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CHAPTER 1

He came into the world in the middle of a thicket—in a hidden clearing in the woods—the kind that seems to be open in all directions, but still is covered by a canopy. It was a small space, hardly enough room for him and his mother.

There he stood, swaying timidly on his thin legs, looking drowsily around him through cloudy eyes, which saw nothing, letting his head droop, trembling mightily, and he was still quite numb.

“What a beautiful child!” called out a magpie.

She had flown by, lured in by the startling moans from the mother’s labor. Now the magpie sat on a branch nearby. “What a beautiful child!” she called out. She received no answer and continued on eagerly. “How amazing that it can even stand and walk! How interesting! I have never before, in all my life, seen such a thing. Admittedly, I am still young, just out of the nest for a year, as you may know. But how wonderful! Such a sweet child … born in this moment and can already stand on its own legs. I find it so noble. I find everything about you deer is so noble. Can he walk already … ?”

“Of course,” replied the mother quietly. “But you must excuse me if I am not able to chat. I have so much to do right now … besides I still feel a bit weary.”

“Please do not let me disturb you,” said the magpie, “I do not have much time myself. But it is not every day that you get to see such a sight. I say, how cumbersome and difficult it is in these moments. The children cannot move when they first hatch from the egg, they lay there so helplessly in the nest and you must care for them. Care for them. I tell you, I can make no sense of it. Oh, what tireless work it is to feed them, how carefully I must watch over them. I say, think how hard it is to gather food for the children and at the same time look after them so that no danger should come to them; they cannot help themselves when they are alone. Do you not agree? And how long must we wait until they can move on their own, how long does it take them to get their feathers and look proper!”

“I beg your pardon,” replied the mother, “I wasn’t listening to you.”

The magpie flew away. “What a strange person,” she thought to herself, “noble, but strange!”

The mother hardly realized it. She continued to eagerly wash the newborn. She washed it with her tongue; it was grooming, warming massage, and caress all at once.

The little one wobbled a bit. He folded together from the all the gentle, jostling licks and nudging and became still. His small red back, which was still a bit tousled, had fine white dots, and his drowsy infant-like face had the expression of deep sleep.

Hazelnut, dogwood, blackthorn, and young elderberry grew all around. Tall maple, beech, and oak trees built a green roof over the thicket and the firm, dark brown ground sprouted forth fern fronds, sweet pea, and sage. Leaves of violets which had already bloomed, and strawberries which were just beginning to bloom, nestled close to the ground. The light of the early morning sun permeated the thick foliage like a golden web. A mix of voices rang throughout the entire forest and infused it with joyous excitement. The oriole whooped relentlessly, the pigeons cooed ceaselessly, the blackbirds whistled, the finches flapped, the titmice chirped; this gentle chorus of music was disturbed only by the quarrelsome cries of the jays, the blaring laughter of the magpies, and the metallic bursting of the pheasants’ calls, like bells. Sometimes the shrill, short laughter of a woodpecker rose above all the other voices. Above the treetops, the falcon’s cry, bright and urgent, could be heard, and the crows let out a constant choir of their cries.

The little one understood not a single one of the many songs and shrieks, nor a word of the conversations. He listened not at all. He did not perceive the scents which the forest breathed. He only heard the soft rustling which ran along his back as he was washed, warmed, and kissed, and he smelled nothing but the close scent of his mother. He snuggled up to this comforting presence and searched hungrily to find therein the source of his food.

While he drank, the mother continued to caress the little one. “Bambi,” she whispered.

In this moment, she lifted her head; her ears perked up and listened to the wind.

Then she kissed her child again, calm and happy. “Bambi,” she repeated, “my little Bambi.”





CHAPTER 2

Now in the early summer, the trees stood still under the blue sky, held their arms outstretched, and received the energy that beamed down from the sun. The blossoms on the hedges and bushes in the thicket opened—white, red, and yellow stars. Some even began to bear young fruit—innumerable small, balled up fists, perched on the fine tips of branches, delicate and firm and determined. These colorful stars came up from the ground amongst a multitude of flowers, so that the woodland ground seemed to sparkle in the dawn. It smelled of fresh leaves, flowers, damp earth, and green wood. When morning broke and when the sun set, the entire forest sounded a thousand voices, and from morning until evening the bees sang, the wasps hummed, and the bumblebees bumbled through the fragrant silence.

So were the first days of Bambi’s childhood.

He walked behind his mother along a narrow path that ran through the bushes. How calm it was to wander this path! The thick foliage gently caressed his sides and bent ever so slightly to the side. The path seemed to be blocked and barricaded tenfold in each direction. However, they were able to move through it with the most comfort. Such paths were everywhere; they ran here and there throughout the entire forest. His mother knew them all and when Bambi stood before dense undergrowth like an impassable green wall, his mother always found a spot where the path led on, without stopping and searching.

Bambi asked many questions. He loved to ask his mother questions. It was the most wonderful thing for him, asking questions and listening to his mother’s reply. Bambi was hardly astonished that he constantly and effortlessly thought of question after question. He found it to be quite natural; it delighted him so. It delighted him also to wait, curiously, until the answer came. Sometimes he admittedly did not understand her, but even that was lovely, as he could always keep asking questions if he wanted. Sometimes he did not continue asking, and that was also lovely, because he then busied himself imagining what he had not understood in his own way. Sometimes he felt quite sure that his mother did not offer him a full answer and kept some of her knowledge to herself. And even this was even more lovely, for it left him with an even more special curiosity—a clue that made him search secretly, an expectation that made him anxiously cheerful, so much so that he fell silent.

Now he asked, “Who does this path belong to, mother?”

His mother answered, “Us.”

Bambi continued, “You and I?”

“Yes.”

“Both of us?”

“Yes.”

“Just us?”

“No,” said his mother, “we deer …”

“What is deer?” asked Bambi and laughed.

His mother looked at him and laughed, too. “You are a deer, and I am a deer. That is what deer is. Do you understand?”

Bambi sprung into the air with laughter. “Yes, I understood that! I am a little deer and you are a big deer. Right?”

His mother nodded to him. “There you have it.”

Bambi became serious once more, “Are there other deer besides you and me?”

“Of course,” said his mother. “Many.”

“Where are they?” called Bambi.

“Here, everywhere.”

“But … I don’t see them.”

“You will see them soon.”

“When?” Bambi stood still, frozen with curiosity.

“Soon.” His mother continued on calmly.

Bambi followed her. He was silent, because he was pondering what that could mean, “soon”. He decided that “soon” was probably not the same as “right away” but close. But he could not decide on it—when does “soon” stop being “soon” and become “right away”? Suddenly, he asked, “Who made this path?”

“We did,” replied his mother.

Bambi looked astounded. “We? You and I?”

His mother said, “Well, we did … we deer.”

Bambi asked, “Who?”

“All of us,” his mother replied quickly.

She continued onwards. Bambi was amused and wanted to bound off the path here and there, but he refrained and stayed with his mother. There was a loud rustling ahead of them on the forest floor. Something was moving about, hidden by the fern fronds and leaves. A thin voice cried out pitifully, then it was silent. Then only the leaves and blades of grass quivered for a moment. A polecat had caught a mouse. He now scurried off in another direction to enjoy his meal.

“What was that?” asked Bambi alarmed.

“Nothing,” said his mother, calmly.

“But …” Bambi shivered, “but … I saw something there.”

“Well, yes,” said his mother, “don’t be frightened. The polecat just killed a mouse.”

But Bambi was terribly frightened. An unfamiliar and great fright gripped his heart. Many moments passed until he was able to speak again and then he asked, “Why did he kill the mouse?”

“Because …” His mother paused. “… let us go a bit faster now,” she said then, as if she had just remembered something and she had forgotten his question. She started off. Bambi bounded after her.

There was a long pause; they again walked calmly and quietly. Finally, Bambi asked uneasily, “Will we kill a mouse, too, someday?”

“No,” responded his mother.

“Never?” asked Bambi.

“Never ever,” was her answer.

“Why not?” asked Bambi relieved.

“Because we do not kill anyone,” said his mother simply.

Bambi was then cheerful again.

A loud shriek rang out from a small ash tree that stood next to the path. His mother continued on, paying it no notice. Curious Bambi, however, stopped in his tracks. Two roosters were quarreling about a nest they had looted in the branches above.

“Get lost! And never come back, you scoundrel!” called out one rooster to the other.

“Oh, don’t you get yourself worked up, you fool,” answered the other. “I am not afraid of you.”

The first provoked again, “Go find your own nest, you thief! Why I’ll crack your skull open!” He was outraged. “Such wickedness!” he bickered on, “such wickedness!”

The other noticed Bambi, fluttered and flew down a few branches and sneered at him, “And what are you looking at, you birdbrain? Get a move on!”

Aghast, Bambi bound off and quickly caught up to his mother who he then followed, well-behaved and startled, and thought that she might not have even noticed he was gone for a moment.

After some time, he inquired, “Mother … what is wickedness?”

His mother said, “I don’t know.”

Bambi considered this. Then he tried again. “Mother, why were those two so mean to each other?”

His mother answered, “They were quarreling over their food.”

Bambi asked, “Will we ever fight that way over our food?”

“No,” said his mother.

Bambi asked, “Why not?”

His mother responded, “There is enough for us all.”

Bambi wanted to know something else, “Mother … ?”

“What is it?”

“Will we ever be so mean to each other?”

“No, my child,” said his mother, “that is not how we are.”

She continued on. Suddenly, it became bright before them, glaringly bright. The green jumble of bushes and shrubs fell away. They took just a few more steps and came out into the expansive freedom that opened before them. Bambi had the urge to jump out into the vast openness, but his mother stood still.

“What is this?” he asked impatiently and with fascination.

“The meadow,” answered his mother.

“What is the meadow?” implored Bambi.

His mother cut his question short. “Soon you will find out for yourself.” She had become stern and attentive. Motionless, she stood with her head held high, listening closely and checking the wind as she breathed out slowly.

“It is safe,” she finally said, “we can go out.”

Bambi bound forward, but she blocked his way. “You must wait until I call you.” In an instant he became obediently silent and still.

“Very good,” praised his mother. “And now pay very close attention and remember what I tell you.” Bambi could hear the seriousness in his mother’s voice and it made him tense.

“It is not that simple to just walk out into the meadow,” his mother continued to explain. “It is a difficult and dangerous thing. Do not ask why. You will learn why some day. For now, just do exactly as I tell you. Will you?”

“Yes,” promised Bambi.

“Very well. I will go out alone first. You will stand here and wait. And always watch me, keep an eye on me constantly. If you see that I turn back, then you must turn and run from here as fast as you can. I will come and find you then.” She was silent as she seemed to consider what to say next and then urgently continued on, “No matter what, run, run as fast as you can. Run … even if something happens … even if you see that I … that I fall to the ground … you cannot stop for me, do you understand? Whatever you see or hear … just continue to run as fast and far from here as you can … ! Do you promise me this?”

“Yes,” said Bambi quietly.

“When I call you, however,” she continued on, “you may come. You can play on the meadow. It is lovely out there and you will enjoy it so. But … you must also promise me that at my first call, you will return to my side. Directly! Do you hear me?”

“Yes,” said Bambi, even quieter this time. His mother spoke so severely.

She continued to talk again, “Out there on the meadow, when I call … you cannot dawdle or ask questions, you just run like the wind, back into the woods. No hesitating or pausing … and should I begin to run then you too must do the same with all your might and you do not stop until we are back here in the forest. Will you forget what I have told you here?”

“No,” said Bambi uneasily.

“I will go out there now,” stated his mother and was calmer this time.

She stepped out. Bambi, who did not let his eyes off of her, saw that she slowly proceeded with cautious and high steps. Full of anticipation, fear, and curiosity, he stood there. He watched as she listened and looked in all directions; he saw she recoiled and he did the same, ready to jump back into the thicket at any time. Then his mother became calm again and after a minute had passed, she even became cheerful. She bowed her head briefly, straining her neck out, looked jovially at him and called, “Come out!”

Bambi leaped out. Such tremendous joy overtook him, with a magical power so that he had forgotten his fear in no time. In the thicket he just saw the green treetops above him, sometimes mixed with specks of blue here and there. Now he saw the entire vast blue sky which made him happy for a reason he did not even understand. In the forest, he only had known singular, broad beams of sunlight or the softly glowing splotches of light that hung, caught in branches. Now he suddenly found himself in the hot, blinding sun and felt its imposing power as it beamed down upon him and he stood in the midst of this glow, his eyes closed and his heart open. Bambi was in high spirits; he was beyond happy, it was simply amazing. Awkwardly, he leaped into the air three, four, five times on the spot where he stood. He could do nothing else; he had to. Something within him caused him to jump higher. His young limbs used all their power, he breathed so deeply and easily, and he drank in all the fragrances of the meadow breath with such enthusiasm that he had to jump again. Bambi was a child. Had he been a human, he would have let out a cheer. But he was a young deer, and deer could not cheer, at least not like human children do. Therefore, he cheered in his own way. With his legs and with his entire body, he went higher into the air.

His mother stood by and watched happily. She saw him frolicking with joy—jumping up and clumsily falling back to the same spot, looking about in stunned and bewildered amazement, before jumping up again a moment later. Again and again. She understood that Bambi had only known the small deer paths in the forest in his young life, and that he had was accustomed to living in the cramped thicket in the few short days since his birth and therefore he only moved in a small space, because he did not yet understand that he could move about and roam freely on the meadow. She crouched down low with her front legs, smiled in Bambi’s direction for a moment, and then was off with such speed, dashing around in circles, and the high blades of grass just rustled about. Bambi was startled and stood still. Was this a sign that he should run back into the cover of the thicket? “Do not worry about me,” his mother had said, “no matter what you hear or see, just run away, as quickly as possible!” He wanted to turn back and flee, as he was told to do. Then suddenly his mother bounded over; in a wonderful rush she aimed back to where he stood, stopping two steps short of him, and again crouched down as before. She smiled and called out, “Come catch me!” and with a whoosh she was off again.

Bambi was baffled. What was going on? What had gotten into his mother all of a sudden? And then with such dizzying speed she was back again prodded Bambi’s side with her nose and said hurriedly, “Oh come now, catch me!” and tore off again. Bambi stumbled after her for a few steps. Suddenly, his steps turned into bounds. His legs carried him, and his tempo grew smooth and natural so that he felt like he was flying. There was room enough beneath his hooves for him to bound further; there was room enough above him to leap higher and higher. Bambi was ecstatic. The grass whispered sweetly in his ears. It swept past his body, deliciously soft and delicate, like silk. His path curved and twisted, he darted in circles, turned about again, and charged forward. His mother stopped for a while, standing still to catch her breath and silently turned her head to watch Bambi race about.

Suddenly, Bambi could not run anymore. He slowed and walked daintily, pulling his legs up in high steps, to where his mother stood watching. Bambi looked at her happily. Then they continued on together, wandering side by side. Since he had come out of the woods, Bambi had only seen the sky, the sun, and the green expanse of the meadow with his body. With a dazed and muddled mind, he had seen the sky; with a comfortably sunned back and strengthening breaths, he had taken in the sun. Finally, he was now able to enjoy with his eyes—as with each moment he took in—and was overwhelmed by all the wonders and the glory of the meadow. Unlike in the forest, there was not a bare spot of soil. Each blade of grass had to fight for its tiny spot—nestled and swelled in lush splendor, bending to the side with each footstep only to spring up again, tall and proud. The wide green meadow was dotted with white daises, violets, the heavy heads of blooming clover, and the magnificent glowing golden buttons of dandelion heads in the air.

“Look there, mother,” Bambi called, “a flower is flying away.”

“That is not a flower,” said his mother, “that is a butterfly.”

Bambi looked at the butterfly with delight as it delicately took off from a stem and fluttered off, tumbling up and down through the air. Now Bambi saw that there were a great many butterflies in the air above the meadow. They all seemed to be in a rush yet were slow as they bobbed about. Watching them was a game that fascinated Bambi. It looked to him as if flowers—funny flowers—were wandering about and that they did not hold still on their stems but preferred to break away and dance a little. Or maybe they were flowers that were born to the earth with the morning sun and had not yet found a place, so they moved about fussily, searching, diving, and disappearing, only to reappear a moment later, a bit higher, to continue on their search, flying further and further because the best spots were already taken by other flowers.

Bambi watched all of them. He wished that one was closer to him so that he could examine it carefully, but alas they were far away. They crossed each other’s paths, gliding about incessantly. He was confused watching them.

As he looked down at the ground in front of him, he was delighted to see a thousand kinds of vibrant life beneath him. It sprung and sprouted in all directions; its turmoil and bustle emerged only to sink away a moment later, back into the lush green from which it came.

“What is that, mother?” he asked

“Those are the children,” answered his mother.

“Look over here,” called Bambi, “there’s a jumping piece of grass! Wow, look how high it can jump!”

“That isn’t grass,” explained his mother, “that is a little grasshopper.”

“Why is it hopping around like that?” asked Bambi.

“Because we are walking here,” answered his mother, “… it is afraid.”

“Oh!” Bambi turned to the grasshopper that perched on an open, flat face of a daisy nearby.

“Oh,” said Bambi politely, “you need not be afraid of us, we won’t hurt you.”

“I am not afraid,” responded the grasshopper with a wavering voice. “I was just startled for a moment as I was talking with my wife just now.”

“Excuse us, please,” said Bambi. “We disturbed you.”

“That is okay,” rattled the grasshopper. “Since it’s just you, it’s alright. One just never knows who is coming, so one has to be careful.”

“It happens to be my first very first time out in the meadow today,” Bambi told him. “My mother was showing me …”

The stubborn grasshopper stood there and made a serious face and mumbled, “That really does not concern me. I don’t have any time to chat with you, I have to find my wife! Hop!” and he was gone.

“Oh!” said Bambi taken aback and astounded by the height of the jump with which the grasshopper disappeared.

Bambi ran to his mother, “Mother … I was just speaking with him!”

“With whom?” asked his mother.

“With the grasshopper, of course” explained Bambi. “I was talking with him. He was so nice to me. And it looked so nice. It was a wonderful green, yet it was see-through at the end, unlike anything I have ever seen and so very fine!”

“Those are his wings.”

“Really?” Bambi continued on. “It had such a serious face, so deep in thought. He was still nice to me, though. And oh, how he could jump! That must be terribly difficult. ‘Hop,’ he said and jumped up so high, I couldn’t even see him go.”

They went onward. The conversation with the grasshopper had excited Bambi and also made him a bit tired, as it was the first time that he had ever spoken to a stranger. He felt hungry and nuzzled up to his mother to refresh himself.

He then stood there quietly and daydreamed for a moment—in the gentle, sweet, drowsy sensation he felt each time he was fed by his mother. He noticed a light flower that was moving in the jumble of blades of grass. Bambi looked over more sharply. No, that wasn’t a flower, it was a butterfly. Bambi carefully approached.

The butterfly hung heavy on a stalk and gently moved its wings.

“Please stay where you are!” Bambi called out to him.

“Why should I stay where I am? I am a butterfly, after all,” answered the butterfly, amazed.

“Oh, stay here for a moment please!” Bambi pleaded, “I have wanted to see you up close for so long. Please be so kind.”

“Fine,” said the delicate cabbage white butterfly, “but not for too long.”

Bambi stood in front of him. “How beautiful you are,” called he out, charmed. “How exquisite! Like a flower!”

“What?” The butterfly flapped loudly with its wings. “Like a flower? Well, it is our opinion that we butterflies are more beautiful than the flowers.”

Bambi was confused. “Of … of course,” he stuttered, “much more beautiful … beg your pardon … I just meant to say …”

“It hardly matters to me what you meant to say,” countered the butterfly. He arched his small body with an air of insolence and played vainly with his tender feelers.

Bambi watched him with fascination. “How dainty you are,” he said. “How fine and dainty! And what splendid wings!”

The butterfly spread his wings wide apart and then brought them together tightly, so they resembled a tall, white sail.

“Oh,” called Bambi, “now I see that you are more beautiful than the flowers. What’s even more, you can fly! And flowers cannot do that. Because they grow in the ground, that’s why.”

The butterfly took off. “Enough,” he said. “I can fly, indeed!” He then lifted off and took to the air with such unimaginable ease. His delicate white wings gently moved, full of grace, and he appeared to float on the sunny air. “Because of you I have stayed here, seated, for far too long,” he said and fluttered up and down in front of Bambi, “but now I must fly on.”

Such was the meadow.
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"Mystical, exultant evocation of nature. . .. Bambi
truly is a story for all ages.” —New York Times
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