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This book is dedicated to the memory of W. Glyn Jones who died shortly after completing this translation.


He was a fine translator and a passionate advocate for Danish Literature.




The Author


Herman Bang (1857–1912) was from an aristocratic Danish family. His homosexuality led to a smear campaign against him and his exclusion from Danish literary circles. He worked as a theatre producer and as a journalist, having first tried unsuccessfully to be an actor.





His first novel Families Without Hope was banned for obscenity. He specialised in novels about isolated female characters, including Ida Brandt and As Trains Pass By (Katinka).




The Translator


W. Glyn Jones (1928–2014) had a distinguished career as an academic, a writer and a translator.





He taught at various universities in England and Scandinavia before becoming Professor of Scandinavian Studies at Newcastle and then at the University of East Anglia. He also spent two years as Professor of Scandinavian Literature in the Faeroese Academy. On his retirement from teaching he was created a Knight of the Royal Danish Order of the Dannebrog.





He has written widely on Danish, Faeroese and Finland-Swedish literature. He is the the author of Denmark: A Modern History and co-author with his wife, Kirsten Gade, of Colloquial Danish and the Blue Guide to Denmark.





W. Glyn Jones’ many translations from Danish include Seneca by Villy Sorensen and for Dedalus The Black Cauldron, The Lost Musicians, Windswept Dawn, The Good Hope and Mother Pleiades by William Heinesen, Ida Brandt and As Trains Pass By (Katinka) by Herman Bang and My Fairy-Tale Life by Hans Christian Andersen.
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From Herman Bang’s


own introduction:


It was a couple of years ago in the north of Jutland. I had been giving a reading the previous evening in a town up there and this evening I was to give one in another town. I was tired; the train was moving slowly, as our expresses do, and there was no end to the journey.


Now we had stopped again. We came to a halt every five minutes.


I rose in my seat to see how many miles we still had to go, when my eye wandered from the sign beneath the station roof and fell on one of the green-framed windows.


This window was crammed with an abundance of rare flowers: palms and flowering cacti. And from among these flowers – its chin resting on two slender, white hands – a pale face was staring out at the train with the large, shiny eyes of a sick person. This young woman made no move. Quietly, with her head resting on her hands, she simply stared out at the line as long as I could see her.


Throughout my journey after that I saw this woman’s face in the midst of her flowers. Her gaze scarcely suggested longing – longing had perhaps fluttered its wings until it died by beating them against those constricting walls – but merely quiet resignation, silent sorrow.


And when the train had glided past, she would once more stare out in the same position and with the same look, across the heather-covered landscape, out across the wide and monotonous countryside.




I


The stationmaster put on his uniform coat to be ready for the train.


“There’s no damn time for anything,” he said, stretching his arms. He had been dozing over the accounts.


He lit a cigar stub and went out onto the platform. Now, as he walked up and down, erect in his uniform and with his hands in both his jacket pockets, there was still something of the lieutenant about him. And it could be seen in his legs, too, which were still bent in the way they had been in the cavalry.


Five or six farm lads had arrived and were standing (legs akimbo) in a group opposite the station building; the station porter dragged the freight out, a single green-painted chest that looked as though it had been dropped by the side of the road.


The parson’s daughter, tall as an officer in the guards, flung the platform gate open and entered.


The stationmaster clicked his heels and saluted.


“And what does madam intend to do today?” he said. When he was “on the platform”, the stationmaster conversed in the tone he used to employ in the club balls at Næstved in his old cavalry days.


“Walk,” said the parson’s daughter. She made some curious flapping gestures as she spoke, as though she intended to hit whoever she was addressing.


“By the way, Miss Abel is coming home.”


“Already – from town?”


“Ye-es.”


“Nothing in the offing yet?” The stationmaster extended the fingers on his right hand in the air, and the parson’s daughter laughed.


“Here come the family,” she said. “I made my excuses and ran away from them…”


The stationmaster paid his respects to the Abel family, the widowed Mrs Abel and her elder daughter Louise. They were accompanied by Miss Jensen. Mrs Abel looked resigned.


“Yes,” she said, “I have come to meet my younger daughter Ida.”


Mrs Abel took it in turns to fetch her Louise and her younger daughter Ida. Louise in the spring and her younger daughter Ida in the autumn.


They each spent six weeks with an aunt in Copenhagen. “My sister, the one who was married to a State Councillor,” said Mrs Abel. The State Councillor’s widow resided in a fourth floor apartment and made a living by decorating terracotta ornaments with paintings of storks standing on one leg. Mrs Abel always dispatched her daughters with many good wishes.


She had now been dispatching them for ten years.


“And such letters we have received from my younger daughter this time.”


“Aye, those letters,” said Miss Jensen.


“But it is better to have your chicks at home,” said Mrs Abel, looking tenderly at Louise. Mrs Abel had to dry her eyes at the thought.


The six months they were at home, Mrs Abel’s chicks spent quarrelling and sewing fresh trimmings on old dresses. They never spoke to their mother.


“How could one possibly live in an out-of-the-way place like this if one did not have a family life?” said the widow.


Miss Jensen nodded.


There came the sound of barking from the corner over by the inn, and a coach appeared.


“That’s the Kiærs,” said the parson’s daughter. “What can they want?”


She went across the platform to the gate.


“Aye,” Kiær, the gentleman farmer, got out of his carriage. “You might well ask. Now Madsen’s gone and caught typhoid just at the worst possible time, so I’ve had to wire for a replacement and God knows what kind of rubbish I’m going to get. He’s due here now.”


Mr Kiær came onto the platform.


“He’s been to the Royal College of Agriculture, if that means anything, and he got top marks there as well. Oh, good morning, Bai.” The station master was allowed to shake hands. “You look a bit bleary-eyed. How’s the wife?”


“Fine, thank you. So you’re here to fetch a new bailiff.”


“Aye, dreadful story, and just at the worst possible time.”


“Oh a new man in the district,” says the parson’s daughter waving her arms about as though she was already giving him a box on the ears. “With Wee Bentzen the porter that means six and a half.”


The widow was suddenly all of a flutter. She had said it at home: her elder daughter Louise was not to go out wearing those prunella boots.


Her feet were the source of her elder daughter Louise’s beauty: slender, aristocratic feet.


And she had told her.


Miss Louise was in the waiting room adjusting her veil. The young Abels went in for low-cut dresses with ruffs, jet beads and veils.


Bai went indoors to the kitchen to tell his wife about the bailiff. The parson’s daughter sat swinging her legs on the green-painted chest. She took out her watch and checked the time. “Good heavens, that man’s certainly making us wait,” she said.


Miss Jensen said, “Yes, the train seems to be an appreciable number of minutes late.” Miss Jensen spoke indescribably correctly, especially when talking to the parson’s daughter.


She did not approve of the parson’s daughter.


“That is not the tone to be used by my pupils,” she said to the widow. Miss Jensen was not entirely sure in her use of foreign words.


“But there we have our lovely lady.” The parson’s daughter bounced up from the chest and rushed across the platform towards Mrs Bai, who had appeared on the stone steps. When the parson’s daughter gave someone a hearty greeting, it looked as though she was about to commit a violent assault.


Mrs Bai smiled quietly and allowed herself to be kissed.


“Heaven help us,” said the parson’s daughter, “we’re unexpectedly going to have a new cock on the midden. Here he comes!”


They heard the sound of the train in the distance and the loud clattering as it crossed the bridge over the river. Swaying and puffing, it made its slow approach across the meadow.


The parson’s daughter remained on the steps, holding Mrs Bai around the waist.


“That’s Ida Abel,” said the parson’s daughter. “I know her by her veil.” A Bordeaux-coloured veil emerged from a window.


The train stopped, and doors were opened and closed. Mrs Abel shouted her “Hello” in such a loud voice that the occupants of all the nearby compartments came to the windows.


The younger daughter Ida squeezed her mother’s arm angrily; she was still standing on the step:


“There’s a gentleman on the train – coming here.”


“Who is he?” Everything was going nineteen to the dozen.


Ida was down on the platform. There was the gentleman, a very staid-looking, fair-haired gentleman with a beard who was taking a hat box and cases out of a smoking compartment.


“And Auntie, Auntie Mi,” shouted the widow.


“Shush,” said her younger daughter Ida in a quiet but irate voice. “Where’s Louise?”


Louise turned and sprang like a child up the stone steps in front of Mrs Bai and the parson’s daughter, as though her “beauty” resided in her button boots.


At the bottom of the steps, the bailiff made himself known to Mr Kiær.


“Aye, the devil of a story. There’s Madsen in bed, at the very worst time. Ah well, we’ll hope for the best.” Mr Kiær slapped the new bailiff on the shoulder.


“Heaven preserve us,” said the parson’s daughter. “A very ordinary domestic animal.”


The green-painted box was in the train and the cans for the cooperative dairy had been hoisted onto the goods wagon. The train was just starting to move when a farmer shouted out of a window: he had no ticket.


The guard, a smart young man as straight as a hussar briefly touched hands with Bai and jumped up onto the running board.


The farmer continued to shout and argue with the guard, who was still hanging on to the running board.


And for a moment all faces on the platform turned towards the train as it rumbled away.


“Hmm, and that was that,” said the parson’s daughter. She went into the entrance hall with Mrs Bai.


“My bailiff, Mr. Huus,” said Mr Kiær in the direction of Bai as he was about to walk past. The three stood there for a moment.


Louise and young Ida finally found each other and started kissing madly in the doorway.


“Oh, good heavens,” said the widow, “they haven’t seen each other for six weeks.”


“You are fortunate, Mr Huus,” said Bai in his club-ball voice. “You can make the acquaintance of the ladies of this place without further ado. Ladies, may I introduce you?”


The Misses Abel interrupted their kissing as though on command.


“The Misses Abel,” said Mr Bai. “Mr Huus.”


“Yes, I have just come to meet my younger daughter – from Copenhagen,” said the widow out of the blue.


“Mrs Abel,” said Mr Bai.


Mr Huus bowed.


“Miss Linde” (This was the parson’s daughter.) “Mr Huus.”


The parson’s daughter inclined her head.


“And my wife,” said Bai.


Mr Huus said a few words, and then they all went in to fetch their luggage.


Farmer Kiær drove off with the bailiff. The others walked. When they reached the road, they discovered they had forgotten Miss Jensen.


She still stood on the platform, dreaming away, leaning against a signal post.


“Miss Jensen,” the parson’s daughter yelled from the road.


Miss Jensen started. Miss Jensen always came over melancholy when she saw a railway. She could not abide to see “anything leaving”.


“Seems to be a really nice person,” said Mrs Abel as they walked along the road.


“Very ordinary bailiff,” said the parson’s daughter; she was walking arm in arm with Mrs Bai. “He had nice hands.”


The two chicks tailed along at the end of the group, bickering.


“I must say, Miss Jensen, you are in a hurry,” said the parson’s daughter. Miss Jensen was far ahead of them, jumping the puddles like a goat. She was making a considerable show of her maidenly legs on account of the autumnal humidity.


They walked by the tiny woodland. At the turn of the road, Mrs Bai said goodbye.


“Oh, you look so tiny and natty in that big shawl. What a lovely lady!” said the parson’s daughter, reaching out as though to embrace her.


“Goodbye.”


“Goo-oo-d bye”


“She’ll never be out of breath with the amount she says,” said young Ida.


The parson’s daughter whistled.


“Oh, there’s the curate,” said Mrs Abel. “Good evening, curate. Good evening.”


The curate raised his hat. “I had to say good evening to Ida as she returned home,” he said.


“Well, Miss Abel. Are you in good health?”


“Yes, thank you,” said Miss Abel.


“And you have received a competitor, curate,” said Mrs Abel.


“Oh? Where?”


“Kiær was fetching his new bailiff. A very attractive person. Wasn’t he, Miss Linde?”


“Oh yes.”


“First rate, Miss Linde?”


“Top hole,” said the parson’s daughter.


The parson’s daughter and the curate always spoke in a kind of jargon when they were together with others, and they never uttered a word of sense. They laughed at their own foolishness until they were almost fit to burst.


The parson’s daughter no longer went to church when the curate was preaching since one Sunday when she had almost made him laugh as he was standing in the pulpit reciting the Lord’s Prayer.


“Miss Jensen rushed off as though she had rockets in a certain part of her anatomy,” said the curate.


Miss Jensen was still ahead of them.


“Oh, Andersen,” Miss Linde laughed heartily, “now you sound like Holberg.”


They reached the parsonage, which was the first house in the village, and the parson’s daughter and the curate took leave of the others at the garden gate.


“Goodbye, Miss Jensen,” shouted Miss Linde down the road. Miss Jensen answered her with a squeak.


“What was he like?” said the curate when in the garden. His tone was quite different now.


“Oh, good heavens,” said Miss Linde, “a very ordinary farmer.”


Silently, they walked side by side down through the garden.


“Hmm,” said Miss Ida. The Abel family caught up with Miss Jensen, who was standing waiting for them on some dry ground, “I am sure he had come to say good morning to me.”


They walked on a little. Then Miss Jensen said:


“There are so many different kinds of people.”


“Yes,” said Mrs Abel.


“I am not happy when I am together with that family,” said Miss Jensen. “I prefer to avoid them.”


Miss Jensen had “avoided them” for a week since the vicar had said all those things.


“Mrs Abel,” said Miss Jensen, “who pays any heed to an unmarried lady? I said so to the vicar: ‘Vicar,’ I said, ‘you are interested in the Free School, so parents send their children to the Free School.’ And what was his answer to me, Mrs Abel? ‘I will not discuss the question of scholarships with Mr Linde any more. The parish council has removed half the scholarship money from my institute (Miss Jensen put the stress on the final syllable), but I will continue to do my duty even if they take the other half as well. I will not discuss the scholarship question with Mr Linde any further.’ ”


The three ladies turned into the little road leading up to the “hall”, an old building with two wings.


Mrs Abel lived in the wing on the right, and Miss Jensen’s institute was in that on the left.


“How nice to have them both with me again,” said the widow. They took leave of each other in the courtyard.


“Ugh,” said young Ida once they were inside the door, “you two looked such a mess at the station, I was ashamed of you.”


“I wonder how you expect me to look,” said Louise as she took off her veil before the looking glass, “when you have all the clothes.”


The widow put on some slippers. The soles of her boots were worn out.


Miss Jensen finally extracted the key from her pocket and let herself in. In the sitting room, the pug gave a couple of irritated yelps at its mistress and remained in its basket.


Miss Jensen took off her outdoor clothes and sat down in a corner and wept.


She wept every time she was alone since Mr Linde had said those words.


“You are interested in the school, vicar,” she had said, “and so the parents send their children to the Free School.”


“Let me tell you, Miss Jensen, why the parents send their children to the Free School: it is because Miss Sørensen knows her job well,” the minister had said.


The innkeeper’s wife was the only person to whom Miss Jensen had confided “the words”:


“And what is an unmarried lady to do, Mrs Madsen?” she had said. “Tears are the only defence a woman has.”


Miss Jensen sat weeping in her corner. Darkness began to fall, and finally she rose and went out into the kitchen.


She lit a small paraffin cooking stove and put some water on for tea. She laid a cloth across one corner of the kitchen table and arranged some bread and butter in front of the solitary plate.


But while she was doing this, she was lost in thought, pondering again on the vicar’s words.


The pug had gone out with her and placed itself on a cushion in front of its empty dish.


Miss Jensen took the dish and filled it with white bread that had been softened in the warm water.


The pug had the dish placed before it and started eating the food almost without moving.


Miss Jensen had lit a solitary candle. She drank her tea with an open rye bread sandwich, using her knife to cut the bread into delicate little squares.


When she had drunk her tea, Miss Jensen went to bed. She carried the pug in her arms and put it down on the duvet at the foot of the bed. Then she fetched the school register and laid it on the table at the bedside.


She locked the door and looked in all the corners and under the bed by the light of her candle.


Then she undressed, combed out her plaits and hung them up on the mirror.


The pug was already asleep, snoring on the duvet.


Miss Jensen did not sleep well since Mr Linde had said those words.





Mrs Bai went back along the road towards the station. She opened the gate and went on to the platform. It was quite empty, so silent that you could hear the humming of the two telegraph wires.


With her hands on her lap, Mrs Bai sat down on the bench outside the door and looked out across the fields. Mrs Bai was much inclined to sit in this way wherever there was a chair or a bench or a flight of steps.


She looked out across the fields, the great stretches of ploughed land and the meadows beyond. The sky was clear and pale blue. There was nothing for the eyes to rest upon with ease, other than the chapel, you could see that with its stepped gables and the tower right over on the other side of the flat field.


Mrs Bai felt cold and got up. She went across to the garden hedge, looked in over it, opened the gate and entered. The garden was a triangular strip along the railway; there was a kitchen garden at the front, and behind this there was a lawn with some tall roses in front of the summer house beneath the elder bush.


She examined the roses; there were a few buds on them still. They had flowered faithfully all through the year.


But now they would soon have to be covered.


The leaves were falling already. But there was no protection for anything, of course.


Mrs Bai went out of the garden again and along the platform into the little courtyard behind the wooden fencing. She called for the maid and told her she wanted to feed the pigeons.


She received the corn in an earthenware bowl and started to call the pigeons and scatter the corn out across the stones.


She was very fond of pigeons. She had been ever since she was a child.


There had been such a lot of them at home in the big merchant’s house in the town. Oh how they used to flock around the dovecote just opposite the door leading into the workshop.


It was as though she could hear the cooing and murmuring merely by thinking of the courtyard at home.


That was the old house, for later, when her father died, they sold the old workshop and everything else, and moved away.


The pigeons flew down around Mrs Bai, picking at the corn.


“Marie,” said Mrs Bai, “just come and see how bad-tempered the speckled one is.”


Marie appeared in the kitchen door and discussed the pigeons. Mrs Bai emptied out the rest of the bowl. “Some of them are going to meet their fate when Bai’s friends come to play Hombre.”


She went up the steps. “It gets dark so early now,” she said and went inside.


The living room was rather dark and felt warm as she came in from outside. Mrs Bai sat down at the piano and played a tune.


She never played except when it was growing dark, always the same three or four melodies, sentimental little things that she played languorously and slowly, all in the same manner so they all assumed the same quality.


As she sat there playing the piano in the dark sitting room, Mrs Bai almost always thought of her home. They had been a big family, and there had always been such a variety of things at home.


She was the youngest of them all. While her father was still alive, she was so small that she could hardly even reach her plate at dinner.


Her father would sit on the sofa in his shirt sleeves, and the children would stand around the table and help themselves.


“Straighten your backs, children,” her father would say.


He himself would sit with his broad back slumped forward and his arms right across the table.


Her mother went to and fro, fetching and bringing.


The lads from the workshop all ate out in the kitchen, seated at the long table.


They giggled and argued so noisily that it could be heard through the door, and they suddenly made such a row that it sounded as though the house was about to collapse.


“What’s all that din about?” her father shouted, banging the table in the living room.


They fell quite silent out in the kitchen. There was only a gentle scraping sound from one who was searching for something under the table after the kerfuffle.


“Dreadful crowd,” said her father.


After lunch he slept for an hour on the sofa. He woke on the dot:


“Now I have given some serious thought to the country’s best interests,” he said, being given a cup of coffee before returning to the workshop.





Everything changed when her father died. Katinka was sent to the school along with Consul Lasson’s children and the mayor’s daughter Fanny.


And she was also invited to the consul’s.


The other siblings were dispersed. She was left alone with her mother.


Those years were the best in Katinka’s life, there in the little town where she knew everyone and everyone knew her. In the afternoons, she and her mother would sit in the drawing room, each at a window, her mother by the one with the “mirror”; Katinka would do French embroidery or read.


The sun fell in bright stripes through the flowers in the windows, out across the white floor.


Katinka read a great number of novels from the public library, novels about people of aristocratic birth, but she also read poems that she copied into an album.


“Tinka,” said her mother. “Here comes Ida Levy. Oh, she’s wearing her yellow hat.”


Tinka looked up: “She’s going for her music lesson,” she said.


Ida Levy went past, and they looked at her and she nodded to them and asked with her fingers whether they were coming to meet the “half past nine”.


“Oh, it’s dreadful the way Ida Levy wears her heels down,” said Tinka as she watched her.


“She gets that from her mother,” said mother.


They go past, one by one, the land agent and the two lieutenants, the director and the doctor. And they wave to them, and upstairs they nod and exchange a few words about each of them.


They know where everyone is going and what they are going to do.


They know every costume and every flower on every hat. And every day they make the same comments about the same things.


Minna Helms passes and nods.


“Did you see Minna Helms?” says mother.


“Yes.” And Katinka looks at her and screws up her eyes against the sun.


“She could do with a new coat,” she says.


“Poor things, where are they going to get one from?” Her mother looks in the mirror: “Aye, it looks pretty worn,” she says. “I think she could sew some new edging on it though. But it’s probably as Mrs Noes says: Mrs Helms doesn’t have much, and she isn’t much bothered.”


“If only that clerk of hers would pull himself together and do something about it,” said Tinka.


Five o’clock came, and the young girls would call for each other to go for a walk, and arm in arm they would walk up and down the street, meeting and gathering in groups and laughing and chatting and going their way.


In the evenings, after tea, the mothers would come along as well to meet the half-past-nine train, and things were much quieter as they walked out along the station road.


“Katinka,” said her mother, turning round – she was walking in front with Mrs Levy – “There’s Mr Bai. So he must have the evening off.”


Mr Bai passed by and greeted them. And Katinka nodded and blushed. For her friends were always teasing her about Mr Bai.


“So he is off to play skittles,” said Mrs Levy.


On Sundays they went to church. Everyone wore their best clothes, and their singing resounded beneath the vaulted roof while the sun entered through the big chancel windows.


Thora Berg was such a naughty one to sit beside in church.


She sat there all the time the parson was in the pulpit, saying, “Well, my dear” and pinching her arm.


Aye, Thora Berg was quite a tomboy.


In the evening, soil and pebbles rained down against Tinka’s windows.


And they heard noise and laughter all the way down the street.


“That’s Thora going home from a party,” said Tinka. “They’ve been at the mayor’s.”


Thora set off home along the street as if on a wild hunt, pursued by all the young gentlemen. The entire town was permitted to hear it when Thora Berg went home from a party.


Katinka liked Thora Berg most of all. She admired her and watched her attentively when they were together. At home, she would say “Thora said that” twenty times a day.


They did not actually spend a great deal of time in each other’s company. But in the afternoons, when they were taking a walk, or out at the pavilion, where they had season tickets for the concerts the military band gave every other Wednesday, then they talked together. Tinka always became quite flushed when they met.
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