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​How the Tomte Got His Woolly Hat
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Now, this happened long ago, before your grandmother’s grandmother hung gingerbread on the tree and before the first saffron bun was ever baked into a golden curl. Yes, long before that, in the deep middle of Sweden, where the snow makes soft footsteps and the pines hum lullabies, there lived the tomtar.

You must know about the tomtar. They are not trolls, no-no. They are not elves either, though they might borrow a biscuit from one if they’re feeling cheeky. A tomte is a guardian of homes and barns, a keeper of chickens and cows and dreams and dishcloths. They wear grey coats made of mouse-thread and boots stitched from old walnut shells. But in those days—those very old days—they wore crowns of pinecones upon their heads.

Pinecones? Yes, pinecones! Big ones from the forest if they were proud, and tiny ones from under the juniper if they were shy. They stuck them on their heads with cobweb glue and wore them through December with great importance.

But, pinecones are not warm. Oh no. And Sweden, in December, is very cold indeed. The kind of cold that nibbles noses and turns breath into foggy feathers. And that was exactly the problem.

One particular tomte—who had guarded the same red barn for 324 winters and 16 days—was growing especially grumbly about the weather.

“Hmpf!” he huffed, his pinecone crown rattling with icicles. “My ears are freezing! My whiskers are stiff! And this pinecone crown does nothing but poke me in the forehead!”

But tomtar do not complain much. They are proud and private and prefer sulking under haystacks to making a fuss. So the old tomte simply pulled his scarf tighter and trudged through the frost, as always, checking on the cows (who were snoring), the hens (who were gossiping), and the children (who were dreaming of marzipan).

Now, that same night, a child from the big house was out on a little wooden sled. Her name was Britta, and she had just learned to shout “Tjohoo!” when sliding downhill, which she did, again and again, with cheeks as red as lingonberries.

But the wind, you see, was stronger than her mitten string. And just as she flew over the final hill, her left mitten—bright red and woolly and warm—whisked away into the air like a tiny red bird.

“Oh no!” cried Britta. But the sled kept sliding, and the mitten was gone.

Gone? Not quite.

The mitten flew and tumbled and floated and—plop!—landed right on the head of our grumbly old tomte, who was just then scowling at a frozen bucket.

Now imagine: he blinked. He twitched. He sneezed.

And then... he smiled.

For the first time in 324 winters and 16 days, his ears were warm.

“This,” he said, adjusting the mitten over his fuzzy head, “is rather agreeable.”

And it was.

It tickled just a little. It smelled of cinnamon and woodsmoke and buttery biscuits. And it made his pinecone crown feel positively ridiculous.

From that moment on, the tomte would not take it off. He wore it while feeding goats, brushing chimney soot, and whispering lullabies into the cracks of windows. The other tomtar noticed, of course.

“Why does Nils look so warm?” whispered one.

“Is that wool?” gasped another.

“He smells like a cookie!” exclaimed a third.

Soon—very soon—every tomte in every barn and cottage wanted a woolly hat too. Red ones, blue ones, green with stripes. Some even wanted pompoms, though the older tomtar frowned upon it.
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