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               A Leaf from Heaven
                High up in the clear upper air an angel flew with a flower from Heaven’s Garden, and as he pressed his lips to the flower in a kiss, a tiny leaf broke off it and fell down onto miry soil in the middle of a forest, and immediately it took root and started to sprout among all the other plants.

               ‘That’s a ridiculous shoot, that one!’ they said, and none of them would have anything to do with it, neither the thistle nor the nettle.

               ‘It’s some sort of garden plant!’ they said and laughed at it, and so it was scoffed at as being a garden plant; but it grew and grew, like no other one, and spread its branches far and wide in long vines.

               ‘Where are you off to!’ said the tall thistles, which had thorns on every single leaf, ‘you’re shooting off all over the place! That won’t do at all! we can’t possibly support you!’

               The winter came, the snow lay over the plant, but the covering of snow gained a gleam from it as if made translucent by sunlight from below. When spring came, a blooming plant stood there, more beautiful than any other in the forest.

               Then along came a professor of botany who had an official personal record book to prove he was what he was, he examined the plant, tested it with his teeth, but it wasn’t anywhere in his botanical system; it was impossible for him to determine what class of species it belonged to.

               ‘It’s some sort of anomaly!’ he said. – ‘I don’t know it, it’s not included in the system!’

               ‘Not included in the system!’ the thistles and nettles said.

               The large trees close by heard what was said, and they too could see that it wasn’t a tree of their kind, but they didn’t say anything, either good or bad, and that’s always the safest thing when one is dumb.

               Through the forest a poor, innocent girl now came; her heart was pure, her intelligence great through faith, her entire inheritance in this world was an old bible, but from the leaves of this book God’s voice spoke to her: If people wish you ill, remember the story of Joseph: ‘Ye thought evil against me, but God meant it unto good.’ If you suffer injustice and are mocked, recall him who was the purest and best, he who was derided and nailed to the cross, where he prayed, ‘Father, forgive them, for they know not what they do!’

               She stopped in front of the wonderful plant, whose green leaves smelled so sweet and refreshing and whose flowers seemed in the bright sunlight to be an explosion of different colours; and a sound came from each one, as if it concealed the deep well of melodies that has not been exhausted over thousands of years. With pious devotion she gazed on all this divine magnificence; she pulled down one of the branches so as to view the flower more closely and breathe in its fragrance, and it illuminated her mind and did her heart good; she would dearly have liked to own a flower from it, but she couldn’t bring herself to break it off, for then it would soon wither; and so she only took a single one of the green leaves, carried it home with her and placed it in her bible, where it lay fresh, forever fresh and incapable of withering.

               Among the leaves of the bible it lay hidden; with the bible it was placed under the young girl’s head when weeks later she lay in her coffin, with the holy seriousness of death on her pious face, as if it showed itself in the earthly dust that she now stood before her God.

               But out in the forest the marvellous plant bloomed, soon it had the appearance of a tree, and all the migrating birds came and bowed down to it, particularly the swallow and the stork.

               ‘It’s foreign affectation!’ the thistle and the burdock said, ‘here where we live we can’t possibly behave like that!’

               And the black slugs spat on the tree.

               Then the swineherd came along, he jerked up thistles and shoots so as to burn ashes of all the green vegetation; the whole wonderful tree, pulled up by all its roots, was also included in his sheaf; ‘that’ll do some good too,’ he said, and no sooner said than done.

               But for more than a year and a day the king of the country suffered from extreme melancholy; he was diligent and hard-working, but it did no good; profound treatises were read aloud to him as well as the very lightest literature that could be found, but it did no good. Then there came a message from one of the wisest men in the world; people had approached him and he had informed them that there was a sure way to soothe and cure the sufferer. ‘In the king’s own realm there grows in the forest a plant of divine origin, such and such it looks like, there’s no mistaking it’, and a drawing had been included of the plant, it was easy to recognise! – ‘It is green both winter and summer, so every evening take a fresh leaf from it and place it on the king’s forehead, then his thoughts will lighten and a lovely dream at night will strengthen him for the day that lies ahead!’

               Now that was clear enough, so all doctors and botanical professors set out into the forest. – Yes, but where was the plant?

               ‘I had it somewhere in my sheaf!’ the swineherd said, ‘it must have become ashes long ago, but I didn’t know any better!’

               ‘Didn’t know any better!’ they all said. ‘Ignorance! Ignorance! how great you are!’ and those words the swineherd could take to heart, he and nobody else, they felt.

               There was not a leaf to be found, the only one lay in the coffin of the dead girl, and no one knew about it.

               And the king himself came in all his misery out to the place in the forest. ‘This is where the tree has stood!’ he said, ‘it is a holy place!’ –

               And the plot of land was fenced in with golden railings and a sentry was posted there, both day and night.

               The botanical professor wrote a thesis about the divine plant, and therefore he was gilded, which gave him great pleasure; and it adorned both him and his family well, which is the most positive thing about the whole story, for the plant was gone and the king was miserable and sad – ‘but he was already that in advance!’ the sentry said.
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