songs of birds.


  Yet Burzee has its inhabitants—for all this. Nature peopled it in the beginning with Fairies, Knooks, Ryls and Nymphs. As long as the Forest stands it will be a home, a refuge and a playground to these sweet immortals, who revel undisturbed in its depths.


  Civilization has never yet reached Burzee. Will it ever, I wonder?


  2. The Child of the Forest
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  Once, so long ago our great-grandfathers could scarcely have heard it mentioned, there lived within the great Forest of Burzee a wood-nymph named Necile. She was closely related to the mighty Queen Zurline, and her home was beneath the shade of a widespreading oak. Once every year, on Budding Day, when the trees put forth their new buds, Necile held the Golden Chalice of Ak to the lips of the Queen, who drank therefrom to the prosperity of the Forest. So you see she was a nymph of some importance, and, moreover, it is said she was highly regarded because of her beauty and grace.


  When she was created she could not have told; Queen Zurline could not have told; the great Ak himself could not have told. It was long ago when the world was new and nymphs were needed to guard the forests and to minister to the wants of the young trees. Then, on some day not remembered, Necile sprang into being; radiant, lovely, straight and slim as the sapling she was created to guard.


  Her hair was the color that lines a chestnut-bur; her eyes were blue in the sunlight and purple in the shade; her cheeks bloomed with the faint pink that edges the clouds at sunset; her lips were full red, pouting and sweet. For costume she adopted oak-leaf green; all the wood-nymphs dress in that color and know no other so desirable. Her dainty feet were sandal-clad, while her head remained bare of covering other than her silken tresses.


  Necile's duties were few and simple. She kept hurtful weeds from growing beneath her trees and sapping the earth-food required by her charges. She frightened away the Gadgols, who took evil delight in flying against the tree-trunks and wounding them so that they drooped and died from the poisonous contact. In dry seasons she carried water from the brooks and pools and moistened the roots of her thirsty dependents.


  That was in the beginning. The weeds had now learned to avoid the forests where wood-nymphs dwelt; the loathsome Gadgols no longer dared come nigh; the trees had become old and sturdy and could bear the drought better than when fresh-sprouted. So Necile's duties were lessened, and time grew laggard, while succeeding years became more tiresome and uneventful than the nymph's joyous spirit loved.


  Truly the forest-dwellers did not lack amusement. Each full moon they danced in the Royal Circle of the Queen. There were also the Feast of Nuts, the Jubilee of Autumn Tintings, the solemn ceremony of Leaf Shedding and the revelry of Budding Day. But these periods of enjoyment were far apart, and left many weary hours between.


  That a wood-nymph should grow discontented was not thought of by Necile's sisters. It came upon her only after many years of brooding. But when once she had settled in her mind that life was irksome she had no patience with her condition, and longed to do something of real interest and to pass her days in ways hitherto undreamed of by forest nymphs. The Law of the Forest alone restrained her from going forth in search of adventure.


  While this mood lay heavy upon pretty Necile it chanced that the great Ak visited the Forest of Burzee and allowed the wood-nymphs as was their wont—to lie at his feet and listen to the words of wisdom that fell from his lips. Ak is the Master Woodsman of the world; he sees everything, and knows more than the sons of men.


  That night he held the Queen's hand, for he loved the nymphs as a father loves his children; and Necile lay at his feet with many of her sisters and earnestly harkened as he spoke.


  "We live so happily, my fair ones, in our forest glades," said Ak, stroking his grizzled beard thoughtfully, "that we know nothing of the sorrow and misery that fall to the lot of those poor mortals who inhabit the open spaces of the earth. They are not of our race, it is true, yet compassion well befits beings so fairly favored as ourselves. Often as I pass by the dwelling of some suffering mortal I am tempted to stop and banish the poor thing's misery. Yet suffering, in moderation, is the natural lot of mortals, and it is not our place to interfere with the laws of Nature."


  "Nevertheless," said the fair Queen, nodding her golden head at the Master Woodsman, "it would not be a vain guess that Ak has often assisted these hapless mortals."


  Ak smiled.


  "Sometimes," he replied, "when they are very young—'children,' the mortals call them—I have stopped to rescue them from misery. The men and women I dare not interfere with; they must bear the burdens Nature has imposed upon them. But the helpless infants, the innocent children of men, have a right to be happy until they become full-grown and able to bear the trials of humanity. So I feel I am justified in assisting them. Not long ago—a year, maybe—I found four poor children huddled in a wooden hut, slowly freezing to death. Their parents had gone to a neighboring village for food, and had left a fire to warm their little ones while they were absent. But a storm arose and drifted the snow in their path, so they were long on the road. Meantime the fire went out and the frost crept into the bones of the waiting children."


  "Poor things!" murmured the Queen softly. "What did you do?"


  "I called Nelko, bidding him fetch wood from my forests and breathe upon it until the fire blazed again and warmed the little room where the children lay. Then they ceased shivering and fell asleep until their parents came."


  "I am glad you did thus," said the good Queen, beaming upon the Master; and Necile, who had eagerly listened to every word, echoed in a whisper: "I, too, am glad!"


  "And this very night," continued Ak, "as I came to the edge of Burzee I heard a feeble cry, which I judged came from a human infant. I looked about me and found, close to the forest, a helpless babe, lying quite naked upon the grasses and wailing piteously. Not far away, screened by the forest, crouched Shiegra, the lioness, intent upon devouring the infant for her evening meal."


  "And what did you do, Ak?" asked the Queen, breathlessly.


  "Not much, being in a hurry to greet my nymphs. But I commanded Shiegra to lie close to the babe, and to give it her milk to quiet its hunger. And I told her to send word throughout the forest, to all beasts and reptiles, that the child should not be harmed."


  "I am glad you did thus," said the good Queen again, in a tone of relief; but this time Necile did not echo her words, for the nymph, filled with a strange resolve, had suddenly stolen away from the group.


  Swiftly her lithe form darted through the forest paths until she reached the edge of mighty Burzee, when she paused to gaze curiously about her. Never until now had she ventured so far, for the Law of the Forest had placed the nymphs in its inmost depths.


  Necile knew she was breaking the Law, but the thought did not give pause to her dainty feet. She had decided to see with her own eyes this infant Ak had told of, for she had never yet beheld a child of man. All the immortals are full-grown; there are no children among them. Peering through the trees Necile saw the child lying on the grass. But now it was sweetly sleeping, having been comforted by the milk drawn from Shiegra. It was not old enough to know what peril means; if it did not feel hunger it was content.


  Softly the nymph stole to the side of the babe and knelt upon the sward, her long robe of rose leaf color spreading about her like a gossamer cloud. Her lovely countenance expressed curiosity and surprise, but, most of all, a tender, womanly pity. The babe was newborn, chubby and pink. It was entirely helpless. While the nymph gazed the infant opened its eyes, smiled upon her, and stretched out two dimpled arms. In another instant Necile had caught it to her breast and was hurrying with it through the forest paths.
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  The Master Woodsman suddenly rose, with knitted brows. "There is a strange presence in the Forest," he declared. Then the Queen and her nymphs turned and saw standing before them Necile, with the sleeping infant clasped tightly in her arms and a defiant look in her deep blue eyes.


  And thus for a moment they remained, the nymphs filled with surprise and consternation, but the brow of the Master Woodsman gradually clearing as he gazed intently upon the beautiful immortal who had wilfully broken the Law. Then the great Ak, to the wonder of all, laid his hand softly on Necile's flowing locks and kissed her on her fair forehead.


  "For the first time within my knowledge," said he, gently, "a nymph has defied me and my laws; yet in my heart can I find no word of chiding. What is your desire, Necile?"


  "Let me keep the child!" she answered, beginning to tremble and falling on her knees in supplication.


  "Here, in the Forest of Burzee, where the human race has never yet penetrated?" questioned Ak.


  "Here, in the Forest of Burzee," replied the nymph, boldly. "It is my home, and I am weary for lack of occupation. Let me care for the babe! See how weak and helpless it is. Surely it can not harm Burzee nor the Master Woodsman of the World!"


  "But the Law, child, the Law!" cried Ak, sternly.


  "The Law is made by the Master Woodsman," returned Necile; "if he bids me care for the babe he himself has saved from death, who in all the world dare oppose me?" Queen Zurline, who had listened intently to this conversation, clapped her pretty hands gleefully at the nymph's answer.


  "You are fairly trapped, O Ak!" she exclaimed, laughing. "Now, I pray you, give heed to Necile's petition."


  The Woodsman, as was his habit when in thought, stroked his grizzled beard slowly. Then he said:


  "She shall keep the babe, and I will give it my protection. But I warn you all that as this is the first time I have relaxed the Law, so shall it be the last time. Never more, to the end of the World, shall a mortal be adopted by an immortal. Otherwise would we abandon our happy existence for one of trouble and anxiety. Good night, my nymphs!"


  Then Ak was gone from their midst, and Necile hurried away to her bower to rejoice over her new-found treasure.
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  Another day found Necile's bower the most popular place in the Forest. The nymphs clustered around her and the child that lay asleep in her lap, with expressions of curiosity and delight. Nor were they wanting in praises for the great Ak's kindness in allowing Necile to keep the babe and to care for it. Even the Queen came to peer into the innocent childish face and to hold a helpless, chubby fist in her own fair hand.


  "What shall we call him, Necile?" she asked, smiling. "He must have a name, you know."


  "Let him be called Claus," answered Necile, "for that means 'a little one.'"


  "Rather let him be called Neclaus,"** returned the Queen, "for that will mean 'Necile's little one.'"


  The nymphs clapped their hands in delight, and Neclaus became the infant's name, although Necile loved best to call him Claus, and in afterdays many of her sisters followed her example.


  Necile gathered the softest moss in all the forest for Claus to lie upon, and she made his bed in her own bower. Of food the infant had no lack. The nymphs searched the forest for bell-udders, which grow upon the goa-tree and when opened are found to be filled with sweet milk. And the soft-eyed does willingly gave a share of their milk to support the little stranger, while Shiegra, the lioness, often crept stealthily into Necile's bower and purred softly as she lay beside the babe and fed it.


  So the little one flourished and grew big and sturdy day by day, while Necile taught him to speak and to walk and to play.


  His thoughts and words were sweet and gentle, for the nymphs knew no evil and their hearts were pure and loving. He became the pet of the forest, for Ak's decree had forbidden beast or reptile to molest him, and he walked fearlessly wherever his will guided him.


  Presently the news reached the other immortals that the nymphs of Burzee had adopted a human infant, and that the act had been sanctioned by the great Ak. Therefore many of them came to visit the little stranger, looking upon him with much interest. First the Ryls, who are first cousins to the wood-nymphs, although so differently formed. For the Ryls are required to watch over the flowers and plants, as the nymphs watch over the forest trees. They search the wide world for the food required by the roots of the flowering plants, while the brilliant colors possessed by the full-blown flowers are due to the dyes placed in the soil by the Ryls, which are drawn through the little veins in the roots and the body of the plants, as they reach maturity. The Ryls are a busy people, for their flowers bloom and fade continually, but they are merry and light-hearted and are very popular with the other immortals.


  Next came the Knooks, whose duty it is to watch over the beasts of the world, both gentle and wild. The Knooks have a hard time of it, since many of the beasts are ungovernable and rebel against restraint. But they know how to manage them, after all, and you will find that certain laws of the Knooks are obeyed by even the most ferocious animals. Their anxieties make the Knooks look old and worn and crooked, and their natures are a bit rough from associating with wild creatures continually; yet they are most useful to humanity and to the world in general, as their laws are the only laws the forest beasts recognize except those of the Master Woodsman.


  Then there were the Fairies, the guardians of mankind, who were much interested in the adoption of Claus because their own laws forbade them to become familiar with their human charges. There are instances on record where the Fairies have shown themselves to human beings, and have even conversed with them; but they are supposed to guard the lives of mankind unseen and unknown, and if they favor some people more than others it is because these have won such distinction fairly, as the Fairies are very just and impartial. But the idea of adopting a child of men had never occurred to them because it was in every way opposed to their laws; so their curiosity was intense to behold the little stranger adopted by Necile and her sister nymphs.


  Claus looked upon the immortals who thronged around him with fearless eyes and smiling lips. He rode laughingly upon the shoulders of the merry Ryls; he mischievously pulled the gray beards of the low-browed Knooks; he rested his curly head confidently upon the dainty bosom of the Fairy Queen herself. And the Ryls loved the sound of his laughter; the Knooks loved his courage; the Fairies loved his innocence.


  The boy made friends of them all, and learned to know their laws intimately. No forest flower was trampled beneath his feet, lest the friendly Ryls should be grieved. He never interfered with the beasts of the forest, lest his friends the Knooks should become angry. The Fairies he loved dearly, but, knowing nothing of mankind, he could not understand that he was the only one of his race admitted to friendly intercourse with them.


  Indeed, Claus came to consider that he alone, of all the forest people, had no like nor fellow. To him the forest was the world. He had no idea that millions of toiling, striving human creatures existed.


  And he was happy and content.


  



  ** Some people have spelled this name Nicklaus and others Nicolas, which is the reason that Santa Claus is still known in some lands as St. Nicolas. But, of course, Neclaus is his right name, and Claus the nickname given him by his adopted mother, the fair nymph Necile.
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  Years pass swiftly in Burzee, for the nymphs have no need to regard time in any way. Even centuries make no change in the dainty creatures; ever and ever they remain the same, immortal and unchanging.


  Claus, however, being mortal, grew to manhood day by day. Necile was disturbed, presently, to find him too big to lie in her lap, and he had a desire for other food than milk. His stout legs carried him far into Burzee's heart, where he gathered supplies of nuts and berries, as well as several sweet and wholesome roots, which suited his stomach better than the belludders. He sought Necile's bower less frequently, till finally it became his custom to return thither only to sleep.


  The nymph, who had come to love him dearly, was puzzled to comprehend the changed nature of her charge, and unconsciously altered her own mode of life to conform to his whims. She followed him readily through the forest paths, as did many of her sister nymphs, explaining as they walked all the mysteries of the gigantic wood and the habits and nature of the living things which dwelt beneath its shade.


  The language of the beasts became clear to little Claus; but he never could understand their sulky and morose tempers. Only the squirrels, the mice and the rabbits seemed to possess cheerful and merry natures; yet would the boy laugh when the panther growled, and stroke the bear's glossy coat while the creature snarled and bared its teeth menacingly. The growls and snarls were not for Claus, he well knew, so what did they matter?


  He could sing the songs of the bees, recite the poetry of the wood-flowers and relate the history of every blinking owl in Burzee. He helped the Ryls to feed their plants and the Knooks to keep order among the animals. The little immortals regarded him as a privileged person, being especially protected by Queen Zurline and her nymphs and favored by the great Ak himself.


  One day the Master Woodsman came back to the forest of Burzee. He had visited, in turn, all his forests throughout the world, and they were many and broad.


  Not until he entered the glade where the Queen and her nymphs were assembled to greet him did Ak remember the child he had permitted Necile to adopt. Then he found, sitting familiarly in the circle of lovely immortals, a broad-shouldered, stalwart youth, who, when erect, stood fully as high as the shoulder of the Master himself.


  Ak paused, silent and frowning, to bend his piercing gaze upon Claus. The clear eyes met his own steadfastly, and the Woodsman gave a sigh of relief as he marked their placid depths and read the youth's brave and innocent heart. Nevertheless, as Ak sat beside the fair Queen, and the golden chalice, filled with rare nectar, passed from lip to lip, the Master Woodsman was strangely silent and reserved, and stroked his beard many times with a thoughtful motion.


  With morning he called Claus aside, in kindly fashion, saying:


  "Bid good by, for a time, to Necile and her sisters; for you shall accompany me on my journey through the world."


  The venture pleased Claus, who knew well the honor of being companion of the Master Woodsman of the world. But Necile wept for the first time in her life, and clung to the boy's neck as if she could not bear to let him go. The nymph who had mothered this sturdy youth was still as dainty, as charming and beautiful as when she had dared to face Ak with the babe clasped to her breast; nor was her love less great. Ak beheld the two clinging together, seemingly as brother and sister to one another, and again he wore his thoughtful look.


  6. Claus Discovers Humanity
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  Taking Claus to a small clearing in the forest, the Master said: "Place your hand upon my girdle and hold fast while we journey through the air; for now shall we encircle the world and look upon many of the haunts of those men from whom you are descended."


  These words caused Claus to marvel, for until now he had thought himself the only one of his kind upon the earth; yet in silence he grasped firmly the girdle of the great Ak, his astonishment forbidding speech.


  Then the vast forest of Burzee seemed to fall away from their feet, and the youth found himself passing swiftly through the air at a great height.


  Ere long there were spires beneath them, while buildings of many shapes and colors met their downward view. It was a city of men, and Ak, pausing to descend, led Claus to its inclosure. Said the Master:


  "So long as you hold fast to my girdle you will remain unseen by all mankind, though seeing clearly yourself. To release your grasp will be to separate yourself forever from me and your home in Burzee."


  One of the first laws of the Forest is obedience, and Claus had no thought of disobeying the Master's wish. He clung fast to the girdle and remained invisible.


  Thereafter with each moment passed in the city the youth's wonder grew. He, who had supposed himself created differently from all others, now found the earth swarming with creatures of his own kind.


  "Indeed," said Ak, "the immortals are few; but the mortals are many."


  Claus looked earnestly upon his fellows. There were sad faces, gay and reckless faces, pleasant faces, anxious faces and kindly faces, all mingled in puzzling disorder. Some worked at tedious tasks; some strutted in impudent conceit; some were thoughtful and grave while others seemed happy and content. Men of many natures were there, as everywhere, and Claus found much to please him and much to make him sad.


  But especially he noted the children—first curiously, then eagerly, then lovingly. Ragged little ones rolled in the dust of the streets, playing with scraps and pebbles. Other children, gaily dressed, were propped upon cushions and fed with sugar-plums. Yet the children of the rich were not happier than those playing with the dust and pebbles, it seemed to Claus.


  "Childhood is the time of man's greatest content," said Ak, following the youth's thoughts. "'Tis during these years of innocent pleasure that the little ones are most free from care."


  "Tell me," said Claus, "why do not all these babies fare alike?"


  "Because they are born in both cottage and palace," returned the Master. "The difference in the wealth of the parents determines the lot of the child. Some are carefully tended and clothed in silks and dainty linen; others are neglected and covered with rags."


  "Yet all seem equally fair and sweet," said Claus, thoughtfully.


  "While they are babes—yes;" agreed Ak. "Their joy is in being alive, and they do not stop to think. In after years the doom of mankind overtakes them, and they find they must struggle and worry, work and fret, to gain the wealth that is so dear to the hearts of men. Such things are unknown in the Forest where you were reared." Claus was silent a moment. Then he asked:


  "Why was I reared in the forest, among those who are not of my race?"


  Then Ak, in gentle voice, told him the story of his babyhood: how he had been abandoned at the forest's edge and left a prey to wild beasts, and how the loving nymph Necile had rescued him and brought him to manhood under the protection of the immortals.


  "Yet I am not of them," said Claus, musingly.


  "You are not of them," returned the Woodsman. "The nymph who cared for you as a mother seems now like a sister to you; by and by, when you grow old and gray, she will seem like a daughter. Yet another brief span and you will be but a memory, while she remains Necile."


  "Then why, if man must perish, is he born?" demanded the boy.


  "Everything perishes except the world itself and its keepers," answered Ak. "But while life lasts everything on earth has its use. The wise seek ways to be helpful to the world, for the helpful ones are sure to live again."


  Much of this Claus failed to understand fully, but a longing seized him to become helpful to his fellows, and he remained grave and thoughtful while they resumed their journey.


  They visited many dwellings of men in many parts of the world, watching farmers toil in the fields, warriors dash into cruel fray, and merchants exchange their goods for bits of white and yellow metal. And everywhere the eyes of Claus sought out the children in love and pity, for the thought of his own helpless babyhood was strong within him and he yearned to give help to the innocent little ones of his race even as he had been succored by the kindly nymph.


  Day by day the Master Woodsman and his pupil traversed the earth, Ak speaking but seldom to the youth who clung steadfastly to his girdle, but guiding him into all places where he might become familiar with the lives of human beings.


  And at last they returned to the grand old Forest of Burzee, where the Master set Claus down within the circle of nymphs, among whom the pretty Necile anxiously awaited him.


  The brow of the great Ak was now calm and peaceful; but the brow of Claus had become lined with deep thought. Necile sighed at the change in her foster-son, who until now had been ever joyous and smiling, and the thought came to her that never again would the life of the boy be the same as before this eventful journey with the Master.


  7. Claus Leaves the Forest
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  When good Queen Zurline had touched the golden chalice with her fair lips and it had passed around the circle in honor of the travelers' return, the Master Woodsman of the World, who had not yet spoken, turned his gaze frankly upon Claus and said:


  "Well?"


  The boy understood, and rose slowly to his feet beside Necile. Once only his eyes passed around the familiar circle of nymphs, every one of whom he remembered as a loving comrade; but tears came unbidden to dim his sight, so he gazed thereafter steadfastly at the Master.


  "I have been ignorant," said he, simply, "until the great Ak in his kindness taught me who and what I am. You, who live so sweetly in your forest bowers, ever fair and youthful and innocent, are no fit comrades for a son of humanity. For I have looked upon man, finding him doomed to live for a brief space upon earth, to toil for the things he needs, to fade into old age, and then to pass away as the leaves in autumn. Yet every man has his mission, which is to leave the world better, in some way, than he found it. I am of the race of men, and man's lot is my lot. For your tender care of the poor, forsaken babe you adopted, as well as for your loving comradeship during my boyhood, my heart will ever overflow with gratitude. My foster-mother," here he stopped and kissed Necile's white forehead, "I shall love and cherish while life lasts. But I must leave you, to take my part in the endless struggle to which humanity is doomed, and to live my life in my own way."


  "What will you do?" asked the Queen, gravely.


  "I must devote myself to the care of the children of mankind, and try to make them happy," he answered. "Since your own tender care of a babe brought to me happiness and strength, it is just and right that I devote my life to the pleasure of other babes. Thus will the memory of the loving nymph Necile be planted within the hearts of thousands of my race for many years to come, and her kindly act be recounted in song and in story while the world shall last. Have I spoken well, O Master?"


  "You have spoken well," returned Ak, and rising to his feet he continued: "Yet one thing must not be forgotten. Having been adopted as the child of the Forest, and the playfellow of the nymphs, you have gained a distinction which forever separates you from your kind. Therefore, when you go forth into the world of men you shall retain the protection of the Forest, and the powers you now enjoy will remain with you to assist you in your labors. In any need you may call upon the Nymphs, the Ryls, the Knooks and the Fairies, and they will serve you gladly. I, the Master Woodsman of the World, have said it, and my Word is the Law!"


  Claus looked upon Ak with grateful eyes.


  "This will make me mighty among men," he replied. "Protected by these kind friends I may be able to make thousands of little children happy. I will try very hard to do my duty, and I know the Forest people will give me their sympathy and help."


  "We will!" said the Fairy Queen, earnestly.


  "We will!" cried the merry Ryls, laughing.


  "We will!" shouted the crooked Knooks, scowling.


  "We will!" exclaimed the sweet nymphs, proudly. But Necile said nothing. She only folded Claus in her arms and kissed him tenderly.


  "The world is big," continued the boy, turning again to his loyal friends, "but men are everywhere. I shall begin my work near my friends, so that if I meet with misfortune I can come to the Forest for counsel or help."


  With that he gave them all a loving look and turned away. There was no need to say good by, by for him the sweet, wild life of the Forest was over. He went forth bravely to meet his doom—the doom of the race of man—the necessity to worry and work.


  But Ak, who knew the boy's heart, was merciful and guided his steps.


  



  Coming through Burzee to its eastern edge Claus reached the Laughing Valley of Hohaho. On each side were rolling green hills, and a brook wandered midway between them to wind afar off beyond the valley. At his back was the grim Forest; at the far end of the valley a broad plain. The eyes of the young man, which had until now reflected his grave thoughts, became brighter as he stood silent, looking out upon the Laughing Valley. Then on a sudden his eyes twinkled, as stars do on a still night, and grew merry and wide.


  For at his feet the cowslips and daisies smiled on him in friendly regard; the breeze whistled gaily as it passed by and fluttered the locks on his forehead; the brook laughed joyously as it leaped over the pebbles and swept around the green curves of its banks; the bees sang sweet songs as they flew from dandelion to daffodil; the beetles chirruped happily in the long grass, and the sunbeams glinted pleasantly over all the scene.


  "Here," cried Claus, stretching out his arms as if to embrace the Valley, "will I make my home!"


  That was many, many years ago. It has been his home ever since. It is his home now.


  MANHOOD
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  1. The Laughing Valley
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  When Claus came the Valley was empty save for the grass, the brook, the wildflowers, the bees and the butterflies. If he would make his home here and live after the fashion of men he must have a house. This puzzled him at first, but while he stood smiling in the sunshine he suddenly found beside him old Nelko, the servant of the Master Woodsman. Nelko bore an ax, strong and broad, with blade that gleamed like burnished silver. This he placed in the young man's hand, then disappeared without a word.


  Claus understood, and turning to the Forest's edge he selected a number of fallen tree-trunks, which he began to clear of their dead branches. He would not cut into a living tree. His life among the nymphs who guarded the Forest had taught him that a live tree is sacred, being a created thing endowed with feeling. But with the dead and fallen trees it was different. They had fulfilled their destiny, as active members of the Forest community, and now it was fitting that their remains should minister to the needs of man.


  The ax bit deep into the logs at every stroke. It seemed to have a force of its own, and Claus had but to swing and guide it.


  When shadows began creeping over the green hills to lie in the Valley overnight, the young man had chopped many logs into equal lengths and proper shapes for building a house such as he had seen the poorer classes of men inhabit. Then, resolving to await another day before he tried to fit the logs together, Claus ate some of the sweet roots he well knew how to find, drank deeply from the laughing brook, and lay down to sleep on the grass, first seeking a spot where no flowers grew, lest the weight of his body should crush them.


  And while he slumbered and breathed in the perfume of the wondrous Valley the Spirit of Happiness crept into his heart and drove out all terror and care and misgivings. Never more would the face of Claus be clouded with anxieties; never more would the trials of life weigh him down as with a burden. The Laughing Valley had claimed him for its own.


  Would that we all might live in that delightful place!—but then, maybe, it would become overcrowded. For ages it had awaited a tenant. Was it chance that led young Claus to make his home in this happy vale? Or may we guess that his thoughtful friends, the immortals, had directed his steps when he wandered away from Burzee to seek a home in the great world?


  Certain it is that while the moon peered over the hilltop and flooded with its soft beams the body of the sleeping stranger, the Laughing Valley was filled with the queer, crooked shapes of the friendly Knooks. These people spoke no words, but worked with skill and swiftness. The logs Claus had trimmed with his bright ax were carried to a spot beside the brook and fitted one upon another, and during the night a strong and roomy dwelling was built.


  The birds came sweeping into the Valley at daybreak, and their songs, so seldom heard in the deep wood, aroused the stranger. He rubbed the web of sleep from his eyelids and looked around. The house met his gaze.


  "I must thank the Knooks for this," said he, gratefully. Then he walked to his dwelling and entered at the doorway. A large room faced him, having a fireplace at the end and a table and bench in the middle. Beside the fireplace was a cupboard. Another doorway was beyond. Claus entered here, also, and saw a smaller room with a bed against the wall and a stool set near a small stand. On the bed were many layers of dried moss brought from the Forest.


  "Indeed, it is a palace!" exclaimed the smiling Claus. "I must thank the good Knooks again, for their knowledge of man's needs as well as for their labors in my behalf."


  He left his new home with a glad feeling that he was not quite alone in the world, although he had chosen to abandon his Forest life. Friendships are not easily broken, and the immortals are everywhere.


  Upon reaching the brook he drank of the pure water, and then sat down on the bank to laugh at the mischievous gambols of the ripples as they pushed one another against rocks or crowded desperately to see which should first reach the turn beyond. And as they raced away he listened to the song they sang:


  "Rushing, pushing, on we go!
 Not a wave may gently flow—
 All are too excited.
 Ev'ry drop, delighted,
 Turns to spray in merry play
 As we tumble on our way!"



  Next Claus searched for roots to eat, while the daffodils turned their little eyes up to him laughingly and lisped their dainty song:


  "Blooming fairly, growing rarely,
 Never flowerets were so gay!
 Perfume breathing, joy bequeathing,
 As our colors we display."



  It made Claus laugh to hear the little things voice their happiness as they nodded gracefully on their stems. But another strain caught his ear as the sunbeams fell gently across his face and whispered:


  "Here is gladness, that our rays
 Warm the valley through the days;
 Here is happiness, to give
 Comfort unto all who live!"



  "Yes!" cried Claus in answer, "there is happiness and joy in all things here. The Laughing Valley is a valley of peace and good-will."


  He passed the day talking with the ants and beetles and exchanging jokes with the light-hearted butterflies. And at night he lay on his bed of soft moss and slept soundly.


  Then came the Fairies, merry but noiseless, bringing skillets and pots and dishes and pans and all the tools necessary to prepare food and to comfort a mortal. With these they filled cupboard and fireplace, finally placing a stout suit of wool clothing on the stool by the bedside.


  When Claus awoke he rubbed his eyes again, and laughed, and spoke aloud his thanks to the Fairies and the Master Woodsman who had sent them. With eager joy he examined all his new possessions, wondering what some might be used for. But, in the days when he had clung to the girdle of the great Ak and visited the cities of men, his eyes had been quick to note all the manners and customs of the race to which he belonged; so he guessed from the gifts brought by the Fairies that the Master expected him hereafter to live in the fashion of his fellow-creatures.


  "Which means that I must plow the earth and plant corn," he reflected; "so that when winter comes I shall have garnered food in plenty."


  But, as he stood in the grassy Valley, he saw that to turn up the earth in furrows would be to destroy hundreds of pretty, helpless flowers, as well as thousands of the tender blades of grass. And this he could not bear to do.


  Therefore he stretched out his arms and uttered a peculiar whistle he had learned in the Forest, afterward crying:


  "Ryls of the Field Flowers—come to me!"


  Instantly a dozen of the queer little Ryls were squatting upon the ground before him, and they nodded to him in cheerful greeting.


  Claus gazed upon them earnestly.


  "Your brothers of the Forest," he said, "I have known and loved many years. I shall love you, also, when we have become friends. To me the laws of the Ryls, whether those of the Forest or of the field, are sacred. I have never wilfully destroyed one of the flowers you tend so carefully; but I must plant grain to use for food during the cold winter, and how am I to do this without killing the little creatures that sing to me so prettily of their fragrant blossoms?"


  The Yellow Ryl, he who tends the buttercups, made answer:


  "Fret not, friend Claus. The great Ak has spoken to us of you. There is better work for you in life than to labor for food, and though, not being of the Forest, Ak has no command over us, nevertheless are we glad to favor one he loves. Live, therefore, to do the good work you are resolved to undertake. We, the Field Ryls, will attend to your food supplies."


  After this speech the Ryls were no longer to be seen, and Claus drove from his mind the thought of tilling the earth.


  When next he wandered back to his dwelling a bowl of fresh milk stood upon the table; bread was in the cupboard and sweet honey filled a dish beside it. A pretty basket of rosy apples and new-plucked grapes was also awaiting him. He called out "Thanks, my friends!" to the invisible Ryls, and straightway began to eat of the food.


  Thereafter, when hungry, he had but to look into the cupboard to find goodly supplies brought by the kindly Ryls. And the Knooks cut and stacked much wood for his fireplace. And the Fairies brought him warm blankets and clothing.


  So began his life in the Laughing Valley, with the favor and friendship of the immortals to minister to his every want.


  2. How Claus Made the First Toy
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  Truly our Claus had wisdom, for his good fortune but strengthened his resolve to befriend the little ones of his own race. He knew his plan was approved by the immortals, else they would not have favored him so greatly.


  So he began at once to make acquaintance with mankind. He walked through the Valley to the plain beyond, and crossed the plain in many directions to reach the abodes of men. These stood singly or in groups of dwellings called villages, and in nearly all the houses, whether big or little, Claus found children.


  The youngsters soon came to know his merry, laughing face and the kind glance of his bright eyes; and the parents, while they regarded the young man with some scorn for loving children more than their elders, were content that the girls and boys had found a playfellow who seemed willing to amuse them.


  So the children romped and played games with Claus, and the boys rode upon his shoulders, and the girls nestled in his strong arms, and the babies clung fondly to his knees. Wherever the young man chanced to be, the sound of childish laughter followed him; and to understand this better you must know that children were much neglected in those days and received little attention from their parents, so that it became to them a marvel that so goodly a man as Claus devoted his time to making them happy. And those who knew him were, you may be sure
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