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To Conrad Southey John
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THE LITTLE WOODEN HORSE


[image: image]


One day Uncle Peder made a little wooden horse. This was not at all an extraordinary thing, for Uncle Peder made toys every day of his life, but oh, this was such a brave little horse, so gay and splendid on his four green wheels, so proud and dashing with his red saddle and blue stripes! Uncle Peder had never made so fine a little horse before.


‘I shall ask five shillings for this little wooden horse!’ he cried.


What was his surprise when he saw large tears trickling down the newly painted face of the little wooden horse.


‘Don’t do that!’ said Uncle Peder. ‘Your paint will run. And what is there to cry about? Do you want more spots on your sides? Do you wish for bigger wheels? Do you creak? Are you stiff? Aren’t your stripes broad enough? Upon my word I can see nothing to cry about! I shall certainly sell you for five shillings!’


But the tears still ran down the newly painted cheeks of the little wooden horse, till at last Uncle Peder lost patience. He picked him up and threw him on the pile of wooden toys he meant to sell in the morning. The little wooden horse said nothing at all, but went on crying. When night came and the toys slept in the sack under Uncle Peder’s chair the tears were still running down the cheeks of the little wooden horse.


In the morning Uncle Peder picked up the sack and set out to sell his toys.


At every village he came to the children ran out to meet him, crying, ‘Here’s Uncle Peder! Here’s Uncle Peder come to sell his wooden toys!’


Then out of the cottages came the mothers and the fathers, the grandpas and the grandmas, the uncles and the aunts, the elder cousins and the godparents, to see what Uncle Peder had to sell.


The children who had birthdays were very fortunate: they had the best toys given to them, and could choose what they would like to have. The children who had been good in school were lucky too. Their godparents bought them wooden pencil-boxes and rulers and paper-cutters, like grown-up people. The little ones had puppets, dolls, marionettes, and tops. Uncle Peder had made them all, painting the dolls in red and yellow, the tops in blue, scarlet, and green. When the children had finished choosing, their mothers, fathers, grandpas, grandmas, uncles, aunts, elder cousins, and godparents sent them home, saying, ‘Now let’s hear no more of you for another year!’ Then they stayed behind to gossip with old Peder, who brought them news from the other villages he had passed by on his way.


Nobody bought the little wooden horse, for nobody had five shillings to spend. The fathers and the mothers, the grandpas and the grandmas, the uncles and the aunts, the elder cousins, and the godparents, all shook their heads, saying, ‘Five shillings! Well, that’s too much! Won’t you take any less, Uncle Peder?’


But Uncle Peder would not take a penny less.


‘You see, I have never made such a fine little horse before,’ he said.


All the while the tears ran down the nose of the little wooden horse, who looked very sad indeed, so that when Uncle Peder was alone once more he asked him, ‘Tell me, my little wooden horse, what is there to cry about? Have I driven the nails crookedly into your legs? Don’t you like your nice green wheels and your bright blue stripes? What is there to cry about, I’d like to know?’


At last the little wooden horse made a great effort and sobbed out, ‘Oh, master, I don’t want to leave you! I’m a quiet little horse, I don’t want to be sold. I want to stay with you for ever and ever. I shouldn’t cost much to keep, master. Just a little bit of paint now and then; perhaps a little oil in my wheels once a year. I’ll serve you faithfully, master, if only you won’t sell me for five shillings. I’m a quiet little horse, I am, and the thought of going out into the wide world breaks my heart. Let me stay with you here, master – oh, do!’
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Uncle Peder scratched his head as he looked in surprise at his little wooden horse.


‘Well,’ he said, ‘that’s a funny thing to cry about! Most of my toys want to go out into the wide world. Still, as nobody wants to give five shillings for you, and you have such a melancholy expression, you can stop with me for the present, and maybe I won’t get rid of you after all.’


When Uncle Peder said this the little wooden horse stopped crying at once, and galloped three times round in a circle.


‘Why, you’re a gay fellow after all!’ said Uncle Peder, as the little wooden horse kicked his legs in the air, so that the four green wheels spun round and round.


‘Who would have thought it?’ said Uncle Peder.
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UNCLE PEDER IN TROUBLE
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Uncle Peder and the little wooden horse became great friends. Everywhere that Uncle Peder went the little wooden horse went too, carrying the sack of toys on his red-painted saddle, so that Uncle Peder no longer walked with a stoop under his heavy burden, but upright, like a young man. The little wooden horse was useful in other ways too. He carried all the money. Uncle Peder just unscrewed his head and popped the coins down the hole in his neck, so that they were quite safe; and the little wooden horse was very proud of being so useful to Uncle Peder. He trundled along bravely as they walked from village to village.


‘How lucky I am!’ thought the little wooden horse, who was as happy as the day was long.


But the day came when no children ran out to meet them as they entered a village.


‘How can this be?’ said Uncle Peder, walking down the street. ‘Can they be in school?’


But it was not school-time, and there were children playing by the river. Why didn’t they come shouting to Uncle Peder as they used to do? Why didn’t their mothers and fathers, their grandpas and grandmas, their uncles and aunties, their elder cousins and their godparents, come out to ask the news: ‘Uncle Peder, Uncle Peder, what’s happening there, up the valley? Now, Uncle Peder, tell us all about it!’


Nobody came out of the houses; not a child left the river to welcome Uncle Peder.


‘This is very strange,’ said Uncle Peder, trudging down the street, with the little wooden horse behind him. Suddenly he came upon something lying in the road. It was the head of a china doll.


Uncle Peder stopped and picked it up. He shook his head as he looked at it.


‘I never made such a doll,’ said Uncle Peder, shaking his head again. ‘China face, silk hair – no! My dolls don’t break either.’


The poor broken doll lay in Uncle Peder’s hand, with its yellow hair curled about his fingers. Uncle Peder looked more puzzled than ever.


A little farther on they found a broken steam engine, made of tin. Uncle Peder shook his head over that too.


‘I never made toys of tin,’ he said to the little wooden horse.


Then he found a sheet of newspaper drifting about the village street that told him all about it. Of course nobody came out to hear his news if they already had a newspaper to read it in; and the newspaper told Uncle Peder that big shops had been opened in the town nearby, full of cheap toys. There the mothers and fathers, the grandpas and the grandmas, the uncles and the aunties, the elder cousins and the godparents, could buy all the playthings they wanted for the children, without waiting till Uncle Peder came round with his sack; and they paid much less money in the town for the cheap toys that broke than they paid Uncle Peder for his strong wooden ones. But the cheap toys were very pretty, and the children did not want Uncle Peder’s any more.


Uncle Peder and the little wooden horse went on from village to village and found the same state of affairs. Nobody wanted Uncle Peder’s toys now that they had new, cheap ones from the town. They didn’t want his news either. No, thank you! They read all they wanted in the newspapers.


This was all very well, but Uncle Peder had to eat, and to pay for his food. One by one the coins disappeared as they came out of the neck of the little wooden horse. One day there were no more left at all.


‘What shall we do, master?’ said the little wooden horse.


‘I must sell my toys cheaper,’ said Uncle Peder. And he sold his beautiful wooden toys for fourpence, twopence, and even a penny, along the high road. Presently the sack was empty, and the little wooden horse had nothing left to carry at all.


‘What shall we do now, master?’ said the little wooden horse.


‘Why, I’ll sell my coat!’ said Uncle Peder.


He sold his coat, and soon he was shivering, while his shoes let in the wet.


‘What use are shoes with holes in them?’ said Uncle Peder. So he sold those too; but the money soon went.


Now they were in a bad way. No toys, no money, no coat, no shoes, no paint on the little wooden horse, no food, and Uncle Peder shivering and aching all over!
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‘Master is ill,’ said the little wooden horse. ‘I’ll go and sell myself.’


So when they had settled themselves in a barn for the night, and Uncle Peder had fallen into an uneasy sleep, the little wooden horse trundled out into the moonlight and away on his little wooden wheels as fast as he could go.




3


THE LITTLE WOODEN HORSE SELLS HIMSELF
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The little wooden horse remembered that once, a long while ago, as he trundled through a village at Uncle Peder’s heels, a little girl, very beautifully dressed, had leaned out of the window of a big white house and cried, ‘Oh, what a pretty little wooden horse!’


No one came out: it was too fine a house to buy toys from a pedlar in the streets. But the little girl had liked him all the same.


The little wooden horse knew that he was not so handsome now as in those days. The paint had worn off his red saddle; his blue stripes were scratched and bare; his four green wheels had travelled so far they were nearly worn out; but he hoped that the little girl would not notice these things. Uncle Peder had not been able to afford to give him a coat of paint for a long, long time, so he did his best to brighten himself up a little at a stream before setting out on his long journey to the village where the little girl lived.


All night long he trundled through the forest and over the hills, till in the morning he found himself in the village, outside the big white house that he remembered so well. Everything was quiet and asleep. Not a maid stirred in the house, though down the village street the cows were being driven to pasture, and the sun was quite high.


The little wooden horse went round the house, wondering when someone would come and open the door, and if he should knock, or neigh, or kick the wall gently with his wooden wheels till somebody noticed him. He looked up at the windows: the curtains were drawn across. In one window the curtains were covered with rosebuds and tied with blue ribbon. ‘Those belong to the little girl,’ thought the little wooden horse.


Nobody appeared, so he trotted down the garden and found a large playhouse under some apple trees. ‘That’s where she plays,’ said the little wooden horse, going round and round the playhouse a great many times on his four green wooden wheels.


When he passed the door of the playhouse for the fifth time a gruff, horsy voice called out from inside, ‘Who goes there?’


The little wooden horse stood quite still with fright, his heart going pit-a-pat! pit-a-pat! inside his hollow wooden body. Then he saw that the door of the playhouse was open a chink, and a great spotted rocking horse was looking at him from inside.


‘Come here!’ neighed the spotted rocking horse, and because the little wooden horse was too afraid to do anything else he squeezed through the chink of the door and trundled into the playhouse. There he was, under the rocking horse’s nose, feeling as small and as foolish as could be.


The rocking horse was a splendid fellow. He had a red saddle and bridle, with silver rosettes, and shining silver stirrups. He blew through his scarlet nostrils at the little wooden horse, and asked him how he dared to come into the little girl’s garden and trundle round and round and round her playhouse.


The little wooden horse explained that he had come to sell himself. ‘A little while ago she admired me as I passed by with my master,’ he said humbly. ‘Now my master is ill and has no money left to buy food with, so I have come to see if she still admires me and would like to give my master five shillings to have me for her own.’


‘Five shillings!’ roared the rocking horse. ‘What do you think she wants with a scratched, broken, cheap toy like you? Do you expect to come and live in her playhouse with us? Look round you and think again!’


The little wooden horse looked timidly round the playhouse, and thought he had never seen so many beautiful toys. Besides the spotted rocking horse, there were baby dolls and dolls’ houses and teddy bears and toy ships, and bicycles and balls and games and books and bricks and pictures. They were all glaring at him in a very unfriendly manner.


‘Do you expect to come and live with us?’ they repeated.


‘She has a real pony out of doors too,’ said the spotted rocking horse. ‘What can you imagine she would want with you?’


‘Grind him to powder!’ shouted a toy soldier, jumping angrily about. ‘Grind him to powder under your rockers, Dapple Grey!’


The rocking horse reared up on his great rockers as though he really meant to do as the toy soldier said, but the little wooden horse turned and made for the door as fast as his wheels would carry him. Just as he reached it the door was flung open, and in ran the little girl he had seen at the window, all gay with the morning, and wonderfully surprised to see the little wooden horse.


‘Why, whoever are you?’ she asked, with her blue eyes as round as the saucers in her dolls’ tea set. ‘And what are you doing in my playhouse?’


All the angry toys tried to explain at once; the spotted rocking horse was galloping up and down in his excitement. But the little girl slammed the playhouse door in their faces and took the little wooden horse away to the low bough of an apple tree, where she sat down and took him in her lap.


‘Now tell me all about yourself, you funny little wooden horse!’ she said.


The little wooden horse told his story, and the tears ran down his face again as he thought of his poor sick master and how hard it was to leave him. When he had finished the little girl put her arms round his neck and hugged him.


‘Oh, you poor little wooden horse!’ she said. ‘I could never, never take you away from your master! But I will tell you what you must do. You must go back to him and ask him to make me a little wooden horse just like you, only quite new, and then my father will give him five shillings for it.’
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Then she loaded his back with good things from the kitchen and gave him fifty kisses before he trundled out through the gate and back through the forest to the barn where he had left Uncle Peder.


Oh, how tired he was when he came at last to the old building and whinnied for his master! It was night again, and his poor little green wheels creaked with weariness.


‘Uncle Peder! Uncle Peder!’ whinnied the little wooden horse, to let Uncle Peder know that he was coming with food and good news besides. But nobody answered.


‘Is my poor master too ill to hear me?’ thought the little wooden horse, quickening his pace, though his legs ached and he was ready to fall asleep for a hundred hours. He hurried into the barn, across to the corner where he had left Uncle Peder sleeping.


The barn was empty! Uncle Peder had disappeared!
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THE LITTLE OLD WOMAN AND UNCLE PEDER
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The barn belonged to a little old woman, very kind-hearted, but very apt to scold, so that people were rather afraid of her and left her alone.


One morning when she went into her barn to get hay for her cow what was her surprise to find in the corner poor sick Uncle Peder – so full of fever that he scarcely knew where he was, and so thirsty that he begged her over and over for a drink of water.


‘Bless the man!’ said the little old woman. She offered him water, and when he drank half a pailful she took him into her cottage and put him to bed in her best spare room, under her patchwork quilt that had a thousand patches in it, with no two of them quite alike. ‘And there you shall stay till you are well again!’ said the little old woman, going into the kitchen to make him a milk pudding, for she felt quite sure that that was just the thing to cure Uncle Peder of his fever.


Uncle Peder was only too glad to lie in a comfortable bed, under a splendid patchwork quilt of a thousand patches. He looked at the gay colours, too ill to think of anything else at all, not even of his little wooden horse. There he stayed while the hours went by, and the milk pudding was made, and the little wooden horse came trundling back through the forest to find his master.


When he had searched the barn up and down and made quite sure that Uncle Peder was nowhere to be found the little wooden horse put his bundle down in a corner and went outside. His heart was beating pit-a-pat! pit-a-pat! with anxiety inside his hollow wooden body, for he could not think where Uncle Peder could be, nor what had become of him.


Then he saw the cottage belonging to the little old woman. Perhaps somebody there could help him.


The little wooden horse trundled up the garden path and battered on the door with his wooden wheels, making a fearful din.


Now Uncle Peder had fallen asleep, and seeing him so peaceful the little old woman herself had gone upstairs to bed. When she heard the battering on the door she flew into a temper, for she thought it was bound to wake Uncle Peder. So she bounced to the window to see whom she could scold, and there on the doorstep was a little wooden horse.


The little old woman immediately thought that some children, late as it was, had been battering on her door and had run away, leaving their horse behind. She put on her slippers and rushed down the stairs, scolding under her breath. Then, before the little wooden horse could say a word, she picked him up and flung him far away into the forest.


Bang! went the door. Bumpettybumpetty-bump! went the little wooden horse, rolling over and over where he landed, while the stars turned a thousand somersaults about his head, and the tall forest trees seemed to leap about like tossed straws.


Presently the little wooden horse lay still. The stars were no longer spinning, the trees were quiet, and he was very, very bruised and sore. Only one thing stuck fast in his mind, while his wooden body still smarted and ached. When the little old woman opened the door he had seen behind her Uncle Peder’s jacket and hat hanging over a chair in front of the fire!


When he felt better the little wooden horse got up carefully, in case his legs were broken or he had lost a wheel – but, no, nothing so terrible had happened after all. He limped slowly back towards the cottage door, for he meant to explain who he was to the little old woman, and ask her to take him to Uncle Peder.


When she heard the battering on the door for the second time the little old woman flew downstairs in a terrible rage. She was rather deaf, and in any case she was far too angry to listen to what the little wooden horse had to say. This time she flung him with all her might into the ditch that ran round her garden, and then she locked and bolted the door and went back to bed.


The little wooden horse saw that it was of no use to batter on the door. When he had lain in the ditch for some time he crawled stiffly out and went back to the cottage, where he waited patiently under the window until morning, hoping to hear Uncle Peder’s voice by and by.


Sure enough, before very long the little old woman got up and went in to see Uncle Peder.


‘How are you this morning, Uncle Peder?’


‘Better, I think, and thank you. Well, yes, I think I may say I am a little better.’


‘Is there anything you would like, Uncle Peder?’


‘Well, yes, and thank you. I think I would like a drink of your beautiful cow’s milk.’


‘Well, then, you shall have it,’ said the little old woman, going into the kitchen to fetch a bowl.


The little wooden horse did not at once call out to Uncle Peder, for he was afraid the little old woman would be angry if he made any noise. Instead he waited patiently under the window till she should open the door.


By and by the little old woman came out to rinse her bowl, and saw him directly.


‘What!’ she screamed. ‘Are you there again? This time I’ll chop you up for firewood!’
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