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CHAPTER 1



An Old Book and a New Mystery 
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On May 24, 1863, my uncle rushed through the front door of our little house. Professor Liedenbrock, as my uncle was known, shared that small place with me in Hamburg, Germany. 


“Axel,” he shouted. “I need to speak with you!” He sped toward his study.


My uncle was often excited. A new idea or theory would send him rushing to his study to work. I was used to him acting this way. I had lived with him since I was a teenager—I was now twenty years old—so this was not new to  2 me. He was an impatient man. He did not like to wait for anything.


This is the reason our housekeeper, Martha, panicked when Uncle Liedenbrock burst through the door. She assumed he wanted to have his supper. She rushed into the kitchen and said to me, “Axel, please don’t tell him dinner isn’t ready. Distract him. I’ll have the meal on the table as soon as possible.”


My uncle was not a bad man. In truth, he was just very odd. He taught mineralogy—the science of minerals—at the Johannaeum, the local university. However, he was not a good teacher. I also studied mineralogy at the university and had heard students complain about him.


He had very little interest in helping others learn. He was a very stubborn man and only talked about whatever interested him at the time. I heard stories about him flying into a rage if he thought a person misunderstood him. He did not think that he needed to explain anything again or in a different way. When my uncle was misunderstood by anyone, he thought that that person simply was not listening.


Please keep in mind that my uncle was a scientist. He was a very smart man, and he was well respected. The Liedenbrocks were well known in Germany. There were many libraries and buildings with the family name. My uncle did not care about such things, though.


His entire life was wrapped up in his work. He was devoted to the study of minerals, rocks, and geography. He did worry about what other people thought of him. But he was just too occupied with his own scientific world to notice much else.


Therefore, Uncle Liedenbrock could not understand why I was so slow to follow him to his study. I thought I walked very quickly when he called. But it was not fast enough for him.


“What on earth took you so long? Do you expect me to wait all day?” My uncle was already sitting in his armchair. He had a very big book in his lap. He did not look up at me while he spoke.


I did not sit down right away, but stood by his desk. Uncle usually had a job for me to do. He might ask me to get a book down from a shelf. Or he could ask me to run into town to pick something up.


“What a book,” he said. “What a book!” He shook his head in amazement. “Can you not see? This is a priceless gem I found in a shop this morning.”


I gazed at the book in my uncle’s hands. He carefully leafed through the pages. It looked old and tattered to me. I could see nothing special about it.


“What is the book about?” I asked. It was the only thing I could think to say.


“It is an Icelandic book from the twelfth century,” he said. “It is the story of Norwegian princes ruling Iceland.”


“But Uncle,” I said. “Can you read Icelandic?” 


“Icelandic? Yes, a little. But Axel, you are a fool,” Uncle Liedenbrock said. “This is not written in Icelandic. It is written in runes.”


“Runes?” I gasped. I ran to his side to look at the book more closely.


The pages were filled with small stick-like figures. The language looked impossible to understand, and I was not very interested in learning it. My uncle, however, had a lot to say on the subject.


Uncle Liedenbrock described to me the history of the runic language. It was used mostly in Iceland and other northern countries. He told me this book was handwritten and one of a kind. 


This speech could have gone on for hours. But one thing stopped it. A piece of paper fell from the book and landed by my uncle’s feet. Liedenbrock quickly reached down and grabbed it. “What is this?” he said, studying it.


He walked over to his desk. He very carefully laid the paper down. It was five inches wide and three inches long. The page was filled with runes.


“Whatever does it mean?” my uncle said.


This was such an important question. Little did we know that the answer would soon lead us on the adventure of a lifetime.
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CHAPTER 2



Uncle Liedenbrock Works Night and Day to Solve the Mystery 
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Before he did anything else, my uncle had to translate the note. It was all he could think about. He was certain it held a secret. He was determined to discover it.


Uncle Liedenbrock tried translating the runes into Icelandic. It did not work. Then he tried translating it into Latin. Again, nothing.


“It is written in a code,” he said. “I’ll have to solve the code to read the message.”


He pronounced to me all the letters in the Icelandic alphabet. On a piece of paper, I lined them up beside each letter in our alphabet. We then used that as a code to crack the runes’s message. We changed all of the Icelandic letters in the message to our letters to see what it would spell. Nothing! It was all gibberish. Uncle picked up the parchment and held it beside the book.


“The handwriting is different,” he declared. “The book and the note were not written by the same people! Someone must have written this note then left it tucked inside.”


“But how can we know who used to own the book?” I asked.


Uncle Liedenbrock sat down at his desk and pulled the book close to him. Using a magnifying glass, he examined each page. Finally, he found something. He saw two words spelled out in runes. But this time, my uncle could translate the words.


“Arne Saknussemm!” he declared. “Arne Saknussemm wrote his name in the book!”


“Who?” I asked. I was very confused.


“He was a very famous Icelandic writer of the sixteenth century. He was a great scientist and explorer.”


“Why would he hide his name in the book?” I asked. “Why would he write his name in runes and not Icelandic?”


My uncle waved his hand at me as if my question was ridiculous.


“How would I know such things? The why is not important to me,” he said. “My only concern is reading this message. I can read runes, but these are all mixed up. We must think about nothing else until the mystery is solved!”


“Should we wait until after dinner?” I asked my uncle.


“No distractions!” he said. “We will not eat or sleep until we have the answer.”


While Uncle Liedenbrock tried to crack the code, I stared at the picture above the fireplace. It was of Gräuben. She was a young woman in town who had no father. She was a ward of my uncle. This meant my uncle took care of her. Gräuben was also my fiancée.


Gräuben was a blond, smart, and slightly serious young woman. I was amazed that someone so perfect could love me. No one knew we were engaged, though. Not even my uncle. It was not something he would understand.


“Axel!” my uncle cried. His shout awoke me from my daydream.


He was surrounded by more books and more pieces of paper than before. He had been trying code after code.


“I need you to write out a sentence for me. Any sentence.” He handed me paper and pen without looking up.


“Do not write it from left to right. Write it top to bottom so there are five columns.”


I did as I was asked.
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“Excellent!” my uncle said. He snatched the paper and went to work. He did not really see what I had written.


“Now let’s read the words from left to right.” He rewrote my message in this way. Then he read it out loud. “Iyylu loleb ouiGe v,trn emtä.” 


My uncle stared at the paper for a few minutes. He then said, “I love you, my little Gräuben.” He had finally seen what I wrote. He did not sound surprised or amazed. “So, you are in love with Gräuben?”


“Um, y-yes,” I stuttered.


“Let’s see if this code works with the runes in the note,” he said. Nothing more was said about Gräuben and me. My uncle went to work again, but had no success. He threw his pen down in great disgust.


“That’s not it! This makes no sense. It must translate into Latin, as that is the language of scholars. But still, I can make no sense of it.”


He stood up from his desk and shot across the room like a cannonball. He was out of the house in seconds. I had no idea where he had gone.


I sat quietly in my chair not knowing when my uncle would return. I thought of taking a nap. I thought of reading one of the other books on the shelves. In the end, I decided it was best to wait.


I remained in the chair with the piece of paper in my hand. I hoped that my uncle solved the mystery—or tired of it—soon. We would be like prisoners in the house until it was over.


I held the piece of paper before me, waving it like a fan. I was not really concentrating on it, and I was not trying to read the code. However, I must have taken in more than I realized. Maybe it was easier to read when I was not trying so hard, because suddenly the answer came to me. I just understood all its secrets.


I also knew that my uncle should never see this note. It told of a journey that few would believe. But I knew my uncle would insist on making this journey if he read this note. He would surely take me with him. But I did not want to go. I did not want to risk never seeing Gräuben again.


I told myself I would destroy the note. Standing by the fire, my hand held the note above the flames. I was about to drop it in when I heard my uncle returning to his study. There were only a few seconds to get the note back to his desk as if nothing had happened.
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