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            Introduction

         

         When I was little my father, Paul Biegel, my mother, my brother and I lived in a canal house in Amsterdam in the Netherlands. My brother and I had a room high up in the attic where in wintertime we would lie in our beds listening to the wind howling around the roof. Every evening when it was time to go to bed, we would undress, brush our teeth and then cry downstairs: ‘Daddy! Daddy! It is time for a story!’ And then we would jump under the covers and wait excitedly for the sound of my father’s footsteps on the stairs. The thrill we felt! We knew that soon he would come up to the attic and tell us fantastic, spontaneous stories he had made up just for us.8

         As an exercise to train his brain in fantasy, my brother and I would give him two subjects to talk about – I remember in one instance we suggested a doorknob and a champagne cork. And he thought for a little and soon had a story based around those two objects. But not just an ordinary story: it was always one full of suspense, excitement and fun.

         And then he began: ‘Once, a family was celebrating New Year’s Eve. As soon as the clock struck twelve, and the New Year began, the father opened a bottle of champagne. The cork popped, fell to the ground and rolled behind the door. Father poured out the glasses and forgot about it. But later, when everybody went to bed, a mouse crept out of his little hole and bumped into the cork. Just then he heard the doorknob turn slowly, very slowly. What was that? A robber…?’

         And this is how my father would conjure up a tale out of nothing while we children slowly got warm lying in our beds. I can still remember how our hearts would jump and beat faster with excitement from those bedtime stories.

         And this book The King of the Copper Mountains is also about the heart, because it tells how the gentle and beloved King Mansolain, who is close to death now his heart is failing and ticking too slowly, can only be strengthened by a potion made from the rare life-giving Golden Speedwell. Once a night, the Wonder Doctor 9says before he goes off to find the magic plant, the king’s interest must be piqued so that he will live until morning – and what better way to do it than with a rousing tale? So, on his travels, he sends all the animals he meets back to the Copper Castle to tell the king a story to keep his heart beating, allowing him time to find and return with the Golden Speedwell.

         My father wrote The King of the Copper Mountains in 1963. Even today, I still sometimes go back and read it, as it has remained one of my favourite children’s books.

         Sadly, when my father became ill, I realized that – unlike the king in this magnificent book – there would be no Golden Speedwell to cure him and he passed away in October 2006. I still miss my father very much but fortunately I can still hear his voice in his wonderful books, and the memories of his bedtime stories still keep me warm – and my heart ticking – after all these years.

         
             

         

         —leonie biegel
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            Chapter 1

         

         If you travel far to the south you will come to the blue sea. It has not always been so; in earlier times the copper mountains stood there instead, so dazzling in the sunshine that you could not look at them.

         At the foot of the mountains there was an avenue leading to the door of a castle full of copper corridors and rooms, and in the castle lived the old king, Mansolain.

         King Mansolain had a beard that spread about his feet like a rug, and on it slept a hare, the only creature that still looked after him now that King Mansolain was almost forgotten.

         For more than a thousand years he had reigned over all the animals and dwarfs, and over the dragons too 12while they were still in existence. But as nowadays he never went out, there was scarcely anyone left who knew him. His servants had died one after the other until only the hare remained. So these two lived quietly together in the copper castle until the king began to cough so badly that his beard shook and the hare grew very anxious.

         The Wonder Doctor was sent for to examine the king. When he had finished he took the hare into another room and said: ‘I put my ear to His Majesty’s chest and through his beard I heard a peeping and a whistling. His heart ticks unevenly like a crooked clock that is running down, and that is the result of old age.’

         The hare looked worried.

         ‘Within a week the king will be dead,’ said the Wonder Doctor.

         The hare started to sob.

         ‘His heart needs a speeder-up that would work like the key of a clock,’ said the Wonder Doctor, ‘so that it will tick faster and normally again.’

         The hare looked up. ‘Does such a remedy exist?’ he asked.

         ‘Yes, it does,’ said the Wonder Doctor. ‘A potion made from the Golden Speedwell. But I would have to travel many miles to find this rare plant, so that when I got back it might be too late.’

         The hare’s ears drooped. ‘Is there no other medicine that we could use in the meantime?’ he asked.13

         ‘Not one you swallow,’ said the Wonder Doctor, ‘but maybe something else.’ He took off his learned-looking spectacles and went on: ‘The king’s heart should beat soundly and evenly once a day, then he might pull through. So, each evening before he retires, you must tell him a story full of excitement.’

         The hare had pricked up his ears now but they drooped again. ‘I told my last story seven years ago,’ he said. ‘And as for books, the king knows them all by heart.’

         The Wonder Doctor thought for a long time. Then he put on his learned-looking spectacles again, took his hat and his little black bag and said: ‘I’m going to fetch some leaves of the Golden Speedwell. On my way I’ll tell everybody I meet that whoever knows a story should go to the castle in the copper mountains and tell it to the king. I only hope there will be enough stories for all the days I’ll be away, but that I’ll know when I get back with the Golden Speedwell. God save the king. Good day!’ And the Wonder Doctor disappeared through the door, shutting it with a bang that echoed through the copper corridors.

         For a long time the hare stood deep in thought. Then he went off to the kitchen to make up the fire ready for the roast meat and pudding that the king liked so much.

         Late that evening the king was coughing worse than ever and was just going to bed when there was a 14thundering knock on the door. The hare took the lantern from the hook, lit the candle inside it, and went to the front door.

         ‘Who’s there?’ he cried.

         ‘A storyteller!’ replied the hoarse voice.

         The hare swung open the door and held the lantern high above his head to see who this storyteller might be.

         The flickering candlelight fell on a fierce-looking wolf who at once held a paw in front of his green eyes. ‘Not so much light, if you please,’ he grumbled, ‘and let me in quickly.’ He pushed the hare aside and dragged the door shut behind him. ‘All right mister! Now you’d better take me to the king. I have a story that will buck him up.’

         ‘Did the Wonder Doctor send you?’ the hare asked.

         ‘What do you think!’ snapped the wolf.

         As they walked through the corridors the hare thought to himself how dangerous it was to let such a complete stranger into the castle. Who knows what wicked deeds this wolf may have done in the past?

         ‘What is the meaning of this?’ the king asked when he saw the wolf.

         ‘Sire, a visitor,’ the hare said solemnly.

         ‘Really?’ said the king. He shifted in his chair and polished his spectacles with his beard. ‘It’s a long time, about sixty years I should think, since anyone came to see me.’15

         To the hare’s astonishment this fierce-looking wolf bowed low to the king and said: ‘Great thousand-year-old king of us all, I bow to you – though to nobody else. Hearing that you were ill, I came to tell you a story, a thrilling adventure that has never been told before.’

         ‘Really?’ said the king again, peering at the wolf with dim eyes. ‘I believe I knew your grandfather,’ he said. ‘Wasn’t he the wolf Esmaril… or was he Jago?’

         ‘My grandfather was the terrible Woe-Wolf of the Bare Flank,’ the wolf said. ‘And my story is about him. Listen…’

         THE WOLF’S STORY

         Long ago, away up in the dark pinewoods of the north, there was a clearing which nobody ever dared enter. The trees stood in a circle round a great heap of stones, jagged like a witch’s teeth. And indeed a witch lived in that very spot, or so thought all the wolves. Only the Woe-Wolf thought otherwise.’

         ‘There are no such things as witches!’ he said. ‘And one day, if I ever have time, I’ll go to that place and howl at the top of my voice and then you’ll see for yourself she won’t appear!’

         While he was speaking, the wolves beside him 16thought that they heard the sound of distant laughter, though that, of course, might have been imagination.

         The Woe-Wolf glared at them with fierce eyes. ‘Don’t just stand there trembling!’ he cried. ‘Come on, let’s hunt for something good to eat!’

         So off they went, following him two by two until they came to open country where they could run ten abreast.

         A little later, when the sun went down and dusk began to fall, they met a huge buffalo that had strayed from the herd. This creature was nearly three times the size of the Woe-Wolf, but without a moment’s hesitation and as though his legs were steel springs, he leapt onto its neck.

         Then followed a terrible fight in which the Woe-Wolf was jerked to and fro so violently that heaven and earth seemed to him to mix together like porridge. But he never let go for an instant and in the end the buffalo fell dead.

         It was a great victory and would certainly have led to quite a celebration had a strange thing not occurred. Suddenly there was a savage snorting behind them and when the Woe-Wolf looked round he saw a still bigger, white buffalo. It immediately wheeled about and set off in the direction of the forest.

         ‘Woe, woe, wolves!’ cried the Woe-Wolf. ‘After him! He’s the one for us!’17
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         He set off right away after the pale form that galloped through the darkness. Soon, he was among the trees, but though their trunks bruised his bones and the brambles tore his coat, he never lost sight of his prey.18

         ‘Woe, woe!’ he cried again, but the ghostly white of the buffalo became fainter and fainter and finally disappeared.

         The wolf came to a halt and pricked up his ears. There was no longer any sound of trampling hoofs, no snorting, no cracking of branches. Was the buffalo hiding?

         Stealthily the wolf crept forward, nose to the ground, and so came to the clearing where the dark pines stood in a circle round the heap of weird stones.

         ‘Aha, that’s where he’ll be!’ the Woe-Wolf thought and quickly leapt on top of the heap. But the stones parted, or so it seemed to him, and no buffalo was to be seen, nothing but more stones, which now completely surrounded him.

         ‘Woe, woe!’ the wolf howled.

         ‘Woe-oe-oe-oe!’, sounded from seven sides as though seven wolves were answering.

         ‘I’m here!’ he cried, thinking the wolves had followed him.

         But from seven sides came the answer: ‘Here-ere-ere-ere!’

         The Woe-Wolf looked about him. Nothing but stones, upright, threatening pieces of rock. No white buffalo. No other wolves.

         He was about to move away when he heard a sudden snorting behind him. He whipped round and leapt on 19to a stone, but beyond it lay only more stones. There was a sound of soft laughter.

         ‘Who’s there?’ he growled. But seven times the answer rumbled: ‘There-ere-ere-ere!’

         The wolf’s hackles rose. ‘Where are you?’ he snarled.

         ‘Are-you-are-you-are-you!’ the answer came. But through it he distinctly heard a voice call: ‘Here!’

         And with that began a terrible chase after an invisible prey among the echoing stones.

         The Woe-Wolf’s claws split on the hard rock, his tail lashed against the sharp edges, and his ears were torn on the jagged points as he ran like a mad thing from stone to stone, for each time the voice called: ‘Here I am!’ it came from a different direction. To add to his confusion his own howling, ‘Woe!’ echoed so persistently that in the end he was forced to stuff his paws into his ears to shut out the noise. Then he lay down panting, dazed and giddy from his mad circling.

         It was at this very moment that Here-I-am appeared. It wasn’t a white buffalo. It was a witch.

         ‘Well, wolfy!’ she cackled. ‘Now you can see for yourself that I do exist!’ She laughed grimly and the sound rumbled among the stones.

         The Woe-Wolf half-closed his eyes and with two green slits stared at the witch. ‘Who are you?’ he asked.

         ‘I am the Echo Witch,’ she said, ‘And I’m going to change you into a stone, for stone wolves echo very nicely.’20

         At that the Woe-Wolf laughed. ‘I’d like to see you try!’ he said contemptuously. ‘If you dare so much as touch me I’ll tear you to pieces.’

         The Echo Witch shook her head, which made her cheeks flap unpleasantly. ‘I needn’t touch you at all,’ she said. ‘I have only to say one word of the spell and you’ll become a stone. So just sit down quietly.’

         The Woe-Wolf got up slowly. Huge and strong though he was, it would be of little use to spring upon the witch. She had only to step aside and say the magic word and he would drop like a stone to the ground. He had to think of a better plan.

         ‘No,’ he said, ‘I won’t sit, I’ll stand as though I were about to spring, then I’ll become a much more interesting stone. But you must count up to three before you say the spell.’

         ‘Very well,’ said the witch.

         It took the Woe-Wolf quite a time to find the right spot. At length he placed himself in front of a big rock, tensed his muscles, nodded to the witch, and waited.

         ‘One, two, three!’ cried the witch and uttered the magic word.

         But before it was quite out of her mouth the Woe-Wolf, in the biggest leap of his life, sprang and disappeared behind the rock. The spell the witch hurled at him came too late. It bounced against the rock and back 21onto the witch herself who with a scream was instantly turned to stone.

         As the Woe-Wolf ran off he passed very close to the witch, and she, with her stone nails, tore a great piece out of his fur. That fur never grew back again, neither did the Woe-Wolf of the Bare Flank go back to that place.

         Some say the witch’s last scream still echoes among the stones but others say it is only the wind.

         
             

         

         The Wolf finished his story and bowed low to King Mansolain. The hare jumped up and pushed one of his ears under the king’s beard to hear whether his heart was ticking more evenly, but Mansolain waved him aside and said: ‘You must go at once and get the big guest room ready for the wolf. He has told an excellent story and now I want to go to bed.’ With that he yawned so heartily that the hare was pleased.

         
            [image: ]

         

         The first day was over. On his way to the place where the Golden Speedwell grew, the Wonder Doctor had walked twenty miles. Now he stood on the edge of the Great Barren Heath.
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            Chapter 2

         

         The next morning the king felt so much better that he took a little stroll with the wolf in the crystal room of the castle. The sun shone in and lighted up the pots of geraniums the hare had arranged there. They made the king sneeze so that he had to sit and rest for a while.

         In the afternoon he was so tired that he dozed off, and the hare became very anxious again. Once more he pushed his ear under the king’s beard to listen to his heart.

         ‘Is it still ticking?’ the wolf asked.

         The hare nodded. ‘More or less,’ he muttered, and went off to the kitchen shaking his head.

         A little later, as he stood stirring a steaming pan of sauerkraut, the wolf tapped him on the shoulder and 24said: ‘There’s someone at the door. The knocking is so faint you can hardly hear it.’

         The hare hopped along the corridor and opened the door. There stood a squirrel, his tail arched over his back.

         ‘Does King Mansolain live here?’ the little creature piped.

         ‘Yes,’ said the hare.

         ‘Oh, in that case I have a nice little story to tell him,’ the squirrel said. ‘I mean, that is what the Wonder Doctor… I mean, he said that…’

         ‘All right, all right,’ said the hare. ‘I know what you mean. You’d better come in. Do you like sauerkraut?’

         ‘I’d rather have nuts,’ the squirrel piped and went in, brushing the copper walls with his whiskers to see what they felt like. ‘But I wouldn’t mind trying sauerkraut for once,’ he added.

         In the kitchen he had to eat with the wolf while the hare waited on the king, but after dinner the squirrel was called in to tell his story. Because he had such a small voice he was told to sit close to the king, right on top of his beard. The hare and the wolf climbed onto the bench in front of the fire, and the squirrel began.

         THE SQUIRREL’S STORY

         One day the squirrel Lesp called his wife and children together and said: ‘We are going to move to a new home.’25

         ‘Where to, Father Lesp?’ they asked.

         ‘To the other side of the plain,’ Lesp said. ‘The trees are better over there.’

         ‘All right,’ said his wife and children.

         They waved goodbye to their friends and all set off together. They walked all morning and part of the afternoon, but when at last they reached the other side of the plain the youngest of the squirrels was found to be missing.

         ‘Oh, he must have dropped behind and got lost,’ the wife cried. ‘Husband, go back at once and look for him.’

         So Lesp started back, calling as he went: ‘Quip! Quip, where are you?’ But there was no answer, and he suddenly found himself standing near a giraffe who had been asleep in the sun and was now stretching himself thoroughly all over.

         ‘Please, Mr Giraffe,’ the squirrel said, ‘I’ve lost my little son. May I climb up your neck and see if I can spot him anywhere?’

         ‘That would cost you two shillings,’ the giraffe said.

         ‘And if you looked, without my climbing up you, how much would it be then?’

         ‘Half as much – twelve pennies,’ said the giraffe.

         ‘I’ve only got nine pennies,’ said the squirrel.

         ‘For that I’ll look in three directions,’ said the giraffe.

         ‘Very well,’ Lesp said. ‘Here are three pennies. Look to the south, please.’26

         The giraffe took the three pennies, turned his sticklike legs till he was facing south, and looked. ‘Nothing to be seen,’ he said.

         ‘Take another three pennies,’ said the squirrel. ‘Look to the west, please.’

         The giraffe took the three pennies and turned his neck westwards.

         ‘That’s not fair!’ said the squirrel. ‘All that twisting makes your neck shorter.’

         ‘Your little son isn’t there anyway,’ said the giraffe.

         ‘But you’re cheating me, taking my money and only doing half the work!’ Lesp cried.

         ‘Do I have to go on looking?’ the giraffe asked.

         ‘Yes, but only if you turn your whole body,’ said the squirrel. ‘I have just three pennies left. Here, take them!’

         ‘For an extra penny I’ll stretch my neck,’ the giraffe said.

         ‘I haven’t any more,’ Lesp said unhappily. ‘But please help me to look.’

         ‘Which way?’ said the giraffe.

         ‘To the north,’ the squirrel decided. ‘Oh… I know! I’ll borrow a penny from the hamster, so stretch away!’

         The giraffe stretched and looked, and looked and stretched.

         ‘For one more penny a little bit to the east,’ the squirrel cried.

         ‘Nothing in sight,’ said the giraffe.27

         Now Lesp had spent all his money and owed more besides. But he knew he had to look for his little son in the east.

         First he went to the hamster. This kindly creature not only had some small savings but some good advice as well. ‘Listen to me…’ he said.

         ‘Here you are, Mr Giraffe,’ Lesp said when he returned. ‘Here’s what I borrowed from the hamster. He also asked me to tell you a little secret. Listen…’

         The giraffe bent his head but not quite low enough for the squirrel.

         ‘Wait a minute!’ Lesp cried. He jumped up and climbed to the top of the giraffe’s neck. ‘Oozle-wizzle-pouff!’ he whispered into the giraffe’s warm ear, and quickly looked to the east.
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         ‘What did you say?’ asked the giraffe.

         ‘There’s my Quip!’ cried Lesp so loudly that the ear twitched. Then he slid down to the ground and in fourteen hops reached his child and carried him off, all before the giraffe had recovered from his fright. 28Hardly had the squirrel finished his story when King Mansolain began to laugh. He threw back his head and laughed so heartily that his beard pulled from under the squirrel who fell backwards onto his tail.

         ‘Hm, hm, hm!’ the king laughed. ‘Quite a chap, that Lesp! I bet he was your father and you were the lost one!’

         The squirrel nodded, rather embarrassed.

         ‘Now you must show what you can do,’ Mansolain said. ‘Climb up my beard and then you may kiss me goodnight.’

         Shaking their heads, the hare and the wolf watched as the little red squirrel clambered up the long white beard and pressed his whiskers against King Mansolain’s wrinkled old cheek. ‘Sleep well, sire,’ the little creature whispered, and clambered down again.

         ‘Did you hear his heart beating?’ the hare asked when the squirrel reached the floor.

         ‘I, I don’t think so,’ the squirrel stammered. But the king rose and said: ‘I’m all right. I’m going to bed now. The wolf can stay in the guest room and the squirrel can sleep in the crystal room among the geraniums. Till tomorrow then!’
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         Thus ended the second day, and while the hare was gazing after the king as he shuffled slowly to his room, 29leaning on his stick, fifty miles away the Wonder Doctor stood at the foot of a giant oak. It was the only tree on the whole of the Great Barren Heath. The place where the Golden Speedwell grew was still far away…
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