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  INTRODUCTION.
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  WHEN Hans Christian Andersen called the first part of his autobiography “a fairy tale,” he was not making an overstatement. You could say that the truth of his life went beyond any invention. But Andersen knew all too well that every fairy tale has its forest of thorns and hazards still more dire before the bright prize is reached. If not, there would be no story. Read “The Ugly Duckling” again; it is a simple telling of Andersen’s history. Read “The Little Mermaid” and reflect that every wish has its price; the greater the wish, the greater the price. Read this autobiography and you will know something of the thorn forest Andersen traversed, the prize he sought, and the price he paid for obtaining that prize.




  Andersen was born in poverty on April 2, 1805, to totally dissimilar parents, who are well described in this book. The mother was thirty, a simple illiterate peasant, pious and superstitious. The father, only twenty-two, a shoemaker who had neither the skill nor the desire for this work, bitterly resented his lack of education. Without guidance he developed a rebel’s ideas on politics and religion that were far in advance of his place and time. After Hans Christian was six, he saw little of his father, who desperately took the fee to replace a young man called up for army service. He returned a sick man and died when the boy was eleven. But the father had left him, unknowingly, a priceless legacy—two in fact. On one of their Sunday wanderings in the woods, the father had pointed out that every thing—a blade of grass, a beetle, a darning needle— has a character of its own.




  He also showed the boy how to make and work a toy theater, an occupation that stayed with Andersen for most of his life. Certainly, it filled much of his time for the next two or three years. Since he refused to stay at any school or apprenticeship where he was teased, or worse, by rough older boys, he soon returned home again. He was happy only at a small Jewish school where no one tormented him. But it closed after a term. Now he could spend his time hanging about the local theater, or visiting two bookish old ladies who introduced him to Shakespeare.




  But Odense offered no future, and his mother’s remarriage made him feel unwelcome in his one-room home. He decided to present himself at Copenhagen as an actor or singer seeking employment. He made the journey, but there was no welcome for him there either.




  In a current Danish biography there is a suggestion that Andersen was the result of a frolic between the young Crown Prince of Denmark and an equally young Countess. If so, it did Andersen no practical good. Even his looks were not of a royal kind. With his craggy face and huge hands and feet, he was often described as having the looks of a peasant. What he did possess was something much more rare—genius.




  What is genius? It occurs, whatever the art or skill, only a few times in a century. It cannot be bought by wealth, nor passed on to an heir, though there is sometimes (as here) a strangeness in one or the other parent. It strikes where it chooses. In this case, it chanced on a penniless, semi-illiterate boy in a northern land, whose language is hardly known outside its borders, and made him one of the best-known storywriters in the world. But this would take time.




  Now he knew only that he must succeed. Praise was what he always desired, not criticism. The theater was his passion; he would excel as an actor, singer, or dancer. When these proved no road to stardom, he tried writing plays. They too were rejected, however much he tried to impose them on influential people. Perhaps his star was in poetry, which he wrote with such ease and frequency.




  All the while he starved and froze in his outgrown clothes. He was kindly given free singing, ballet, Latin, and German lessons, but they (or he) did not last. Something must be done with this scarecrow boy, wandering the streets of Copenhagen with his poems, plays, and petitions. He had better become a state charge and start with an education. Jonas Collin, Director of the Theatre Royal, was placed in charge of the project; the boy would be a foster child of Collin’s family and be sent to school. (Andersen was now seventeen.) He went to an old established school at Slagelsk, some distance away, with instructions to write regularly to Collin.




  Amazing! At a single leap the “washerwoman’s crazy boy” had moved from nothing into the upper professional class! Unluckily, at school he found himself under a brutal and sadistic headmaster, Simon Meisling, who openly mocked and taunted him at every opportunity. Andersen began his schooling in the company of eleven-year-olds, but where else could he go? He knew nothing. But at least Meisling let him walk to church with the older boys on Sunday. And when a group of older boys were sent to witness an execution in the next town, Andersen was included. It was a gruesome and horrifying affair, straight out of the Middle Ages. But as he later did in his travel books when confronted with dreadful subjects—the galley slaves chained to the wall; the peculiarly hideous Spanish bullfights, with their disembowelling of horses—he described the incident exactly. When Meisling moved to head a school at Elsinore, he suggested that Andersen should board in his home. Collin agreed.




  But life with the Meislings was a nightmare. Andersen was allowed no freedom. The place was filthy. Jars and bottles of food were kept in the privy, as was a live pig, until the poor creature had the luck to die. While Meisling slept (eight o’clock was his bedtime), his wife would steal out to practice some freelance prostitution. One night she made coy advances to Andersen as he lay in bed. His obvious terror enraged her, but she went away.




  How could the timorous Andersen describe such things to Jonas Collin? But a friendly young teacher had more courage. He contrived an interview with Collin and told him the facts. Collin acted promptly. He withdrew Andersen from the Meislings’ care and the school, and provided him with enough money for a small attic room in Copenhagen and a private tutor. That small attic room appears in Andersen’s fiction, but most effectively in that superb little story “The Goblin at the Grocer’s”—Andersen at his best. It is a mystery how he ever passed Greek, Latin, Hebrew, and still more arcane subjects—mathematics and divinity were no problem—but pass he did. He could now, if he wished, enter university.




  He had proved to Jonas Collin that the investment had not been wasted. But Andersen wanted no more study. Writing was to be his life. Within a few years, while still in his twenties, he became an established professional author of published works, including the interesting early Journey on Foot, as well as novels, plays, poems, and travel writings. In May 1835 (he was just thirty), he added a paperback booklet of four little stories as a kind of Easter offering. Three were based on known folk tales, but the fourth, “Little Ida’s Flowers,” was wholly original. The next year, “Thumbelina,” “The Naughty Boy,” and “The Travelling Companion” followed; the year after, “The Little Mermaid” and “The Emperor’s New Clothes” appeared. Of course, the tales were met at first with the usual sour utterances from the usual hostile Danish critics, affronted by Andersen’s rise from a lowly background: the tales were not moral; the vernacular speech was improper; Andersen should learn from the French.




  But these complaints were short-lived, and—especially outside Denmark—as soon as translations arrived, Andersen was showered with praise. The public demanded more stories.




  Why did these tales succeed? For one thing they were original. Andersen himself did not realize how original they were. Certainly, he did not realize what an influence they would later have. But also, they possessed none of the faults that critics had found in his novels—the rambling, the confusion of plots, the too obvious borrowings. One reason for this was that his plays for the toy theater had taught him economy. But he also remembered his father’s observation, long ago, that everything has a character of its own—a blade of grass, a beetle, a darning needle. No one before Andersen had put real conversation into the mouths of things.




  Andersen soon realized that his tales were not only for children, and stopped distinguishing them as such. They were enjoyed not only by kings and queens but also by working men. When he read to the Mechanics’ Association, the hall was always crowded. In his journeys throughout Europe, he was greeted by such luminaries as Heine, Mendelssohn, Ibsen, Balzac, Dumas, and Dickens (whose favorite tale was “The Old House”). Only a few of Andersen’s late tales (as you will read in The Fairy Tale of My Life) arose out of his problems, and do not seem meant for children.




  In his last months, a design for a statue was submitted for his approval. He had already chosen it from two preliminary possibilities, but now the “finished” design was shown to him. He was still reading from a book, as in the original, but this time children clambered about him, at his back, on his knee, all around. Andersen was appalled. “I would never read in such a situation,” was his enraged response. “As I have always said, I do not write only for children but for everyone. Of course, there is much in my work for the young to enjoy, but not on my knee.” The children were removed. The statue may now be seen in Kongins Have. He is clearly reading to you.




  Andersen always chose to describe himself as a poet, which indeed he was. Yet it is hard to assess work known only in translation. Prose is another matter. There are passages of unintended poetry throughout his writings, but most of all in the stories. One is surely the marvellous ending of “The Nightingale,” when the bird’s singing charms Death into returning to his own garden and sparing the Emperor’s life. Another, from “The Wild Swans,” is the extraordinary description of Elisa’s flight through the ever-changing clouds: “’Is that palace on the land we are heading for?’ she asks. ‘No, that is a castle of the fairy Morgana, ever dissolving, ever in motion. No human may enter there.’”




  Another, in “Elfin Hill,” is the Norwegian troll King’s account of the wild woodland home where he is taking his elf bride. A fourth example is the opening passage of “The Little Mermaid”: “Far out at sea the water’s as blue as the petals of the loveliest cornflower, and as clear as the purest glass; but it’s very deep, deeper than any anchor can reach. Many church steeples would have to be piled up one above the other to reach from the bottom of the sea to the surface. Right down there live the sea people.” A fifth example is the unforgettable flight of Kay with the Snow Queen. She is neither good nor evil: she is Experience. If every part of Andersen’s adult novels were of this quality, we would be reading them now. Indeed, every episode in the Snow Queen is like a talisman that stays in the mind for life.




  But the stories were more than a medium for imaginative and poetic writing. There is hardly one in which Andersen does not appear in some open or hidden guise. What a writer cannot resolve in his life, he can on paper. The stories, with their sorrow and humor, and sometimes their enigmatic endings, map Andersen’s true responses to life: his past, his present, his journey of the mind. (Even a toothache that always afflicted him would have its own tale.)




  Something should also be said about Edvard Collin, as he played so important a part in Andersen’s life. In The Fairy Tale of My Life he is touched on only lightly. Andersen first met Edvard when he became a part of the Collin family. He was not used to meeting educated, well-spoken boys of his own age, and it was Edvard’s cool assurance that first attracted him. (Actually, Edvard was two years younger, but always seemed the older of the two.) Andersen’s first dislike of the effusive maverick turned into a teasing tolerance, then into genuine friendship. In any case, the bond was not (as readers of today might imagine) a physical one. Andersen was too timorous, and Edvard too conventional. But all too soon Edvard was taken up with courting, marrying, and starting a family. Andersen’s devotion—call it “love” if you like—did not fade, but the easy camaraderie was over. Edvard, however, kept contact always in his practical, unsentimental way: he looked after Andersen’s finances; dealt with publishers in his friend’s absences; and bought Andersen’s lottery ticket (which never won). He even made the needed fair copy of this autobiography. He could not help admiring his friend’s later success, and his easy contacts with so many royals, including Denmark’s. Late in their lives he asked Andersen for two substantial loans for his son to purchase a house. What would old Collin have said? But Edvard knew he was Andersen’s main heir. At Andersen’s wish, Edvard was buried by his side. A third space was left for Jette, Edvard’s wife. This is a story in itself.




  In a tale called “In a Thousand Years,” Andersen writes: “They will come on wings of steam. . . . The young citizens of America will fly through the air, across the great green ocean, to visit old Europe. The passengers will already have made their hotel reservations by telegraphing ahead. . . . They will cross all Europe in seven days!”




  Not bad—though it is odd that Andersen did not envisage any other medium than steam. He was keenly interested in new inventions; Ørsted, the great physicist and discoverer of electromagnetism, was his near contemporary and friend. But there were other things he did not foresee. One was the hideous role of his much-loved Germany in the next century; also, that every one of the little kingdoms and dukedoms that had given him such welcome and so many honors would have vanished entirely in less than a century. He could not have imagined that every home, however poor, would have the opportunity to access every kind of transmitted entertainment, be it visual, musical, or verbal. He did not foresee that names of the great Danish poets and writers of his time, many of whom were his friends, would be known only to specialists and in Scandinavia. A single Danish name lives everywhere—his own.




  In his last years, every kind of honor came to him, not only from the crowned heads of Europe, but most of all—and most longed for—from his own country, Denmark. But he was ill and in pain, and the honors mattered less. An early mentor (there were many) had once written to him: “For Heaven’s sake, do not imagine yourself to be a poet just because you can write a few lines of verse. . . . What would you say if I went about believing I was going to be Empress of Brazil? You would think it insane.” How could she realize that she was speaking to a future Emperor of a worldwide realm? With clothes, and sometimes without, but an Emperor certainly.




  NAOMI LEWIS


  London, England


  June 2000


  


  





  Naomi Lewis is one of the most distinguished figures in the world of children’s literature. She is also a leading authority on the works of Hans Christian Andersen, many of whose stories she has translated—including “The Emperor’s New Clothes” and “The Snow Queen,” both illustrated by Angela Barrett. A poet and critic, she is a Fellow of the Royal Society of Literature and has received the Eleanor Farjeon Award for notable services to children’s literature.




  


  


  





  THE STORY OF MY LIFE.
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  CHAPTER I.




  MY life is a lovely story, happy and full of incident. If, when I was a boy, and went forth into the world poor and friendless, a good fairy had met me and said, “Choose now thy own course through life, and the object for which thou wilt strive, and then, according to the development of thy mind, and as reason requires, I will guide and defend thee to its attainment,” my fate could not, even then, have been directed more happily, more prudently, or better. The history of my life will say to the world what it says to me, — There is a loving God, who directs all things for the best.




  In the year 1805 there lived at Odense, in a small mean room, a young married couple, who were extremely attached to each other; he was a shoemaker, scarcely twenty-two years old, a man of a richly gifted and truly poetical mind. His wife, a few years older than himself, was ignorant of life and of the world, but possessed a heart full of love. The young man had himself made his shoemaking bench, and the bedstead with which he began housekeeping; this bedstead he had made out of the wooden frame which had borne only a short time before the coffin of the deceased Count Trampe, as he lay in state, and the remnants of the black cloth on the wood-work kept the fact still in remembrance.




  Instead of a noble corpse, surrounded by crape and wax-lights, here lay, on the second of April, 1805, a living and weeping child, — that was myself, Hans Christian Andersen. During the first day of my existence my father is said to have sat by the bed and read aloud in Holberg, but I cried all the time. “Wilt thou go to sleep, or listen quietly?” it is re ported that my father asked in joke; but I still cried on; and even in the church, when I was taken to be baptized, I cried so loudly that the preacher, who was a passionate man, said, “The young one screams like a cat!” which words my mother never forgot. A poor emigrant, Gomar, who stood as godfather, consoled her in the mean time by saying that the louder I cried as a child, all the more beautifully should I sing when I grew older.




  Our little room, which was almost filled with the shoemaker’s bench, the bed, and my crib, was the abode of my childhood; the walls, however, were covered with pictures, and over the work-bench was a cupboard containing books and songs; the little kitchen was full of shining plates and metal pans, and by means of a ladder it was possible to go out on the roof, where, in the gutters between it and the neighbor’s house, there stood a great chest filled with soil, my mother’s sole garden, and where she grew her vegetables. In my story of the “Snow Queen” that garden still blooms.




  I was the only child, and was extremely spoiled, but I continually heard from my mother how very much happier I was than she had been, and that I was brought up like a nobleman’s child. She, as a child, had been driven out by her parents to beg, and once when she was not able to do it, she had sat for a whole day under a bridge and wept. I have drawn her character in two different aspects, — in old Dominica, in the “Improvisatore,” and in the mother of Christian, in “Only a Fiddler.”




  My father gratified me in all my wishes. I possessed his whole heart; he lived for me. On Sundays he made me perspective glasses, theatres, and pictures which could be changed; he read to me from Holberg’s plays and the “Arabian Tales;” it was only in such moments as these that I can remember to have seen him really cheerful, for he never felt himself happy in his life and as a handicraftsman. His parents had been country people in good circumstances, but upon whom many misfortunes had fallen: the cattle had died; the farm-house had been burned down; and lastly, the husband had lost his reason. On this the wife had removed with him to Odense, and there put her son, whose mind was full of intelligence, apprentice to a shoemaker; it could not be otherwise, although it was his ardent wish to attend the grammar school, where he might learn Latin. A few well-to-do citizens had at one time spoken of this, of clubbing together to raise a sufficient sum to pay for his board and education, and thus giving him a start in life; but it never went beyond words. My poor father saw his dearest wish unfulfilled; and he never lost the remembrance of it. I recollect that once, as a child I saw tears in his eyes, and it was when a youth from the grammar school came to our house to be measured for a new pair of boots, and showed us his books and told us what he learned.




  “That was the path upon which I ought to have gone!” said my father, kissed me passionately, and was silent the whole evening.




  He very seldom associated with his equals. He went out into the woods on Sundays, when he took me with him; he did not talk much when he was out, but would sit silently, sunk in deep thought, whilst I ran about and strung strawberries on a bent, or bound garlands. Only twice in the year, and that in the month of May, when the woods were arrayed in their earliest green, did my mother go with us, and then she wore a cotton gown, which she put on only on these occasions and when she partook of the Lord’s Supper, and which, as long as I can remember, was her holiday gown. She always took home with her from the wood a great many fresh beech boughs, which were then planted behind the polished stone. Later in the year sprigs of St. John’s wort were stuck into the chinks of the beams, and we considered their growth as omens whether our lives would be long or short. Green branches and pictures ornamented our little room, which my mother always kept neat and clean; she took great pride in always having the bed linen and the curtains very white.




  One of my first recollections, although very slight in itself, had for me a good deal of importance, from the power by which the fancy of a child impressed it upon my soul; it was a family festival, and can you guess where? In that very place in Odense, in that house which I had always looked on with fear and trembling, just as boys in Paris may have looked at the Bastile — in the Odense house of correction.




  My parents were acquainted with the jailer, who invited them to a family dinner, and I was to go with them. I was at that time still so small that I was carried when we returned home.




  The House of Correction was for me a great store-house of stories about robbers and thieves; often I had stood, but always at a safe distance, and listened to the singing of the men within and of the women spinning at their wheels.




  I went with my parents to the jailer’s; the heavy iron-bolted gate was opened and again locked with the key from the rattling bunch; we mounted a steep staircase — we ate and drank, and two of the prisoners waited at the table; they could not induce me to taste of anything, the sweetest things I pushed away; my mother told them I was sick, and I was laid on a bed, where I heard the spinning-wheels humming near by and merry singing, whether in my own fancy or in reality, I cannot tell; but I know that I was afraid, and was kept on the stretch all the time; and yet I was in a pleasant humor, making up stories of how I had entered a castle full of robbers. Late in the night my parents went home, carrying me, the rain, for it was rough weather, dashing against my face.




  Odense was in my childhood quite another town from what it is now, when it has shot ahead of Copenhagen, with its water carried through the town and I know not what else! Then it was a hundred years behind the times; many customs and manners prevailed which long since disappeared from the capital. When the guilds removed their signs, they went in procession with flying banners and with lemons dressed in ribbons stuck on their swords. A harlequin with bells and a wooden sword ran at the head; one of them, an old fellow, Hans Struh, made a great hit by his merry chatter and his face, which was painted black, except the nose, that kept its genuine red color. My mother was so pleased with him that she tried to find out if he was in any way related to us, but I remember very well that I, with all the pride of an aristocrat, protested against any relationship with the “fool.”




  The first Monday in Lent the butchers used to lead through the streets a fat ox, adorned with wreaths of flowers and ridden by a boy in a white shirt and wearing wings.




  The sailors also passed through the streets with music and flags and streamers flying; two of the boldest ended by wrestling on a plank placed between two boats, and the one that did not tumble into the water was the hero.




  But what especially was fixed in my memory, and is very often revived by being spoken about, was the stay of the Spaniards in Funen in 1808. Denmark was in alliance with Napoleon, who had declared war against Sweden, and before anybody was aware of it, a French army and Spanish auxiliary troops, under command of Marshal Bernadotte, Prince of Pontecorvo, entered Funen in order to pass over into Sweden. I was at that time not more than three years old, but I remember very well those dark-brown men bustling in the streets, and the cannon that were fired in the market-place and before the bishop’s residence; I saw the foreign soldiers stretching themselves on the sidewalks and on bundles of straw in the half-burned St. John’s Church. The castle of Kolding was burnt, and Pontecorvo came to Odense, where his wife and his son Oscar were staying. The school-houses all about were changed into guard-rooms, and the mass was celebrated under the large trees in the fields and on the road. The French soldiers were said to be haughty and arrogant, the Spanish good-natured and friendly; a fierce hatred existed between them; the poor Spaniards excited most interest.




  A Spanish soldier one day took me up in his arms and pressed against my lips a silvery image, which he carried on his breast. I remember that my mother became angry because, as she said, it was something Catholic, but I was pleased with the image, and the foreign soldier danced with me, kissed me, and shed tears; he had, perhaps, children himself at home. I saw one of his comrades carried to execution for having killed a Frenchman. Many years afterward, in remembrance of that, I wrote my little poem, “The Soldier,” which, translated into German by Chamisso, has become popular, and is found in German “Soldier Songs” as an original German song.




  Quite as lively as the impression of the Spaniards was a later event, in my sixth year, namely, the great comet of 1811 my mother told me that it would destroy the earth, or that other horrible things threatened us, to be found in the book of “the prophecies of Sibylla.” I listened to all these superstitious stories and fully believed them. With my mother and some of the neighboring women I stood in St. Canut’s churchyard and looked at the frightful and mighty fire-ball with its large, shining tail.




  All talked about the signs of evil and the day of doom. My father joined us, but he was not of the others’ opinion at all, and gave them a correct arid sound explanation; then my mother sighed, the women shook their heads, my father laughed and went away. I caught the idea that my father was not of our faith, and that threw me into a great fright! In the evening my mother and my old grandmother talked together, and I do not know how she explained it; but I sat in her lap, looked into her mild eyes, and expected every moment that the comet would rush down, and the day of judgment come.




  The mother of my father came daily to our house, were it only for a moment, in order to see her little grandson. I was her joy and her delight. She was a quiet and most amiable old woman, with mild blue eyes and a fine figure, which life had severely tried. From having been the wife of a countryman in easy circumstances she had now fallen into great poverty, and dwelt with her feeble-minded husband in a little house, which was the last, poor remains of their property. I never saw her shed a tear; but it made all the deeper impression upon me when she quietly sighed, and told me about her own mother’s mother, — how she had been a rich, noble lady, in the city of Cassel, and that she had married a “comedy player,” — that was as she expressed it, — and run away from parents and home, for all of which her posterity had now to do penance. I never can recollect that I heard her mention the family name of her grandmother; but her own maiden name was Nommesen. She was employed to take care of the garden belonging to a lunatic asylum, and every Sunday evening she brought us some flowers, which they gave her permission to take home with her. These flowers adorned my mother’s cupboard; but still they were mine, and to me it was allowed to put them in the glass of water. How great was this pleasure! She brought them all to me; she loved me with her whole soul. I knew it, and I understood it.




  She burned, twice in the year, the green rubbish of the garden; on such occasions she took me with her to the asylum, and I lay upon the great heaps of green leaves and pea-straw I had many flowers to play with, and — which was a circumstance upon which I set great importance — I had here better food to eat than I could expect at home.




  All such patients as were harmless were permitted to go freely about the court; they often came to us in the garden, and with curiosity and terror I listened to them and followed them about; nay, I even ventured so far as to go with the attendants to those who were raving mad. A long passage led to their cells. On one occasion, when the attendants were out of the way, I lay down upon the floor, and peeped through the crack of the door into one of these cells. I saw within a lady almost naked, lying on her straw bed; her hair hung down over her shoulders, and she sang with a very beautiful voice. All at once she sprang up, and threw herself against the door where I lay; the little valve through which she received her food burst open; she stared down upon me, and stretched out her long arm toward me. I screamed for terror — I felt the tips of her fingers touching my clothes — I was half dead when the attendant came; and even in later years that sight and that feeling remained within my soul.




  Close beside the place where the leaves were burned the poor old women had their spinning-room. I often went in there, and was very soon a favorite. When with these people, I found myself possessed of an eloquence which filled them with astonishment. I had accidentally heard about the internal mechanism of the human frame, of course without understanding anything about it, but all these mysteries were very captivating to me; and with chalk, therefore, I drew a quantity of flourishes on the door, which were to represent the intestines; and my description of the heart and the lungs made the deepest impression. I passed for a remarkably wise child, that would not live long; and they rewarded my eloquence by telling me tales in return; and thus a world as rich as that of the Thousand and One Nights, was revealed to me. The stories told by these old ladies, and the insane figures which I saw around me in the asylum, operated in the mean time so powerfully upon me, that when it grew dark I scarcely dared to go out of the house. I was therefore permitted, generally at sunset, to lay down in my parents’ bed with its long, flowered curtains, because the press-bed in which I slept could not conveniently be put down so early in the evening on account of the room it occupied in our small dwelling; and here, in the paternal bed, lay I in a waking dream, as if the actual world did not concern me.




  I was very much afraid of my weak-minded grandfather. Only once had he ever spoken to me, and then he had made use of the formal pronoun, “you.” He employed himself in cutting out of wood strange figures, — men with beasts’ heads and beasts with wings; these he packed in a basket and carried them out into the country, where he was everywhere well received by the peasant women, because he gave to them and their children these strange toys. One day, when he was returning to Odense, I heard the boys in the street shouting after him; I hid myself behind a flight of steps in terror, for I knew that I was of his flesh and blood.




  I very seldom played with other boys; even at school I took little interest in their games, but remained sitting within doors. At home I had playthings enough, which my father made for me. My greatest delight was in making clothes for my dolls, or in stretching out one of my mother’s aprons between the wall and two sticks before a currant-bush which I had planted in the yard, and thus to gaze in between the sun-illumined leaves. I was a singularly dreamy child, and so constantly went about with my eyes shut, as at last to give the impression of having weak sight, although the sense of sight was especially cultivated by me.




  An old woman-teacher, who had an ABC school, taught me the letters, to spell, and “to read right,” as it was called. She used to have her seat in a high backed arm chair near the clock, from which at every full stroke some little automata came out. She made use of a big rod, which she always carried with her. The school consisted mostly of girls. It was the custom of the school for all to spell loudly and in as high a key as possible. The mistress dared not beat me, as my mother had made it a condition of my going that I should not be touched. One day having got a hit of the rod, I rose immediately, took my book, and without further ceremony went home to my mother, asked that I might go to another school, and that was granted me. My mother sent me to Carsten’s school for boys; there was also one girl there, a little one somewhat older than I; we became very good friends; she used to speak of the advantage it was to be to her in going into service, and that she went to school especially to learn arithemetic, for, as her mother told her, she could then become dairy-maid in some great manor.




  “That you can become in my castle when I am a nobleman!” said I, and she laughed at me and told me that I was only a poor boy. One day I had drawn something which I called my castle, and I told her that I was a changed child of high birth, and that the angels of God came down and spoke to me. I wanted to make her stare as I did with the old women in the hospital, but she would not be caught. She looked queerly at me, and said to one of the other boys standing near, “He is a fool like his grandpapa,” and I shivered at the words. I had said it to give me an air of importance in their eyes, but I failed and only made them think that I was insane like my grandfather.




  I never spoke to her again about these things, but we were no longer the same playmates as before. I was the smallest in the school, and my teacher, Mr. Carsten, always took me by the hand while the other boys played, that I might not be run over; he loved me much, gave me cakes and flowers, and tapped me on the cheeks. One of the older boys did not know his lesson and was punished by being placed, book in hand, upon the school-table, around which we were seated, but seeing me quite inconsolable at this punishment, he pardoned the culprit.




  The poor old teacher became, later in life telegraph-director at Thorseng, where he still lived until a few years since. It is said that the old man, when showing the visitors around, told them with a pleasant smile: “Weil, well, you will perhaps not believe that such a poor old man as I was the first teacher of one of our most renowned poets! H. C. Andersen was one of my scholars!”




  Sometimes, during the harvest, my mother went into the field to glean. I accompanied her, and we went, like Ruth in the Bible, to glean in the rich fields of Boaz. One day we went to a place the bailiff of which was well known for being a man of a rude and savage disposition. We saw him coming with a huge whip in his hand, and my mother and all the others ran away. I had wooden shoes on my bare feet, and in my haste I lost these, and then the thorns pricked me so that I could not run, and thus I was left behind and alone. The man came up and lifted his whip to strike me, when I looked him in the face and involuntarily exclaimed, — How dare you strike me, when God can see it?”




  The strong, stern man looked at me, and at once became mild; he patted me on my cheeks, asked me my name, and gave me money.’




  When I brought this to my mother and showed it her, she said to the others, “He is a strange child, my Hans Christian; everybody is kind to him: this bad fellow even has given him money.”




  I grew up pious and superstitious; I had not the least idea of what it was to be in want; my father lived, as the saying is, from hand to mouth, but what we had was more than enough for me. As to my dress I was rather spruce; an old woman altered my father’s clothes for me; my mother would fasten three or four large pieces of silk with pins on my breast, and that had to do for vests; a large kerchief was tied round my neck with a mighty bow; my head was washed with soap and my hair curled, and then I was in all my glory.




  In that attire I went with my parents for the first time to the theatre. Odense at that time had already a substantial play-house built, I believe, for the company of Count Trampe or that of Count Hahn; the first representations I saw were given in the German language. Mr. Franck was the director; he gave operas and comedies. “Das Donauweibchen” was the favorite piece; the first representation, however, that I saw was Holberg’s “Village Politicians.”




  The first impressions which a theatre and the crowd assembled there made upon me was, at all events, no sign of anything poetical slumbering in me; for my first exclamation on seeing so many people was, “Now, if we only had as many casks of butter as there are people here, then I would eat lots of butter!” The theatre, however, soon became my favorite place, but, as I could only very seldom go there, I acquired the friendship of the man who carried out the playbills, and he gave me one every day. With this I seated myself in a corner and imagined an entire play, according to the name of the piece and the characters in it. That was my first, unconscious poetizing.




  My father’s favorite reading was plays and stories, although he also read works of history and the Scriptures. He pondered in silent thought afterward upon that which he had read; but my mother did not understand him when he talked with her about it, and therefore he grew more and more silent. One day he closed the Bible with the words, “Christ was a man like us, but an extraordinary man!” These words horrified my mother and she burst into tears. In my distress I prayed to God that he would forgive this fearful blasphemy in my father. “There is no other devil than that which we have in our own hearts,” I heard my father say one day, and I made myself miserable about him and his soul; I was therefore entirely of the opinion of my mother and the neighbors, when my father, one morning, found three scratches on his arm, probably occasioned by a nail, that the devil had been to visit him in the night, in order to prove to him that he really existed.




  My father had not many friends; in his leisure hours he used to take me with him out into the woods. He had a great desire for country life, and it happened just at this time that a shoemaker was required at a manor house who would set up his bench in the neighboring village, and there have a house free of rent, a little garden, and pasture for a cow; by permanent work from the manor and these additional helps one could manage nicely. My mother and father were very eager to have the place, and my father got a trial job to sew a pair of dancing-shoes; a piece of silk was sent him, the leather he was to furnish himself. All our talk for a couple of days turned upon these shoes; I longed so much for the little garden where we could have flowers and shrubs, and I would sit in the sunshine and listen to the cuckoo. I prayed very fervently to God that he would grant us our wishes, and I thought that no greater happiness could be bestowed upon us. The shoes were at last finished; we looked on them with a solemn feeling, for they were to decide our future. My father wrapped them in his handkerchief and went off, and we waited for him with faces beaming with joy. He came home pale and angry; the gracious lady, he said, had not even tried the shoes on, — only looked at them sourly, and said that the silk was spoiled and that he could not get the place. “If you have spoiled your silk,” said my father, “I can be reconciled to spoiling my leather too,” so he took a knife and cut off the soles.




  There was no more hope of our getting into the country. We mingled our tears together, and I thought that God could easily have granted our wish. If he had done so, I had no doubt been a peasant all my life; my whole future would have been different from what it has been. I have often since thought and said to myself: Do you think that our Lord for your sake and for your future has let your parents lose their days of happiness?




  My father’s rambles in the wood became more frequent; he had no rest. The events of the war in Germany, which he read in the newspapers with eager curiosity, occupied him completely. Napoleon was his hero: his rise from obscurity was the most beautiful example to him. At that time Denmark was in league with France; nothing was talked of but war; my father entered the service as a soldier, in hope of returning home a lieutenant. My mother wept, the neighbors shrugged their shoulders, and said that it was folly to go out to be shot when there was no occasion for it.




  The morning on which the corps were to march I heard my father singing and talking merrily, but his heart was deeply agitated; I observed that by the passionate manner in which he kissed me when he took his leave. I lay sick of the measles and alone in the room, when the drums beat, and my mother accompanied my father, weeping, to the city gate. As soon as they were gone my old grandmother came in; she looked at me with her mild eyes and said it would be a good thing if I died; but that God’s will was always the best.




  That was the first day of real sorrow which I remember.




  The regiment advanced no further than Holstein; peace was concluded, and the voluntary soldier returned to his work-stool. Everything fell into its old course. I played again with my dolls, acted comedies, always in German, because I had only seen them in this language; but my German was a sort of gibberish which I made up, and in which there occurred only one real German word, and that was “Besen,” a word which I had picked up out of the various dialects which my father brought home from Holstein.




  “Thou hast indeed some benefit from my travels,” said he in joke. “God knows whether thou wilt get as far; but that must be thy care. Think about it, Hans Christian!” But it was my mother’s intention that, as long as she had any voice in the matter, I should remain at home, and not lose my health as he had done.




  That was the case with him: his health had suffered. One morning he woke in a state of the wildest excitement, and talked only of campaigns and Napoleon. He fancied that he had received orders from him to take the command. My mother immediately sent me, not to the physician but to a so-called wise woman some miles from Odense. I went to her. She questioned me, measured my arm with a woolen thread, made extraordinary signs, and at last laid a green twig upon my breast. It was, she said, a piece of the same kind of tree upon which the Saviour was crucified.




  “Go now,” said she, “by the river side toward home. If your father is to die this time, then you will meet his ghost.”




  My anxiety and distress may be imagined, — I, who was so full of superstition, and whose imagination was so easily excited.




  “And thou hast not met anything, hast thou?” inquired my mother when I got home. I assured her, with beating heart, that I had not.




  My father died the third day after that. His corpse lay on the bed; I therefore slept with my mother. A cricket chirped the whole night through.




  “He is dead,” said my mother, addressing it; “thou needest not call him. The ice maiden has fetched him.”




  I understood what she meant. I recollected that, in the winter before, when our window-panes were frozen, my father pointed to them and showed us a figure like that of a maiden with outstretched arms. “She is come to fetch me,” said he, in jest. And now, when he lay dead on the bed, my mother remembered this, and it occupied my thoughts also.




  He was buried in St. Knud’s church-yard, by the door on the left-hand side coming from the altar. My grandmother planted roses upon his grave. There are now in the self-same place two strangers’ graves, and the grass grows green upon them also.




  After my father’s death I was entirely left to myself. My mother went out washing. I sat alone at home with my little theatre, made dolls’ clothes, and read plays. It has been told me that I was always clean and nicely dressed. I had grown tall; my hair was long, bright, and almost yellow, and I always went bareheaded. There dwelt in our neighborhood the widow of a clergyman, Madame Bunkeflod, with the sister of her deceased husband. This lady opened to me her door, and hers was the first house belonging to the educated class into which I was kindly received. The deceased clergyman had written poems, and had gained a reputation in Danish literature. His spinning songs were at that time in the mouths of the people. In my vignettes to the Danish poets I thus sang of him whom my contemporaries had forgotten, —




  

    Spindles rattle, wheels turn round,


    Spinning songs depart;


    Songs which youth sings soon become


    Music of the heart.


  




  Here it was that I heard for the first time the word poet spoken, and that with so much reverence, as proved it to be something sacred. It is true that my father had read Holberg’s plays to me; but here it was not of these that they spoke, but of verses and poetry. “My brother the poet,” said Bunkeflod’s sister, and her eyes sparkled as she said it. From her I learned that it was a something glorious, a something fortunate, to be a poet. Here, too, for the first time, I read Shakespeare, — in a bad translation, to be sure; but the bold descriptions, the heroic incidents, witches, and ghosts were exactly to my taste. I immediately acted Shakespeare’s plays on my little puppet theatre. I saw Hamlet’s ghost, and lived upon the heath with Lear. The more persons died in a play, the more interesting I thought it. At this time I wrote my first piece: it was nothing less than a tragedy, wherein, as a matter of course, everybody died. The subject of it I borrowed from an old song about Pyramus and Thisbe; but I had increased the incidents through a hermit and his son, who both loved Thisbe, and who both killed themselves when she died. Many speeches of the hermit were passages from the Bible, taken out of the Little Catechism, especially from our duty to our neighbors. To the piece I gave the title “Abor and Elvira.”




  “It ought to be called ‘Perch (Aborre) and Stockfish,’” said one of our neighbors wittily to me as I came with it to her after having read it with great satisfaction and joy to all the people in our street. This entirely depressed me, because I felt that she was turning both me and my poem into ridicule. With a troubled heart, I told it to my mother.




  “She only said so,” replied my mother, “because her son had not done it.” I was comforted, and began a new piece, in which a king and queen were among the dramatis personae. I thought it was not quite right that these dignified personages, as in Shakespeare, should speak like other men and women. I asked my mother and different people how a king ought properly to speak, but no one knew exactly. They said that it was so many years since a king had been in Odense, but that he certainly spoke in a foreign language. I procured myself, therefore, a sort of lexicon, in which were German, French, and English words with Danish meanings, and this helped me. I took a word out of each language, and inserted them into the speeches of my king and queen. It was a regular Babel-like language, which I considered only suitable for such elevated personages.




  I desired now that everybody should hear my piece. It was a real felicity to me to read it aloud, and it never occurred to me that others should not have the same pleasure in listening to it.




  The son of one of our neighbors worked in a cloth manufactory, and every week brought home a sum of money. I was at loose ends, people said, and got nothing. I was also now to go to the manufactory, “not for the sake of the money,” my mother said, “but that she might know where I was, and what I was doing.”




  My old grandmother took me to the place, therefore, and was very much affected, because, said she, she had not expected to live to see the time when I should consort with the poor ragged lads that worked there.




  Many of the journeymen who were employed in the manufactory were Germans; they sang and were merry fellows, and many a coarse joke of theirs filled the place with loud laughter. I heard them, and I there learned that, to the innocent ears of a child, the impure remains very unintelligible. It took no hold upon my heart I was possessed at that time of a remarkably beautiful and high soprano voice, and I knew it; because when I sang in my parents’ little garden, the people in the street stood and listened, and the fine folks in the garden of the states-councilor, which adjoined ours, listened at the fence. When, therefore, the people at the manufactory asked me. whether I could sing, I immediately began, and all the looms stood still: all the journeymen listened to me. I had to sing again and again, whilst the other boys had my work given them to do. I now told them that I also could act plays, and that I knew whole scenes of Holberg and Shakespeare. Everybody liked me; and in this way the first days in the manufactory passed on very merrily. One day, however, when I was in my best singing vein, and everybody spoke of the extraordinary brilliancy of my voice, one of the journeymen said that I was a girl, and not a boy. He seized hold of me. I cried and screamed. The other journeymen thought it very amusing, and held me fast by my arms and legs. I screamed aloud, and was as much ashamed as a girl; and then, darting from them, rushed home to my mother, who immediately promised me that I should never go there again.




  I again visited Madame Bunkeflod, for whose birthday I invented and made a white silk pincushion. I also made an acquaintance with another old clergyman’s widow in the neighborhood. She permitted me to read aloud to her the works which she had from the circulating library. One of them began with these words: “It was a tempestuous night; the rain beat against the window-panes.”




  “That is an extraordinary book,” said the old lady; and I quite innocently asked her how she knew that it was. “I can tell from the beginning,” said she, “that it will turn out extraordinary.”




  I regarded her penetration with a sort of reverence.




  Once in the harvest time my mother took me with her many miles from Odense to a nobleman’s seat in the neighborhood of Bogense, her native place. The lady who lived there, and with whose parents my mother had lived, had said that some time she might come and see her. That was a great journey for me: we went most of the way on foot, and required, I believe, two days for the journey. The country here made such a strong impression upon me, that my most earnest wish was to remain in it, and become a countryman. It was just in the hop-picking season; my mother and I sat in the barn with a great many country people round a great bin, and helped to pick the hops. They told tales as they sat at their work, and every one related what wonderful things he had seen or experienced. One afternoon I heard an old man among them say that God knew everything, both what had happened and what would happen. That idea occupied my whole mind, and toward evening, as I went alone from the court, where there was a deep pond, and stood upon some stones which were just within the water, the thought passed through my head, whether God actually knew everything which was to happen there. Yes, he has now determined that I should live and be so many years old, thought I; but, if I now were to jump into the water here and drown myself, then it would not be as he wished; and all at once I was firmly and resolutely determined to drown myself. I ran to where the water was deepest, and then a new thought passed through my soul. “It is the devil who wishes to have power over me!” I uttered a loud cry, and, running away from the place as if I were pursued, fell weeping into my mother’s arms. But neither she nor any one else could wring from me what was amiss with me.




  “He has certainly seen a ghost,” said one of the women, and I almost believed so myself.




  My mother married a second time, a young handicraftsman; but his family, who also belonged to the handicraft class, thought that he had married below himself, and neither my mother nor myself were permitted to visit them. My stepfather was a young, grave man, who would have nothing to do with my education. I spent my time, therefore, over my peep-show and my puppet theatre, and my greatest happiness consisted in collecting bright colored pieces of cloth and silk, which I cut out myself, and sewed. My mother regarded it as good exercise preparatory to my becoming a tailor, and took up the idea that I certainly was born for it. I, on the contrary, said that I would go to the theatre and be an actor, a wish which my mother most sedulously opposed, because she knew of no other theatre than those of the strolling players and the rope-dancers. “Be sure, you will then get good whippings,” said she; “they will starve you to death to make you supple, and they will give you oil to eat to make your limbs soft!” No, a tailor I must and should be. “You see how well Mr. Dickmann, the tailor, is getting on!” Mr. Dickmann, was the first tailor in the town. “He lives in Cross Street, has large windows and journeymen on the table; yes, if you could only be such a one!” The only thing which in some measure reconciled me to this prospect was, that I should then get so many fragments to make up for my theatre.




  My parents moved to a street out of the Monk-Mill’s gate, and there we had a garden; it was a very little and narrow one, containing only one long garden-bed with currant and gooseberry bushes, and the path that led down to the river behind the monk-mill. Three great water-wheels were turning round from the falling water, and stopped when the water-gates were closed; then all the water ran out from the river, the bed dried up, the fishes plashed and jumped in its hollows so that I could catch them with my hands, and under the great water-wheels fat water-rats came forth to drink; suddenly the water-gates were opened and the water rushed roaring and foaming down: no rats were now to be seen, the riverbed was again filled, and I ran plashing through the water, as frightened as the amber-gatherers on the coasts of the western sea, when they happen to be far out and the flood sets in. I stood upon one of the big stones my mother used for washboard and sang with all my might the songs I knew, and sometimes there was neither meaning nor melody in them, but still I sang my own self-made tunes as well as I could. The neighboring garden belonged to Mr. Falbe, whose wife Oehlenschläger mentions in his autobiography; she had formerly been actress, and was beautiful as Ida Münster in the drama “Herman von Unna;” she was then Miss Beck.




  When they had company in the garden they were always listening to my singing, and I knew it. All told me that I had a beautiful voice, which would bring me luck in the world. I often meditated how this luck should come, and as the wonderful has always been truth for me, so I expected the most marvelous things would happen.




  An old woman who rinsed clothes in the river, told me that the Empire of China was situated straight under the very river of Odense, and I did not find it impossible at all that a Chinese prince, some moonlight night when I was sitting there, might dig himself through the earth up to us, hear me sing, and so take me down with him to his kingdom, make me rich and noble, and then let me again visit Odense, where I would live and build me a castle. Many evenings I was occupied with tracing and making ground-plans for it.




  I was quite a child, and long afterwards when declaiming and reading my poems in Copenhagen, I still expected and hoped for such a prince among my auditors, who would hear me, understand me, and help me.




  My passion for reading, the many dramatic scenes which I knew by heart, and my remarkably fine voice, had turned upon me in some sort the attention of several of the more influential families of Odense. I was sent for to their houses, and the peculiar characteristics of my mind excited their interest. Among others who noticed me was the Colonel Hoegh-Guldberg, who with his family showed me the kindest sympathy; so much so, indeed, that he introduced me to Prince Christian, afterward King Christian the Eighth.




  “If the prince should ask you what you have a liking for,” said he, “answer him that your highest desire is to enter the grammar school.” So I said this to the prince when he really asked me this question, and he answered me, that my singing and declamation of poetry was really good and beautiful, but for all that was no mark of genius, and that I must keep in mind that studying was a long and expensive course! in the mean time he would take care of me if I would learn a handy trade, for instance that of a turner. I had no inclination at all for it, and I went away very much disappointed, although this noble prince had spoken very naturally and was quite in the right. Since that, when my abilities were more clearly shown, he was, as we shall see, very kind and good toward me until his death, and he is held in my memory with the most tender feelings.




  I grew rapidly, and was a tall lad, of whom my mother said that she could not let him any longer go about without any object in life. I was sent, therefore, to the charity school, but learned only religion, writing, and arithmetic, and the last badly enough; I could also scarcely spell a word correctly. I never studied my lessons at home; I used to learn them on the way to school and my mother boasting of my good memory at the expense of our neighbor’s son, said, “He reads till it hums, but Hans Christian does not need to open his book and yet he knows his lesson.” On the master’s birthday I always wove him a garland and wrote him a poem; he received them half with smiles and half as a joke: the last time, however, he scolded me. His name was Velhaven and he was from Norway; he was no doubt a good man, but was of a violent nature, and seemed to be very unhappy. He spoke in earnest about religion, and when he went through our lessons in Biblical history he did it in such a vivid fashion that, listening to him, all the painted pictures on the wall-hangings representing scenes from the Old Testament, became full of life and had for me the same beauty, truth, and freshness that I afterwards found in the magnificent pictures of Raphael and Titian. Often I sat dreaming and gazing on the variegated wall, and he gave me a little reprimand because I was absent-minded. I told the boys curious stories in which I was always the chief person, but was sometimes rallied for that. The street lads had also heard from their parents of my peculiar turn of mind, and that I was in the habit of going to the houses of the gentry. I was therefore one day pursued by a wild crowd of them, who shouted after me derisively, “There runs the play-writer!” I hid myself at home in a corner, wept, and prayed to God.




  My mother said that I must be confirmed, in order that I might be apprenticed to the tailor trade, and thus do something rational. She loved me with her whole heart, but she did not understand my impulses and my endeavors, nor indeed at that time did I myself. The people about her always spoke against my odd ways, and turned me to ridicule.




  We belonged to the parish of St. Knud, and the candidates for Confirmation could either enter their names with the provost or the chaplain. The children of the so-called superior families and the scholars of the grammar school went to the first, and the children of the poor to the second. I, however, announced myself as a candidate to the provost, who was obliged to receive me, although he discovered vanity in my placing myself among his catechists, where, although taking the lowest place, I was still above those who were under the care of the chaplain. I would, however, hope that it was not alone vanity which impelled me. I had a sort of fear of the poor boys, who had laughed at me, and I always felt, as it were, an inward drawing towards the scholars of the grammar school, whom I regarded as far better than other boys. When I saw them playing in the church-yard, I would stand outside the railings, and wish that I were but among the fortunate ones — not for the sake of play, but for the sake of the many books they had, and for what they might be able to become in the world. At the provost’s, therefore, I should be able to associate with them, and be as they were; but I do not remember a single one of them now, so little intercourse would they hold with me. I had daily the feeling of having thrust myself in where people thought that I did not belong. One young girl, however, there was, and one who was considered, too, of the highest rank, whom I shall afterwards have occasion to mention; she always looked gently and kindly at me, and even once gave me a rose. I returned home full of happiness, because there was one being who did not overlook and repel me.




  An old female tailor altered my deceased father’s great coat into a confirmation suit for me; never before had I worn so good a coat. I had also, for the first time in my life, a pair of boots. My delight was extremely great; my only fear was that everybody would not see them, and therefore I drew them up over my trousers, and thus marched through the church. The boots creaked, and that inwardly pleased me, for thus the congregation would hear that they were new. My whole devotion was disturbed; I was aware of it, and it caused me a horrible pang of conscience that my thoughts should be as much with my new boots as with God. I prayed him earnestly from my heart to forgive me, and then again I thought about my new boots.




  During the last year I had saved together a little sum of money. When I counted it over I found it to be thirteen rix dollars banco (about thirty shillings). I was quite overjoyed at the possession of so much wealth, and as my mother now most resolutely required that I should be apprenticed to a tailor, I prayed and besought her that I might make a journey to Copenhagen, that I might see the greatest city in the world.




  “What wilt thou do there?” asked my mother.




  “I will be famous,” returned I; and I then told her all that I had read about extraordinary men. “People have,” said I, “at first an immense deal of adversity to go through, and then they will be famous.”




  It was a wholly unintelligible impulse that guided me. I wept, I prayed, and at last my mother consented, after having first sent for a so-called wise woman out of the hospital, that she might read my future fortune by the coffee-grounds and cards.




  “Your son will become a great man,” said the old woman, “and in honor of him Odense will one day be illuminated.”




  My mother wept when she heard that, and I obtained permission to travel. All the neighbors told my mother that it was a dreadful thing to let me, at only fourteen years of age, go to Copenhagen, which was such a long way off, and such a great and intricate city, and where I knew nobody.




  “Yes,” replied my mother, “but he lets me have no peace; I have therefore given my consent, but I am sure that he will go no further than Nyborg: when he gets sight of the rough sea, he will be frightened and turn back again.”




  During the summer before my Confirmation, a part of the singers and performers of the Theatre Royal had been in Odense, and had given a series of operas and tragedies there. The whole city was taken with them. I, who was on good terms with the man who delivered the play-bills, saw the performances behind the scenes, and had even acted a part as page, shepherd, etc., and had spoken a few words. My zeal was so great on such occasions, that I stood there fully appareled when the actors arrived to dress. By these means their attention was turned to me; my childlike manners and my enthusiasm amused them; they talked kindly with me, and I looked up to them as to earthly divinities. Everything which I had formerly heard about my musical voice, and my recitation of poetry, became intelligible to me. It was the theatre for which I was born; it was there that I should become a famous man, and for that reason Copenhagen was the goal of my endeavors. I heard a deal said about the large theatre in Copenhagen, and that there was to be seen what was called the ballet, a something which surpassed both the opera and the play; more especially did I hear the danseuse, Madame Schall, spoken of as the first of all. She therefore appeared to me as the queen of everything, and in my imagination I regarded her as the one who would be able to do everything for me, if I could only obtain her support. Filled with these thoughts, I went to the old printer Iversen, one of the most respectable citizens of Odense, and who, as I heard, had had considerable intercourse with the actors when they were in the town. He, I thought, must of necessity be acquainted with the famous dancer; him I would request to give me a letter of introduction to her, and then I would commit the rest to God.




  The old man saw me for the first time, and heard my petition with much kindness; but he dissuaded me most earnestly from it, and said that I might learn a trade.




  “That would actually be a great sin,” returned I.




  He was startled at the manner in which I said that, and it prepossessed him in my favor; he confessed that he was not personally acquainted with the dancer, but still that he would give me a letter to her. I received one from him, and now believed the goal to be nearly won.




  My mother packed up my clothes in a small bundle, and made a bargain with the driver of a post carriage to take me back with him to Copenhagen for three rix dollars banco. The afternoon on which we were to set out came, and my mother accompanied me to the city gate. Here stood my old grandmother; in the last few years her beautiful hair had become gray; she fell upon my neck and wept, without being able to speak a word. I was myself deeply affected. And thus we parted. I saw her no more; she died in the following year. I do not even know her grave; she sleeps in the poor-house burial-ground.




  The postilion blew his horn; it was a glorious sunny afternoon, and the sunshine soon entered into my gay, child-like mind. I delighted in every novel object which met my eye, and I was journeying toward the goal of my soul’s desires. When, however, I arrived at Nyborg on the great Belt, and was borne in the ship away from my native island, I then truly felt how alone and forlorn I was, and that I had no one else except God in heaven to depend upon.




  As soon as I set foot on Zealand, I stepped behind a shed which stood on the shore, and falling upon my knees, besought of God to help and guide me aright; I felt myself comforted by so doing, and I firmly trusted in God and my own good fortune. The whole day and the following night I travelled through cities and villages; I stood solitarily by the carriage, and ate my bread while it was repacked. I thought I was far away in the wide world.




  


  


  





  CHAPTER II.




  ON Monday morning, September 5th, 1819, I saw from the heights of Fredericksberg, Copenhagen for the first time. At this place I alighted from the carriage, and with my little bundle in my hand, entered the city through the castle garden, the long alley, and the suburb.




  The evening before my arrival had been made memorable by the breaking out of the so-called Jews’ quarrel, which spread through many European countries. The whole city was in commotion everybody was in the streets; the noise and tumult of Copenhagen far exceeded, therefore, any idea which my imagination had formed of this, at that time, to me great city.




  With scarcely ten dollars in my pocket, I turned into a small public-house. My first ramble was to the theatre. I went round it many times: I looked up to its walls, and regarded them almost as a home. One of the bill-sellers, who wandered about here each day, observed me, and asked me if I would have a bill. I was so wholly ignorant of the world, that I thought the man wished to give me one; I therefore accepted his offer with thankfulness. He fancied I was making fun of him, and was angry; so that I was frightened, and hastened from the place which was to me the dearest in the city. Little did I then imagine that ten years afterward my first dramatic piece would be represented there, and that in this manner I should make my appearance before the Danish public.




  On the following day I dressed myself in my confirmation suit, nor were the boots forgotten, although, this time, they were worn naturally, under my trousers; and thus in my best attire, with a hat on, which fell half over my eyes, I hastened to present my letter of introduction to the dancer, Madame Schall. Before I rung at the bell, I fell on my knees before the door and prayed God that I here might find help and support. A maid-servant came down the steps with her basket in her hand; she smiled kindly at me, gave me a skilling (Danish), and tripped on. Astonished, I looked at her and the money. I had on my confirmation suit, and thought I must look very smart. How then could she think that I wanted to beg? I called after her.




  “Keep it, keep it!” said she to me, in return, and was gone.




  At length I was admitted to the dancer; she looked at me in great amazement, and then heard what I had to say. She had not the slightest knowledge of him from whom the letter came, and my whole appearance and behavior seemed very strange to her. I confessed to her my heartfelt inclination for the theatre; and upon her asking me what characters I thought I could represent, I replied, Cinderella. This piece had been performed in Odense by the royal company, and the principal characters had so greatly taken my fancy, that I could play the part perfectly from memory. In the mean time I asked her permission to take off my boots, otherwise I was not light enough for this character; and then taking up my broad hat for a tambourine, I began to dance and sing, —




  

    “Here below, nor rank nor riches


    Are exempt from pain and woe.”


  




  My strange gestures and my great activity caused the lady to think me out of my mind, and she lost no time in getting rid of me.




  From her I went to the manager of the theatre, to ask for an engagement. He looked at me, and said that I was “too thin for the theatre.”




  “O,” replied I, “if you will only engage me with one hundred rix-dollars banco salary, then I shall soon get fat!” The manager bade me gravely’go my way, adding, that they only engaged people of education.




  I stood there deeply wounded. I knew no one in all Copenhagen who could give me either counsel or consolation. I thought of death as being the only thing, and the best thing for me; but even then my thoughts rose upward to God, and with all the undoubting confidence of a chiid in his father, they riveted themselves upon Him. I wept bitterly, and then I said to myself, “When everything happens quite miserably, then He sends help. I have always read so. People must first of all suffer a great deal before they can bring anything to accomplishment.”




  I now went and bought myself a gallery ticket for the opera of “Paul and Virginia.” The separation of the lovers affected me to such a degree, that I burst into violent weeping. A few women, who sat near me, consoled me by saying that it was only a play, and nothing to trouble one’s self about; and then they gave me a sausage sandwich. I had the greatest confidence in everybody, and therefore I told them, with the utmost openness, that I did not really weep about Paul and Virginia, but because I regarded the theatre as my Virginia, and that if I must be separated from it, I should be just as wretched as Paul. They looked at me, and seemed not to understand my meaning. I then told them why I had come to Copenhagen, and how forlorn I was there. One of the women, therefore, gave me more bread and butter, with fruit and cakes.




  On the following morning I paid my bill, and to my infinite trouble I saw that my whole wealth consisted in one rix-dollar banco. It was necessary, therefore, either that I should find some vessel to take me home, or put myself to work with some handicraftsman. I considered that the last was the wiser of the two, because if I returned to Odense, I must there also put myself to work of a similar kind; besides which, I knew very well that the people there would laugh at me if I came back again. It was to me a matter of indifference what handicraft trade I learned, — I only should make use of it to keep life within me in Copenhagen. I bought a newspaper, therefore, and found among the advertisements that a cabinet-maker was in want of an apprentice. The man received me kindly, but said that before I was bound to him he must have an attestation, and my baptismal register from Odense; and that till these came I could remove to his house, and try how the business pleased me. At six o’clock the next morning I went to the workshop: several journeymen were there, and two or three apprentices; but the master was not come. They fell into merry and idle discourse. I was as bashful as a girl, and as they soon perceived this, I was unmercifully rallied upon it. Later in the day the rude jests of the young fellows went so far, that, in remembrance of the scene at the manufactory, I took the resolute determination not to remain a single day longer in the workshop. I went down to the master, therefore, and told him that I could not stand it; he tried to console me, but in vain: I was too much affected, and hastened away.




  I now went through the streets; nobody knew me; I was quite forlorn. I then bethought myself of having read in a newspaper in Odense the name of an Italian, Siboni, who was the director of the Academy of Music in Copenhagen. Everybody had praised my voice; perhaps he would assist me for its sake; if not, then that very evening I must seek out the master of some vessel who would take me home again. At the thoughts of the journey home I became still more violently excited, and in this state of suffering I hastened to Siboni’s house.




  It happened that very day that he had a large party to dinner; our celebrated composer Weyse was there, the poet Baggesen, and other guests. The housekeeper opened the door to me, and to her I not only related my wish to be engaged as a singer, but also the whole history of my life. She listened to me with the greatest sympathy and then she left me. I waited a long time, and she must have been repeating to the company the greater part of what I had said, for, in a while, the door opened, and all the guests came out and looked at me. They would have me to sing, and Siboni heard me attentively. I gave some scenes out of Holberg, and repeated a few poems; and then, all at once, the sense of my unhappy condition so overcame me that I burst into tears; the whole company applauded.




  “I prophesy,” said Baggesen, “that one day something will come out of him; but do not be vain when, some day, the whole public shall applaud thee!.” and then he added something about pure, true nature, and that this is too often destroyed by years and by intercourse with mankind. I did not understand it all. I believed implicitly every man’s word and that all wished me well; I did not keep a thought to myself, but always spoke it right out.




  Siboni promised to cultivate my voice, and that I therefore should succeed as singer at the Theatre Royal. It made me very happy; I laughed and wept; and as the housekeeper led me out and saw the excitement under which I labored, she stroked my cheeks, and said that on the following day I should go to Professor Weyse, who meant to do something for me, and upon whom I could depend.




  I went to Weyse, who himself had risen from poverty; he had deeply felt and fully comprehended my unhappy situation, and had raised by a subscription seventy rix-dollars banco for me. I then wrote my first letter to my mother, a letter full of rejoicing, for the good fortune of the whole world seemed poured upon me. My mother in her joy showed my letter to all her friends; many heard of it with astonishment; others laughed at it, for what was to be the end of it? In order to understand Siboni it was necessary for me to learn something of German. A woman of Copenhagen, with whom I travelled from Odense to this city, and who gladly would have supported me, had her means permitted, obtained, through one of her acquaintance, a language-master, who gratuitously gave me some German lessons, and thus I learned a few phrases in that language. Siboni received me into his house, and gave me food and instruction. He had an Italian cook and two smart servant-girls; one of them had been in Mr. Casorti’s service and spoke Italian; I spent the day with them, willingly ran their errands and listened to their stories; but one day having been sent by them to the dinner-table with one of the dishes, Mr. Siboni arose, went out in the kitchen, and said to the servants that I was no “cameriére;” and from that time I came oftener into the parlor, where his niece Marietta, a girl of talent, was occupied in drawing Siboni’s picture as Achilles in Paer’s opera; I acted as model, dressed in a large tunic or toga, fit for the tall and strong Siboni, but not for me, a poor, lean, overgrown boy; this contrast, however, amused the lively Italian lady, who laughed heartily and drew with great rapidity.




  The opera singers came daily for practice, and sometimes I was allowed to be present.




  “II maestro” became sometimes under the singing so discontented that his Italian blood flew up into his cheeks, and he burst out violently in German or in queer Danish. Al though it did not concern me, I was so frightened that I shivered in all my limbs. He on whom I believed my whole future was depending, made me shake with fear, and sometimes, when he was giving me a lesson, his severe look would make my voice to quiver and bring tears into my eyes.




  “Hikke banke Du” (I shall not beat you), said he in broken Danish and let me go; but calling me back again he put some money into my hand, “to amuse yourself with,” said he, with a kind-hearted smile.




  After all, I have since understood that Mr. Siboni was an excellent singing-master, the founder of a good school of dramatic singing, but not so esteemed by the public as he deserved to be. Most people looked on him as a foreigner, who was eating bread that might just as well have been given to a native, not knowing that among the natives there was not one so good and able as he.




  The Italian operas, which at that time had a great reputation throughout Europe, and were brought upon our stage by Siboni, were received with hostility only because they were Italian operas and Mr. Siboni an Italian. “Gazza badra” was hissed, also “La Straniera,” and when Siboni at his benefit had chosen Paer’s German opera, “Die Rache des Achilles,” in which he played the chief part, he was hissed. The injustice of this and Siboni’s great merit have been, since his death, acknowledged by many, who at that time despised and overlooked compositions of Rossini and Bellini, but a few years after were applauding Verdi and Ricci, and it went so far finally that no music or singing were of any value except they were Italian; but Mr. Siboni did not live to see that change.




  He tried with his whole soul to teach his pupils not only to sing, but also to understand and conceive the character they were representing. He was in want of words to express himself in the German language, and the Danish he knew far less. Most of the singers could only understand one of those languages, and this often occasioned comical scenes.




  Half a year afterward my voice broke, or was injured, in consequence of my being compelled to wear bad shoes through the winter, and having besides no warm under-clothing. There was no longer any prospect that I should become a fine singer. Siboni told me that candidly, and counseled me to go to Odense, and there learn a trade.




  I who in the rich colors of fancy had described to my mother the happiness which I actually felt, must now return home and become an object of derision! Agonized with this thought, I stood as if crushed to the earth. Yet, precisely amid this apparently great unhappiness lay the stepping-stones of a better fortune.




  As I found myself again abandoned, and was pondering by myself upon what was best for me next to do, it occurred to me that the Poet Guldberg, a brother of the Colonel of that name in Odense, who had shown me so much kindness, lived in Copenhagen. He lived at that time near the new churchyard outside the city, of which he has so beautifully sung in his poems. I wrote to him, and related to him everything; afterward I went to him myself, and found him surrounded with books and tobacco pipes. The strong, warm-hearted man received me kindly; and as he saw by my letter how incorrectly I wrote, he promised to give me instruction in the Danish tongue; he examined me a little in German, and thought that it would be well if he could improve me in this respect also. More than this, he made me a present of the profits of a little work which he had just then published; it became known, and I believe they exceeded one hundred rix-dollars banco; the excellent Weyse and others also supported me. He and other good people subscribed a little sum for me, and the two servant-girls who lived at Siboni’s also offered me kindly of their wages nine Danish marks quarterly; they only paid the first quarter, but still it proved their good-will toward me. I have never since seen these girls.




  The composer, Mr. Kuhlau, with whom I never had spoken, was also among the subscribers; Kuhlau himself had known what it was to be a poor child; he was brought up in poverty, and it is told me, that he ran errands in the cold winter, and one evening, having gone for a bottle of beer, he fell and broke the bottle, and by the accident lost the sight of one of his eyes.




  It was too expensive for me to lodge at a public-house; I was therefore obliged to seek for private lodgings. My ignorance of the world led me to a widow who lived in one of the most disreputable streets of Copenhagen; she was inclined to receive me into her house, and I never suspected what kind of world it was which moved around me. She was a stern but active dame; she described to me the other people of the city in such horrible colors as made me suppose that I was in the only safe haven there. I was to pay twenty rix-dollars monthly for one room, which was nothing but an empty storeroom, without window or light, but I had permission to sit in her parlor. I was to make trial of it at first for two days; meantime, on the following day she told me that I could decide to stay or immediately go. I, who so easily attach myself to people, already liked her, and felt myself at home with her; but more than sixteen dollars per month Weyse had told me I must not pay, and this was the sum which I had received from him and Guldberg, so that no surplus remained to me for my other expenses. This troubled me very much; when she was gone out of the room, I seated myself on the sofa, and contemplated the portrait of her deceased husband. I was so wholly a child, that as the tears rolled down my own cheeks, I wetted the eyes of the portrait with my tears, in order that the dead man might feel how troubled I was, and influence the heart of his wife. She must have seen that nothing more was to be drained out of me, for when she returned to the room she said that she would receive me into her house for the sixteen rix-dollars. I thanked God and the dead man.




  The following day I brought her all the money, very happy now at finding a home, but not leaving for myself a single skilling to buy me shoes, clothes, or other necessities, of which I was in great want.




  I found myself in the midst of the mysteries of Copenhagen, but I did not understand how to interpret them. There was in the house in which I lived a friendly young lady, who lived alone, and often wept; every evening her old father came and paid her a visit. I opened the door to him frequently; he wore a plain sort of coat, had his throat very much tied up, and his hat pulled over his eyes. He always drank his tea with her, and nobody dared to be present, because he was not fond of company: she never seemed very glad at his coming. Many years afterward, when I had reached another step on the ladder of life, when the refined world of fashionable life was opened before me, I saw one evening, in the midst of a brilliantly lighted hall, a polite old gentleman covered with orders: that was the old father in the shabby coat, — he whom I had let in. He had little idea that I had opened the door to him when he played his part as guest, but I, on my side, then had also no thought but for my own comedy-playing; that is to say, I was at that time so much of a child that I played with my puppet theatre and made my dolls’ clothes; and in order that I might obtain gayly colored fragments for this purpose, I used to go to the shops and ask for patterns of different kinds of stuffs and ribbons. I myself did not possess a single skilling; my landlady received all the money each month in advance; only now and then, when I did any errands for her, she gave me something, and that went in the purchase of paper or for old play-books. I got many good and amusing books from the University Library. One day I went up to the University Dean, old Mr. Rasmus Nyrup, who was son of a peasant and had studied at Odense grammar school, and told him that I also was from Odense; he was struck by my peculiarities, took me into his favor, and allowed me to go and look over the books in the library at the Round Church. He only commanded me to put them again in their right place, and that I did very conscientiously. He let me also take home with me many picture-books.




  I was now very happy, and was doubly so because Professor Guldberg had induced Lindgron, the first comic actor at the theatre, to give me instruction. He gave me several parts in Holberg to learn, — such as Hendrik and the Silly Boy, for which I had shown some talent. My desire, however, was to play the “Correggio.” I obtained permission to learn this piece in my own way, although Lindgrön asked, with comic gravity, whether I expected to resemble the great painter? I, however, repeated to him the soliloquy in the picture gallery with so much feeling, that the old man clapped me on the shoulder and said, “Feeling you have; but you must not be an actor, though God knows what else. Speak to Guldberg about your learning Latin: that always opens the way for a student.”




  I a student! That was a thought which had never come before into my head. The theatre lay nearer to me, and was dearer too; yet Latin I had also always wished to learn. But before I spoke on the subject to Guldberg, I mentioned it to the lady who obtained for me gratuitous instruction in German; she told me that Latin was the most expensive language in the world, and that it was not possible to gain free instruction in it. Guldberg, however, managed it so that one of his friends, Provost Bentzien out of kindness, gave me two lessons a week.




  The dancer, Dahlen, whose wife at that time was one of the first artistes on the Danish boards, opened his house to me. I passed many an evening there, and the gentle, warm-hearted lady was kind to me. The husband took me with him to the dancing-school, and that was to me one step nearer to the theatre. There stood I for whole mornings, with a long staff, and stretched my legs; but notwithstanding all my good-will, it was Dahlen’s opinion that I should never get beyond a figurante. One advantage, however, I had gained; I might in an evening make my appearance behind the scenes of the theatre; nay, even sit upon the farthest bench in the box of the figurantes. It seemed to me as if I had got my foot just within the theatre, although I had never yet been upon the stage itself.




  One night the operetta of the “Two Little Savoyards” was given; in the market scene, every one, even the supernumeraries, might go up to help in filling the stage; I heard them say so, and rouging myself a little, I went happily up with the others. I was in my ordinary dress, — the confirmation coat, which still held together, although, with regard to brushing and repairs, it looked but miserably, and the great hat which fell down over my face. I was very conscious of the ill condition of my attire, and would have been glad to have concealed it; but, through the endeavor to do so, my movements became still more angular. I did not dare to hold myself upright, because, by so doing, I exhibited all the more plainly the shortness of my waistcoat, which I had outgrown. I had the feeling very plainly that people would make themselves merry about me; yet, at this moment, I felt nothing but the happiness of stepping for the first time before the foot-lamps. My heart beat; I stepped forward; there came up one of the singers, who at that time was much thought of, but now is forgotten; he took me by the hand, and jeeringly wished me happiness on my début. “Allow me to introduce you to the Danish public,” said he, and drew me forward to the lamps. The people would laugh at me — I felt it; the tears rolled down my cheeks; I tore myself loose, and left the stage full of anguish.




  Shortly after this, Dahlen arranged a ballet of “Armida,” in which I received a little part: I was a spirit. In this ballet I became acquainted with the lady of Professor Heiberg, the wife of the poet, and now a highly esteemed actress on the Danish stage; she, then a little girl, had also a part in it, and our names stood printed in the bill. That was a moment in my life, when my name was printed! I fancied I could see in it a nimbus of immortality. I was continually looking at the printed paper. I carried the programme of the ballet with me at night to bed, lay and read my name by candle-light — in short, I was happy!




  I had now been two years in Copenhagen. The sum of money which had been collected for me was expended, but I was ashamed of making known my wants and “my necessities. I had removed to the house of a woman whose husband, when living, was master of a trading-vessel, and there I had only lodging and breakfast. Those were heavy, dark days for me. The lady believed that I went out to dine with various families, whilst I only ate a little bread on one of the benches in the royal garden. Very rarely did I venture into some of the lowest eating-houses, and choose there the least expensive dish. I was, in truth, very forlorn; but I did not feel the whole weight of my condition. Every person who spoke to me kindly I took for a faithful friend. God was with me in my little room; and many a night, when I have said my evening prayer, I asked of Him, like a child, “Will things soon be better with me?” I had the notion, that as it went with me on New Year’s Day, so would it go with me through the whole year; and my highest wishes were to obtain a part in a play.




  It was now New Year’s Day. The theatre was closed, and only a half-blind porter sat at the entrance to the stage, on which there was not a soul. I stole past him with beating heart, got between the movable scenes and the curtain, and advanced to the open part of the stage. Here I fell down upon my knees, but not a single verse for declamation could I recall to my memory. I then said aloud the Lord’s Prayer, and went out with the persuasion, that because I had spoken from the stage on New Year’s Day, I should in the course of the year succeed in speaking still more, as well as in having a part assigned to me.




  During the two years of my residence in Copenhagen I had never been out into the open country. Once only had I been in the park, and there I had been deeply engrossed by studying the diversions of the people and their gay tumult. In the spring of the third year, I went out for the first time amid the verdure of a spring morning. It was into the garden of the Fredericksberg, the summer residence of Frederick VI. I stood still suddenly under the first large budding beech-tree. The sun made the leaves transparent — there was a fragrance, a freshness — the birds sang. I was overcome by it — I shouted aloud for joy, threw my arms around the tree, and kissed it.




  “Is he mad?” said a man close behind me. It was one of the servants of the castle. I ran away, shocked at what I had heard, and then went thoughtfully and calmly back to the city.




  My voice had, in the mean time, in part regained its richness. The singing-master of the choir-school heard it, offered me a place in the school, thinking that, by singing with the choir, I should acquire greater freedom in the exercise of my powers on the stage. I thought that I could see by this means a new way opened for me. I went from the dancing-school into the singing-school, and entered the choir, now as a shepherd, and now as a warrior. The theatre was my world. I had permission to enter the pit, and thus it fared ill with my Latin. I heard many people say that there was no Latin required for singing in the choir, and that without the knowledge of this language it was possible to become a great actor. I thought there was good sense in that, and very often, either with or without reason, excused myself from my Latin evening lesson. Guldberg became aware of this, and for the first time I received a reprimand which almost crushed me to the earth. I fancy that no criminal could suffer more by hearing the sentence of death pronounced upon him. My distress of mind must have expressed itself in my countenance, for he said, “Do not act any more comedy.” But it was no comedy to me.




  I was now to learn Latin no longer. I felt my dependence upon the kindness of others in such a degree as I had never done before. Occasionally I had had gloomy and earnest thoughts in looking forward to my future, because I was in want of the very necessaries of life; at other times I had the perfect thoughtlessness of a child.




  The widow of the celebrated Danish statesman, Christian Colbjornsen, and her daughter, were the first ladies of high rank who cordially befriended the poor lad; who listened to me with sympathy, and saw me frequently. Mrs. von Colbjörnsen resided, during the summer, at Bakkehus, where also lived the poet Rahbek and his interesting wife. Rahbek never spoke to me; but his lively and kind-hearted wife often amused herself with me. I had at that time again begun to write a tragedy, which I read aloud to her. Immediately on hearing the first scenes, she exclaimed, “But you have actually taken whole passages out of Oehlenschläger and Ingemann.”




  “Yes, but they are so beautiful!” replied I in my simplicty, and read on.




  One day, when I was going from her to Mrs. von Colbjörnsen, she gave me a handful of roses, and said, “Will you take them up to her? It will certainly give her pleasure to receive them from the hand of a poet.”




  These words were said half in jest; but it was the first time that anybody had connected my name with that of poet. It went through me, body and soul, and tears filled my eyes. I know that, from this very moment, my mind was awoke to writing and poetry. Formerly it had been merely an amusement by way of variety from my puppet theatre.




  One day I went out to Bakkehus believing myself very nicely dressed; Edward Colbjörnsen had given me a very good blue dress-coat, better than I ever before had worn, but it was too large and wide for me, especially across the breast; I could not afford to get it altered, and so I buttoned it close up to the neck; the cloth looked quite new and the buttons were shining, but across the breast it was far too wide; in order to remedy this want, I filled out the empty room with a heap of old theatre hand-bills: they were loosely laid one upon another between the coat and the breast, and looked like a hump. In this attire I presented myself to Madame Colbjörnsen and Madame Rahbek; they asked me if I would not unbutton my coat, it was so warm, but I took pretty good care not to for fear of dropping the hand-bills.




  At Bakkehus lived also Professor Thiele, a young student at that time, but even then the editor of the Danish popular legends, and known to the public as the solver of Baggesen’s riddle and as the writer of beautiful poetry. He was possessed of sentiment, true inspiration, and heart He had calmly and attentively watched the unfolding of my mind, until we now became friends. He was one of the few who, at that time, spoke the truth of me, when other people were making themselves merry at my expense, and having only eyes for that which was ludicrous in me. People had called me, in jest, the little orator, and, as such, I was an object of curiosity. They found amusement in me, and I mistook every smile for a smile of applause. One of my later friends has told me that it probably was about this period that he saw me for the first time. It was in the drawing-room of a rich tradesman, where people were making themselves very merry over me. They desired me to repeat one of my poems, and, as I did this with great feeling, the merriment was changed into sympathy with me.




  I must not forget to mention that I found a retreat, if I may call it so, — a cozy little room, where the voices of earlier days sounded in my heart; it was in the house of a worthy old lady, the mother of our renowned, now deceased, Urban Jürgensen; she had a very clear judgment and was well educated, but belonged to the last generation, in which she still lived. Her father had formerly been castellan of the castle of Antvorskov, and Holberg used to come there on Sundays from Sorö; he and her father would walk up and down the floor talking together about politics; one day the mother sitting at the spinning-wheel undertook to share in the conversation: “I believe the distaff is talking,” said Holberg, and her mother could never forgive the witty, coarse gentleman these words! The one who was then a little child, now sitting an old, old woman by me, told me all these things.




  The poet Wessel also resorted to her house, and made great fun of the fop, Mr. Reiser, whose horrible fire-stories we all know; he let the poor man one day go home through the dirty streets in shoes and silk stockings.




  She read daily her, classics, — Corneille and Racine, — and spoke with me of them, of their great thoughts and the characters they drew; she had no admiration for modern romantic poetry.




  With a mother’s warm affection she spoke of her exiled son, who in the war had so adventurously proclaimed himself King of Iceland, and therefore dared never return to Denmark; she understood well how to describe his character and will as they showed themselves in his childhood.




  How attractive that old woman’s company was to me! I listened to all she had seen, thought, and read, and I was in her house as a dear child whom she loved to have near her. I read her my first verses, and my tragedy, “Skovkapellet” (“The Chapel in the Wood”), and she said one day, with an earnestness that made me humble: “You are a poet, perhaps as good as Oehlenschlager! in ten years — yes, when I am no longer here — please to remember me!” I remember that tears rushed to my eyes, I was so solemnly and wonderfully touched by these words; but I know also that I thought it impossible for me to reach so high as to be an acknowledged poet, and far less to be named with Oehlenschläger. “What a good thing it would be for you to study,” said she; “but many ways lead toward Rome! your way will no doubt also bring you there.”




  I heard it said every day, what a good thing it would be for me if I could study. People advised me to devote myself to science, but no one moved one step to enable me to do so; it was labor enough for me to keep body and soul together. It therefore occurred to me to write a tragedy, which I would offer to the Theatre Royal, and would then begin to study with the money which I should thus obtain. Whilst Guldberg instructed me in Danish, I had written a tragedy from a German story, called “The Chapel in the Wood;” yet as this was done merely as an exercise in the language, and as he forbade me in the most decided manner to bring it out, I would not do so. I originated my own material, therefore; and within fourteen days I wrote my national tragedy called the “Robbers in Wissenberg” (the name of a little village in Funen). There was scarcely a word in it correctly written, as I had no person to help me, because I meant it to be anonymous; there was, nevertheless, one person admitted into the secret, namely, the young lady whom I had met with in Odense, during my preparation for Confirmation, — the only one who at that time showed me kindness and good-will. It was through her that I was introduced to the Colbjörnsen family, and thus known and received in all those circles of which the one leads into the other. She paid some one to prepare a legible copy of my piece, and undertook to present it for perusal. After an interval of six weeks, I received it back, accompanied by a letter which said that people did not frequently wish to retain works which betrayed, in so great a degree, a want of elementary knowledge.




  It was just at the close of the theatrical season, in May, 1822, that I received a letter from the directors, by which I was dismissed from the singing and dancing school, the letter adding also, that my participation in the school teaching could lead to no advantage for me, but that they wished some of my many friends would enable me to receive an education, without which talent availed nothing. I felt myself again, as it were, cast out into the wide world, without help and without support. It was absolutely necessary that I should write a piece for the theatre, and that it must be accepted; there was no other salvation for me. I wrote, therefore, a tragedy founded on a passage in history, and I called it “Alfsol.” I was delighted with the first act, and with this I immediately went to the Danish translator of Shakespeare, Admiral Wulff, now deceased, who good-naturedly heard me read it. In Admiral Wulff’s house and in his family circle I found a true home. Speaking of our first acquaintance, he told me many years afterward in joke, and exaggerating it a little, that I said entering the room: “You have translated Shakespeare; I admire him greatly, but I have also written a tragedy: shall I read it to you?”




  Wulff invited me to breakfast with him, but I would’ not take anything, but read and read all the time, and having finished my reading I said: “Do you think I shall amount to anything, — I wish it so much?” I put my papers into my pocket, and when he asked me to call again soon, I answered, “Yes, I will, when I have written a new tragedy.” — “But that will be a long time,” said he. “I think,” said I, “that in a fortnight I may have another one ready,” and with these words I was out of the door. In after years I met with the most cordial reception in his family. At that time I also introduced myself to our celebrated physicist Orsted, and his house has remained to me to this day an affectionate home, to which my heart has firmly attached itself, and where I find my oldest and most unchangeable friends.




  A favorite preacher, the rural dean Gutfeldt, was living at that time, and he it was who exerted himself most earnestly for my tragedy, which was now finished; and having written a letter of recommendation, he sent it to the managers of the theatre I was suspended between hope and fear. In the course of the summer I endured bitter want, but I told it to no one, else many a one, whose sympathy I had experienced, would have helped me to the utmost of their means. A false shame prevented me from confessing what I endured. Still happiness filled my heart. I read then for the first time the works of Walter Scott. A new world was opened to me: I forgot the reality, and gave to the circulating library that which should have provided me with a dinner.




  The present conference councilor, Collin, one of the most distinguished men of Denmark, who unites with the greatest ability the noblest and best heart, to whom I looked up with confidence in all things, who had been a second father to me, and in whose children I have found brothers and sisters,—this excellent man I saw now for the first time. He was at that time director of the Theatre Royal, and people universally told me that it would be the best thing for me if he would interest himself on my behalf: it was either Orsted or Gutfeldt who first mentioned me to him; and now for the first time I went to that house which was to become so dear to me. Carl Bernhard has in his novel, “Chronicles of the Time of Christian II.,” given a description of that old house, from its first days until its last celebrity as Collin’s home. Before the ramparts of Copenhagen were extended, this house lay outside the gate, and served as a summer residence to the Spanish Ambassador; now, however, it stands a crooked, angular framework building, in a respectable street; an old-fashioned wooden balcony leads to the entrance, and a great tree spreads its green branches over the court and its pointed gables. It was to become a paternal house to me. Who does not willingly linger over the description of home?




  I discovered only the man of business in Collin; his conversation was grave and in few words. I went away, without expecting any sympathy from this man; and yet it was precisely Collin who, in all sincerity, thought for my advantage, and who worked for it silently, as he had done for others, through the whole course of his active life. But at that time I did not understand the apparent calmness with which he listened, whilst his heart bled for the afflicted, and he always labored for them with zeal and success, and knew how to help them. He touched so lightly upon my tragedy, which had been sent to him, and on account of which many people had overwhelmed me with flattering speeches, that I regarded him rather as an enemy than a protector.




  In a few days I was sent for by the directors of the theatre, when Rahbek gave me back my play as useless for the stage; adding, however, that there were so many grains of corn scattered in it, they hoped that perhaps, by earnest study, after going to school and the previous knowledge of all that is requisite, I might, some time, be able to write a work which should be worthy of being acted on the Danish stage.




  In order therefore to obtain the means for my support and the necessary instruction, Collin recommended me to King Frederick VI., who granted to me a certain sum annually for some years; and, by means of Collin also, the directors of the high schools allowed me to receive free instruction in the grammar school at Slagelse, where just then a new, and, as was said, an active rector was appointed. I was almost dumb with astonishment: never had I thought that my life would take this direction, although I had no correct idea of the path which I had now to tread. I was to go with the earliest mail to Slagelse, which lay twelve Danish miles from Copenhagen, to the place where also the poets Baggesen and Ingemann had gone to school. I was to receive money quarterly from Collin; I was to apply to him in all cases, and he it was who was to ascertain my industry and my progress.




  I went to him the second time to express to him my thanks. Mildly and kindly he said to me, “Write to me without restraint about everything which you require, and tell me how it goes with you.” From this hour I struck root in his heart; no father could have been more to me than he was, and is; none could have more heartily rejoiced in my happiness, and my after reception with the public; none have shared my sorrow more kindly; and I am proud to say that one of the most excellent men which Denmark possesses feels toward me as toward his own child. His beneficence was conferred without his making me feel it painful either by word or look. That was not the case with every one to whom, in this change of my fortunes, I had to offer my thanks; I was told to think of my inconceivable happiness and my poverty; in Collin’s words was expressed the warm-heartedness of a father, and to him it was that properly I was indebted for everything.




  The journey was hastily determined upon, and I had yet for myself some business to arrange. I had spoken to an acquaintance from Odense who had the management of a small printing concern for a widow, to get “Alfsol” printed, that I might, by the sale of the work, make a little money. Before, however, the piece was printed, it was necessary that I should obtain a certain number of subscribers; but these were not obtained, and the manuscript lay in the printing-office, which, at the time I went to fetch it away, was shut up. Some years afterward, however, it suddenly made its appearance in print without my knowledge or my desire, in its unaltered shape, but without my name.




  The fictitious name which I took seems at first sight a great piece of vanity, and yet it was not so, but really an expression of love, — a childish love, such as the child has when it calls its doll by the name it likes best. I loved William Shakespeare and Walter Scott, and of course I loved also myself. I took therefore my name Christian, and so I assumed the fictitious name “William Christian Walter.” The book exists still, and contains the tragedy “Alfsol,” and a tale, “The Spectre at Palnatoke’s Grave,” in which neither the spectre nor Palnatoke play any part; it is a very rough imitation of Walter Scott. Dana, the speaker in the prologue, says that I am “only seventeen years old,” and that I bring




  

    — “a wreath of beech-roots and Danish flowers.”


  




  It is a very miserable production throughout.




  On a beautiful autumn day I set off with the mail from Copenhagen to begin my school-life in Slagelse. A young student, who a month before had passed his first examination, and now was travelling home to Jutland to exhibit himself there as a student, and to see once more his parents and his friends, sat by my side, and exulted for joy over the new life which now lay before him; he assured me that he should be the most unhappy of human beings if he were in my place, and were again beginning to go to the grammar school. But I travelled with a good heart toward the little city of Zealand. My mother received a joyful letter from me. I only wished that my father and the old grandmother yet lived, and could hear that I now went to the grammar school.




  


  


  





  CHAPTER III.




  WHEN, late in the evening, I arrived at the inn in Slagelse, I asked the hostess if there were anything remarkable in the city.




  “Yes,” said she, “a new English fire-engine and Pastor Bastholm’s library,” — and those probably were all the lions in the city. A few officers of the Lancers composed the fine-gentleman world. Everybody knew what was done in everybody’s house, whether a scholar was elevated or degraded in his class, and the like. A private theatre, to which, at general rehearsal, the scholars of the grammar school and the maid-servants of the town had free entrance, furnished rich material for conversation. In my “Picture Book without Pictures,” the fourth night, I have given a sketch of it.




  I boarded with a respectable widow of the educated class, and had a little chamber looking out into the garden and field. My place in the school was in the lowest class, among little boys: I knew indeed nothing at all.




  I was actually like a wild bird which is confined in a cage; I had the greatest desire to learn, but for the moment I floundered about, as if I had been thrown into the sea; one wave followed another; grammar, geography, mathematics: I felt myself overpowered by them, and feared that I should never be able to acquire all these. The Rector, who took a peculiar delight in turning everything to ridicule, did not, of course, make an exception in my case. To me he stood there as a divinity; I believed unconditionally every word which he spoke. One day, when I had replied incorrectly to his question, and he said that I was stupid, I mentioned it to Collin, and told him my anxiety, lest I did not deserve all that people had done for me; but he consoled me. Occasionally, however, on some subjects of instruction, I began to receive a good certificate, and the teachers were heartily kind to me; yet, notwithstanding that I advanced, I still lost confidence in myself more and more. On one of the first examinations, however, I obtained the praise of the Rector. He wrote the same in my character-book; and, happy in this, I went a few days afterward to Copenhagen. Guldberg, who saw the progress I had made, received me kindly, and commended my zeal.




  “I advise you as a friend not to make any more verses,” said he, and the same advice was repeated on all sides. I did not write more verses, but reflected on my duties, and on the very uncertain hope I had of becoming a student. I paid a visit to the learned Mr. Bastholm of Slagelse, editor of a West Zealand newspaper, who lived in retirement devoted only to his studies.




  I presented him a couple of my earlier writings and that gave him an interest in me. He also advised me to keep to my school-books, and wrote me a letter, in which he presented with true sentiment and sincere advice a truth, which may always have a place in many people’s mind. He wrote:—




  “I have read your prologue, my young friend, and I must confess that God has endowed you with a vivid imagination and a warm heart; you still need cultivation of mind, but that may come, as you now have a good opportunity to procure it. Your constant aim should be to endeavor with the utmost zeal to finish your studies, and for that reason you should put aside all other things.




  “I could wish that your juvenile essays were not printed, as I cannot see why the public should be incumbered with imperfections — we have plenty of that; still they are so far good that they may serve to justify the support you receive from the public. The young poet must shun the infection of vanity, and watch over the purity and strength of his feelings. In the present period of your studies I advise you to write poems but seldom, and only when you need air for your feelings. Don’t write anything for which you have to hunt after words and thoughts, but only when the soul is animated by an idea and the heart warmed by true feeling.




  “Observe closely nature, life, and yourself, that you may procure original material for your poetical pictures; make a choice from the things that surround you; reflect from all points of view on what you see; take up the pen, become poet, as if you did not know that any poet had ever existed in the world before you, or as if you had not to learn of anybody; preserve that nobleness of mind, that purity and sublimity of soul, without which the wreath of poetry never can crown a mortal.




  Your affectionate                       




  “BASTHOLM.   




  “SLAGELSE, February 1, 1823.”




  With the same sympathy I was followed by the before mentioned Colonel, now General Guldberg, of Odense; he was extremely happy at my admission into a higher school, wrote frequently to me, and always encouraged and strengthened me; as the first summer vacation came on, he invited me to come over to him, — nay, furnished me with the means to defray my travelling expenses. I had not been in my native town since I left it to seek my fortune; in that interval my old grandmother had died and also my grandfather.




  My mother often told me, when I was a little boy, that I had a fortune in prospect: that I should be heir of my grandfather, who owned a house; it was a little, poor wooden house, which was sold after his death and immediately pulled down; most of the old man’s money was applied to pay the taxes in arrear, and the authorities had seized “the big stove with brass drum,” a piece worth owning, they said, and it was taken up to the town-hall. There was so much money that they could have made a cart-load of the coins, but they were the old reduced coins, whiqh the government no longer received. In 1813, when these coins were reduced, the old insane man was told that they were good for nothing. “No man can reject the King’s money!” said he, “and the King won’t reject his own:” that was his whole answer. “The big inheritance” I had heard so much about was reduced to some twenty rix-dollars and passed over to me. I must however candidly confess, that I did not care much about those riches; my thoughts were only lingering on my visit to my home. I felt rich and happy, and my mind was excited with expectation.




  I crossed the Belt, and went on foot to Odense. When I came near enough to see the lofty old church tower, my heart was more and more affected; I felt deeply the care of God for me, and I burst into tears. My mother rejoiced over me. The families of Iversen and Guldberg received me cordially; and in the little streets I saw the people open their windows to look at me, for everybody knew how remarkably well things had fared with me; nay, I fancied I actually stood upon the pinnacle of fortune, when one of the principal citizens, who had built a high tower to his house, led me up there, and I looked out thence over the city and the surrounding country, and some old women in the hospital below, who had known me from childhood, pointed up to me. One afternoon, in company with the families of Guldberg and the Bishop, I sailed in a boat on the stream, and my mother shed tears of joy; “for,” as she said, “I was honored like the child of a count.”




  As soon, however, as I returned to Slagelse, this halo of glory vanished, as well as every thought of it. I may freely confess that I was industrious, and I rose, as soon as it was possible, into a higher class; but in proportion as I rose did I feel the pressure upon me more strongly, and that my endeavors were not sufficiently productive. Many an evening, when sleep overcame me, I would wash my head with cold water, or run about the lonely little garden, till I was again wakeful, and could comprehend the book anew. The Rector filled up a portion of his hours of teaching with jest, nicknames, and not the happiest of witticisms. I was as if paralyzed with anxiety when he entered the room, and from that cause my replies often expressed the opposite of that which I wished to say, and thereby my anxiety was all the more increased. What was to become of me?




  In a moment of ill-humor I wrote a letter to the head master, who was one of those who was most friendly inclined to me. I said in this letter that I regarded myself as a person so little gifted by nature, that it was impossible for me to study, and that the people in Copenhagen threw away the money which they spent upon me: I besought him therefore to counsel me what I should do. The excellent man strengthened me with mild words, and wrote to me a most friendly and consolatory letter: he said that the Rector meant kindly by me; that it was his custom and way of acting; that I was making all the progress that people could expect from me; and that I need not doubt of my abilities. He told me that he himself was a peasant youth of three and twenty — older than I myself was — when he began his studies; the misfortune for me was, that I ought to have been treated differently from the other scholars, but that this could hardly be done in a school; still that things were progressing, and that I stood well both with the teachers and my fellow-students. I was always praised for Religion, Biblical History, and Danish themes: from all the classes, from the highest one too, one or another of the scholars used to come home to me to be helped in their Danish exercises, — “only not so well that it would be observed,” was their request, — and I was again in turn helped by them in Latin. For “conduct,” I got steadily every month from all the teachers the character “remarkably good;” once it happened, however, that I only got “very good,” and I was so troubled at the reduction that I immediately wrote a tragic-comical letter to Collin and told him that I was quite innocent, though I had only got the character “very good.” In the mean time I knew that the Rector judged me otherwise than he reported; now and then I discovered in him a gleam of kindness, and I was always among the scholars whom he invited to his house on Sundays; and then he was quite another man, he was overflowing with jest and merriment, related funny stories, put up tin soldiers for us, and played with us and with his children.




  Every Sunday we had to attend the church and hear an old preacher; the other scholars learned their lessons in history and mathematics while he preached; I learned my task in religion, and thought that by so doing it was less sinful. The general rehearsals at the private theatre were points of light in my school life; they took place in a back building, where the lowing of the cows might be heard; the street-decoration was a picture of the market-place of the city, by which means the representation had something familiar about it; it amused the inhabitants to see their own houses.




  On Saturday afternoons it was my delight to go to the castle of Antvorskov, at that time only half in ruins, and once a monastery, where I pursued the excavating of the ruined cellars, as if it had been a Pompeii.




  In a little cottage there lived a young married couple, descended from a family of rank; I believe they were married against the will of their parents; they were truly very poor, but seemed happy, and the low-studded room with white-washed walls had an air of comfort and beauty; fresh-gathered flowers were placed on the table, where also books in luxurious bindings were scattered, and a harp stood ready for use.




  I had accidentally made acquaintance with the young couple, and was always very kindly received by them; idyllic beauty was spread over that little abode, which was situated below the lonely castle on the top of the hill. I often rambled also to the crucifix of St. Anders, which stands upon one of the heights of Slagelse, and is one of the wooden crosses erected in the time of Catholicism in Denmark. St. Anders was a priest in Slagelse, and travelled to the Holy Land; on the last day he remained so long praying at the holy sepulchre, that the ship sailed away without him. Vexed at this circumstance, he walked along the shore, where a man met him riding on an ass, and took him up with him. Immediately he fell asleep, and when he awoke he heard the bells of Slagelse ringing. He lay upon the (Hvilehöi) hill of rest, where the cross now stands. He was at home a year and a day before the ship returned which sailed away without him, and an angel had borne him home. The legend, and the place where he woke, were both favorites of mine. On this hill I often sat in the evening and looked over meadow and cornfield down upon Corsoer where Baggesen was born. Here he might also have sat, when a scholar of Slagelse school, looking over the Belt to Funen. Upon this hill, I could indulge my fancies, and later, when passing here in the diligence, I often looked up to the hill with the cross, and thought of that portion of my life which was so closely attached to this spot.




  The happiest time, however, was when, once on a Sunday, whilst the wood was green, I went to the city of Sorö, two (Danish) miles from Slagelse, which lies in the midst of woods, surrounded by lakes. Here is an academy for the nobility, founded by the poet Holberg. Everything lay in a conventual stillness. I visited here the poet Ingemann, who had just married, and who held a situation as teacher; he had already received me kindly in Copenhagen; but here his reception of me was still more kind. His life in this place seemed to me like a beautiful story; flowers and vines twined around his window; the rooms were adorned with the portraits of distinguished poets, and other pictures. We sailed upon the lake with an Æolian harp made fast to the mast Ingemann talked cheerfully, and his excellent, amiable wife treated me as if she were an elder sister: I loved these people. Our friendship has grown with years. I have been from that time almost every summer a welcome guest there, and I have experienced that there are people in whose society one is made better, as it were; that which is bitter passes away, and the whole world appears in sunlight.
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