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         Far, far away, in a land where the swallows fly when it’s winter here, there lived a King who had eleven sons and one daughter, Elisa. The eleven brothers—princes, of course—went to school, each of them with a star on his chest and a sabre at his side. There they wrote on golden slates with diamond chalks, and they could read out loud just as well as they read to themselves. You could hear right away that they were princes. Meanwhile, their sister Elisa sat on a stool of mirrored glass and gazed at a picture book that cost half the kingdom.

         Yes, the children led a splendid life—but things didn’t stay that way!

         Their father married an evil Queen, and she wasn’t nice to the children at all. They could already tell the very first day. There was a huge party everywhere in the castle, and the children played Mysterious Stranger. They had always been allowed to have all the cakes and baked apples they wanted for the game, but the new Queen only let them have a teacup of sand and told them to pretend. 

         The next week she sent the little sister out to the countryside to live among poor farming people. And before long, the Queen got the King to believe so many things about the unfortunate princes that he no longer liked them.

         “Fly away, out into the world, and look after yourselves!” shouted the evil Queen. “Fly like great birds with no voices!” But she wasn’t able to make their lives as hard as she wanted, for they turned into eleven magnificent wild swans. And with a strange cry they flew out of the castle windows and across the lawns and woods.

         It was still early in the morning when they reached the farmer’s cottage where Elisa lay sleeping in the front room. They hovered over the roof, twisting their long necks and beating their wings, but no one heard or saw them. So they had to go on, flying high up to the clouds and beyond into the great wide world, until at last they came to an immense dark forest that stretched all the way to the sea.

         Poor little Elisa stood in the farmer’s front room, playing with a green leaf—the only toy she had. She pricked a hole in the leaf and looked through it, up at the sun. It was as if she could see her brothers’ clear eyes, and every time the sunlight touched her cheek she would remember their kisses. 

         Each day passed just like the day before. When the wind blew through the big hedge of roses around the house, it would whisper to the roses, “Who could be prettier than you?” But the roses just shook their heads and said, “Elisa is.” And if the old farmwoman sat in the doorway on Sunday, reading her hymnal, the wind would turn the pages and ask the book, “Who could be more virtuous than you?” “Elisa!” the hymnal would say. And what the roses and the hymnal said was the full and utter truth.

         When she turned fifteen, Elisa had to go back home. But when the Queen saw how beautiful Elisa had become, she grew angry and spiteful. She wanted to turn her into a wild swan, just like her brothers, but the Queen didn’t dare to do that just yet—because first the King wanted to see his daughter.

         Early the next morning the Queen went into the bathroom, which was made of marble and decorated with soft cushions and the finest carpets. She took three toads and kissed them, telling one of them, “Sit on top of Elisa’s head when she gets into the bath, so she becomes sluggish and slow, just like you. And you sit on her forehead,” she told the second toad, “so she becomes ugly and foul, just like you, and her father can’t recognize her. And you,” she whispered to the third toad, “you sit on her heart. Let her become nasty and mean, so that it causes her pain!” 
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         She placed the toads in the clear water, and right away it turned greenish. Then she called for Elisa, undressed her and let her get into the bath. As the girl slid down in the water, the first toad sat in her hair, the second on her forehead and the third on her chest. Yet Elisa didn’t seem to notice. And when she stood up, there were three poppies floating on the water. If they hadn’t been poisonous, and kissed by a witch, the toads would have become red roses. But they still turned into flowers when they sat on her head and heart. Elisa was simply too innocent and good for witchcraft to have any power over her.

         When the evil Queen realized this, she rubbed walnut oil into Elisa’s skin so that it turned blackish-brown, rubbed a stinky ointment into her beautiful face and tangled up her lovely hair. No one would recognize her now as the beautiful Elisa.

         And so when her father saw her, he grew quite frightened and declared that she was not his daughter. No one else could see who she really was either, except the chained dog and the swallows—and they were just animals with nothing to say.

         Poor Elisa wept then, thinking of her eleven brothers who had all disappeared. Downcast, she slipped out of the castle and started to walk. She walked for an entire day, over field and moor and on into the great forest. She had no idea where she was going; she only knew that she was deeply unhappy and missed her brothers terribly. She supposed that, just like she had, they had been driven off from the castle, out into the great wide world. And so she resolved to search for them and find them. 
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         She had only been in the forest for a short time when night fell, and she had wandered away from any road or path. She lay down on the soft moss, said her prayers and leaned her head up against a tree stump. It was completely still, and the air was mild, and around her in the grass and moss more than a hundred glow-worms burned like green fire. And when she touched one of the branches, the shining insects fell all about her like shooting stars.

         All night long she dreamt of her brothers. They were playing together as children, writing on golden slates with diamond chalks and peering into the marvellous picture book that cost half the kingdom. But on their slates they didn’t just write ones and zer0es, as they used to. No, they wrote down all the daring deeds they had done, and all they had seen and been through. And everything in the picture book was alive: the birds in it sang and the people stepped straight out of the pages and spoke to Elisa and her brothers. And if she turned a page, they leapt right back inside so that the pictures wouldn’t get all mixed up. 

         When she awoke, the sun was already high in the sky. She couldn’t see it directly, for the tall trees spread their tightly tangled branches above her, but sunlight played in the leaves like a fluttering golden gauze. The air smelt of summer; the birds nearly perched on her shoulders. She could hear the plash of water from countless springs, which ran into a pond with the prettiest sandy bottom. The bushes crowded closely around the shore, but in one spot the deer had made a large opening. Elisa went over to the water’s edge. The water was so clear and reflected each detail so distinctly. If the wind hadn’t made the branches and bushes move, she might have thought the leaves had been painted on the bottom, both the leaves through which the sun shone and the ones in deep shade.

         She grew frightened when she saw her face in the water. Such an ugly, burnt colour! But when she dipped in her hands and rubbed her eyes and forehead, she was back to her usual colour. She took off her clothes and walked out into the fresh water. And in all the wide world, a lovelier princess could not be found.

         After getting dressed and braiding her long hair, Elisa went over to a burbling spring and drank from the hollow of her hand. Then she wandered deeper into the forest. She did not know where she was going. She thought of her brothers, and the goodness of God. Surely He would not abandon her. He let the wild apples grow to fill the bellies of the hungry, and now He showed her a tree whose branches bulged with fruit. She made her lunch there, placing braces beneath the branches to keep them from breaking, and then she walked into the darkest part of the forest. It was so quiet that she could hear her own footsteps, and each small leaf that yielded to her foot. No bird could be seen; no ray of sunlight could penetrate the thick growth of branches. And when she looked in front of her, the tall trunks stood so close together that it looked as if they would bar her way. Oh! Here was a loneliness she had never known before.

         The night grew very dark. There were no glow-worms here to glow in the moss. She lay down to sleep with sorrow in her heart. And then it seemed that the branches parted overhead and the Lord was standing there, looking down on her with His mild eyes, small angels peeping out around His head and His arms.

         When Elisa woke in the morning, she didn’t know if she’d dreamt it or if it had really happened.

         She took a few steps forward and immediately came upon an old woman with a basket full of berries. The woman gave her some, and Elisa asked her if she’d seen eleven princes riding through the forest. 

         “No,” said the old woman. “But yesterday I saw eleven swans with gold crowns on their heads, swimming down the river.”

         And then she led Elisa to a steep slope. At the bottom of the slope wound a river. The trees on the two banks stretched their long, leafy branches towards each other. Where the branches weren’t long enough to reach each other on their own, the trees had torn their roots loose from the soil to lean across the water and weave their branches together.

         Elisa said goodbye to the old woman and walked along the river until it flowed out through a wide, open beach.

         Before her lay the entire ocean! Yet there was no ship to be seen, not one single boat. How could she go any farther? She looked at the pebbles on the shore. The water had made them round. Glass, iron, stone—water shaped everything it touched, though it was far more gentle than Elisa’s fine hand. “The waves just keep rolling, they never grow tired—and then the hard parts all become smooth. I want to be that tireless!” she cried. “Thank you for this lesson, you clear, rolling waves. And then my heart wants to ask: will you carry me to my dear brothers someday?”

         On the washed-up seaweed lay eleven white swan feathers. She gathered them in a bouquet. Droplets of water clung to them—perhaps dew, perhaps tears. It was lonely on the shore, but she didn’t feel it because the sea kept changing—more change in a few hours than a lake goes through in an entire year. If a big black cloud passed by, it was as if the sea wished to say, I can look dark too, and then the wind would blow and the waves would flash the white of their skirts. But if the clouds glowed red and the wind slept, then the sea was like a rose petal. One moment it would be green and one moment white—but no matter how still it might seem, there was always a gentle motion near the shore, the water swelling slightly like the chest of a sleeping child. 
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         When the sun was about to go down, Elisa saw eleven wild swans flying in to land with gold crowns upon their heads, one swan gliding behind the next like a long white ribbon. She clambered up the steep slope and hid behind a bush, and the swans landed nearby and beat their great white wings.
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