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               Golden Treasure
                The drummer’s wife went to church; she saw the new altar with its paintings and carved angels; they were so beautiful, both those on the canvas with all their colours and haloes and those that had been carved out of wood and then painted and gilded. Their hair gleamed like gold and sunshine, a delight to behold; but god’s sunshine was even more delightful; it was brighter, even redder among the dark trees at sunset. What delight to gaze into the countenance of God! and she gazed into the red sun, and she thought so fervently as she did so, thought of the baby the stork was going to bring, and the drummer’s wife was so glad at the thought, she gazed and gazed and she wished that the child might gain something of that gleam, at least resemble one of the radiant angels in the altarpiece.

               And when she actually held her baby in her arms and held it up towards its father, it was like looking at one of the angels in the church, its hair was like gold, the gleam of the setting sun was present in it.

               ‘My golden treasure, my crock of gold, my day of sunshine!’ the mother said and kissed the gleaming locks; and it sounded like music and singing in the drummer’s living room; there was joy, life and a flutter of excitement. The drummer beat a roll on his drum, a roll of joy. The drum sounded, the alarm drum sounded:

               ‘Red hair! The infant’s got red hair! believe the drumskin and not what your mother says! drummalum! drummalum!’

               And the town spoke as the alarm drum spoke.

               
                

            
               The boy came to church, the boy was baptised. There was nothing wrong with the name given him: he was called Peter. The whole town, the drum too, called him: Peter, the drummer’s boy with the red hair; but his mother kissed his red hair and called him Golden Treasure.

               Into the clay of the slope on the sunken road, many people had scored their names so as to be remembered.

               ‘Fame!’ the drummer said, ‘that’s always something!’ and so he scored his name and that of his young son there too.

               And the swallows came; on their long journeys they had seen more lasting inscriptions carved into the rockface, on the wall of the temple in Hindustan: great feats by mighty kings, immortal names, so ancient that no one could read or name them.

               A name’s face value! Fame!

               The swallows built their nests in the sunken road; they bored holes into the slope, rain and foul weather caused the names to crumble and be washed away, also those of the drummer and his young son.

               ‘Though Peter’s lasted for a year and a half!’ his father said.

               ‘Fools!’ the alarm drum thought, but all it said was: ‘Dumb, dumb, dumb! dumbalum!’

               The boy was full of life and zest: ‘The drummer’s son with the red hair.’ He had a lovely voice; he could sing and sing he did, like the bird in the forest: it was melodious and yet not a melody.

               ‘He ought to become a choirboy!’ his mother said; ‘sing in the church, stand beneath the lovely, gilded angels he resembles!’

               ‘Fire cat!’ the great wits of the town said. The drum heard this from the neighbours’ wives.

               ‘Don’t go home, Peter!’ the street urchins shouted. ‘If you sleep up in the garret, the thatch will catch fire, and then the alarm drum will sound!’

               ‘Just watch out for the drumsticks!’ Peter said; and although he was very small, he attacked fearlessly, sinking his fist into the nearest stomach, so that the boy’s legs buckled and the rest of them shifted their own fast – they took to their heels.

               The town musician was so stately and dignified, he was the son of a keeper of the royal silver plate; he liked Peter, took him home for hours on end, gave him a violin and taught him how to play; it was as if the boy had the knack of playing in his fingers, he would become more than a drummer, he would become a town musician.

               ‘I want to be a soldier!’ Peter said, for he was still quite a little fellow, and felt it was the finest thing in all the world to carry a rifle and be able to go ‘Left, right! left, right!’ and wear a uniform and a sword.

               ‘You must learn to obey the drumskin! drummalum! come, come!’ the drum said.

               ‘Yes, if only he could march all the way to becoming a general!’ his father said; ‘but then there has to be war!’

               ‘God preserve us from such!’ his mother said.

               ‘We haven’t got anything to lose!’ his father said.

               ‘Yes, of course we have, we’ve got my son!’ she said.

               ‘But what if he comes home as a general!’ his father said.

               ‘Without arms and legs!’ his mother said; ‘no, let me keep my golden treasure safe and sound!’

               ‘Drum! drum! drum!’ the alarm drum went, all the drums went. There was war. The soldiers all set out and the drummer’s boy was among them: ‘, top! Golden treasure!’ His mother wept; his father, in his mind’s eye, saw him ‘famous’, the town musician felt he ought not to go to war, but remain a musician back home.

               
                

            
               ‘Red-top!’ the soldiers said, and Peter laughed; but one or two said: ‘Fox fur!’ then he pressed his lips tight together, looked forward into the great wide world; that insult had nothing to do with him.

               The boy was a decent sort; dauntless, good-humoured – and that is the best canteen to a soldier to have, his old comrades said.

               In foul weather, soaked to the skin, under an open sky, he had to lie many a night, but his good humour never left him, the drumsticks beat: ‘Drummalum! Up everyone!’ Oh yes, he certainly was a born drummer.

               It was a day of battle; the sun had not yet risen but it was already morning: the air cold, the fighting fierce; there was fog in the air, but more vapour from the gunpowder. Bullets and grenades flew over the soldiers’ heads and into them, into bodies and limbs; but they continued to advance. Here and there a soldier or two sank to their knees, their temples bloody, their faces chalk white. The little drummer still had his healthy colour, he had not suffered any injury; he looked with pleasure written on his face at the regimental dog that leap ahead of him, truly glad, as if all of it was just a game, as if the bullets only landed in order to play with it.

               ‘March, forward march!’ were the commander’s words, conveyed by the drum; and those words were not to be taken back; but they could be taken back and there may be a good reason for doing so; and now the word was ‘retreat!’, but the little drummer beat: ‘Forward march!’ he understood that to be the order, and the soldiers obeyed the drumskin. They turned out to be good drumbeats, for they sounded victory for those who were otherwise retreating.

               Lives and limbs were lost in that battle. The grenade rips off bloody chunks of flesh; the grenade sets light to the pile of straw the wounded soldier has dragged himself over to, only to lie there abandoned for many hours, abandoned for the rest of his earthly life perhaps. Thinking about it doesn’t help! and yet one cannot help but think about it, even far away in the peaceful town; there the drummer and his wife thought about it: for Peter was in the war.

               ‘I’m tired of all that whining and wailing!’ the alarm drum said.

               It was a day of battle; the sun had not yet risen, but it was morning. The drummer and his wife were asleep, they had hardly slept the whole night; they had talked about their son, for he was out there – ‘under God’s hand’. And his father dreamt that the war was over, that the soldiers came home, and Peter had the silver cross on his chest; but his mother dreamt that she went into the church, looked at the paintings and the carved angels with the gilded hair; and her own dear boy, the golden treasure of her heart, stood there in white raiment among the angels and sang so beautifully, as surely only angels could sing, and rose up into the sunlight with them and nodded so lovingly to his mother.

               ‘My golden treasure!’ she cried out and woke instantly. ‘Now the Good Lord has taken him!’ she said, folded her hands, leant her head against the calico bed curtains and wept. ‘Where is he resting now, among the many in the common grave, the grave for the dead?’ Perhaps in the deep waters of the bog! Nobody knows his grave! no sacred words will be read over it!’ And the Lord’s Prayer passed silently over her lips; her head drooped, she was so tired, fell asleep for a while.

               The days pass away, in life and in dreams!

               It was almost evening; a rainbow arched over the battlefield, it touched the edge of the forest and the deep bog. According to popular belief: where the rainbow touches the earth a treasure lies buried, a golden treasure; here one also lay; no one thought about the little drummer except his mother, and therefore she dreamt it.

               And the days pass, in life and in dreams!

               Not a hair on his head had been harmed, not a single golden hair. ‘Drimmerim, drimmerim, it is him! it is him!’ the drum could have said and his mother sung, had she seen or dreamt it.

               With singing and cries of hurrah, wearing the green leaves of victory, the soldiers returned home, since the war was over, since there was peace once more. The regimental dog rushed around in large circles ahead of everyone, as if to make the return journey three times longer.

               And days and weeks passed, and Peter walked into his parents’ living room; he was as brown as a savage, his eyes were bright, his face gleamed like the sun’s rays. And his mother held him in her arms, kissed him on the lips, kissed his eyes, his red hair. Now she had her boy back once more; he did not have a silver cross on his chest, as his father had dreamt, but he was sound in body and limb, as his mother had not dreamt. And there was great joy; they laughed and they cried. And Peter gave the old alarm drum a hug:

               ‘It’s still here, the old carcass!’ he said. And his father gave a roll on it.

               ‘It’s as if there was a great fire here!’ the alarm drum said. ‘Fire in the roof, fire in people’s hearts, a golden treasure at that! rat-a-tat, rat-a-tat!’

               
                

            
               And then? Yes, what then? Just ask the town musician.

               ‘Peter will far exceed the drum,’ he said; ‘Peter will become greater than I am!’ and he was, after all, the son of a keeper of the royal silver plate; but everything he had managed to learn in the course of his whole life, Peter learnt in six months.

               There was something about him, he was so confident, so utterly good-natured. His eyes gleamed and his hair gleamed, – there was no denying it.

               ‘He ought to have his hair dyed!’ the woman next door said. ‘It worked well for the policeman’s daughter! and she got engaged.’

               ‘But immediately afterwards it turned as green as duckweed, and now it always has to be redone!’

               ‘She can afford that!’ the woman next door said, ‘and so can Peter. He visits the finest houses, even the mayor’s, teaches Miss Lotte to play the piano!’

               And how he could play! Spontaneously improvise from his heart the loveliest of pieces, ones that had never been committed to paper. He played in the short, light summer nights and the long winter nights too. It was impossible to put up with all his music, the neighbours said – as did the alarm drum.

               He played so his thoughts rose higher and higher, bubbling over with plans for the future: Fame!

               And the mayor’s Lotte sat at the piano; her slender fingers danced over the keys, and the music re-echoed in Peter’s heart; it was as if it became much too large for him, and it didn’t happen just once but many times, and one day he took hold of her slender fingers and her beautifully shaped hand, and he kissed it and looked straight into her large, brown eyes; Lord knows what he said; the rest of us are allowed to guess. Lotte blushed crimson all the way down her neck to her shoulders, she answered not a word; – just then visitors arrived and one of them entered the room, the councillor of state’s son, who had a high, shiny forehead, all the way back, down to the nape of his neck. And Peter sat with them for a long time, and Lotte’s fondest look was for him.

               That evening, back home, he talked about the great, wide world and about the golden treasure that lay for him in the violin.

               Fame!

               ‘Drummalum, drummalum, drummarumrumrum!’ the alarm drum said. ‘Now there’s something completely wrong with Peter! he’s a house on fire, I think.’

               His mother went to the market the following day.

               ‘Here’s a piece of news, Peter!’ she said when she returned, ‘wonderful news! The mayor’s Lotte has got engaged with the councillor of state’s son – it happened yesterday evening!’

               ‘No!’ Peter cried out and leapt up from his chair. But his mother said ‘Oh yes!’; she had heard it from the barber’s wife, and her husband had heard it directly from mayor’s own lips.

               And Peter turned as white as a corpse, and sat down again.

               ‘Good Lord, whatever’s the matter with you!’ his mother said.

               ‘Just, just let me be!’ he said, and the tears poured down his cheeks.

               ‘My sweet child! my golden treasure!’ his mother said, and she wept too; but the alarm drum sang, only to itself, not to the outside world:

               ‘“Lotte ist tot! Lotte ist tot!” and that’s the end of the song!’

               
                

            
               That was not the end of the song, there were still many verses, long verses, to come – the loveliest of all, a whole life’s golden treasure.

               ‘How she gallivants about and carries on!’ the woman next door said. ‘The whole world has to read the letters she gets from her golden treasure, hear what the papers say about him and his violin. He sends money to her, and she certainly needs it, now that she’s a widow!’

               ‘He plays for kings and emperors!’ the town musician said. ‘That was never my lot; but he is my pupil and does not forget his former teacher!’

               ‘His father once actually dreamt,’ his mother said, ‘that Peter came home from the war with a silver cross on his chest, he did not get one in the war, there it is more difficult to come by! Now he wears a knight’s cross. If only his father had lived to see the day!’

               ‘Famous!’ the fire-drum said, as did his native town: the drummer’s son, Peter with the red hair, Peter, who they had seen as a young boy with clogs on his feet, seen as a drummer striking up the dance, famous!

               ‘He played for us before he played for all the kings!’ the mayor’s wife said. ‘He was completely besotted with Lotte back then! he always set his sights high! back then it was impertinence and mere fantasy! My husband laughed when he heard about such nonsense! Now Lotte is married to a councillor of state!’

               A golden treasure had been laid in the heart and soul of the poor child who, as a young drummer, beat a ‘Forward, march!’ that led to victory for those who were retreating. In his breast there lay a golden treasure, the never-ending stream of music; it welled up out of his violin as if there were a whole organ inside it, as if all the elves of a summer’s night were dancing over its strings; one could hear the trilling of the thrush and the clear resonance of the human voice: that was why it echoed through hearts and enraptured them, and carried his name through the countries of the world. It was a great fire, the fire of enthusiasm.

               ‘And he’s so handsome too!’ the young ladies said, as did the older ones; and the oldest of them bought herself an album exclusively for locks of famous hair, simply so she could ask for a lock from the young violinist’s beautiful, abundant crop of hair, a treasure, a golden treasure.

               And into the drummer’s humble living room the son entered, as fine as a prince, happier than a king. His eyes were so bright, his face like sunshine. And he held his mother in his arms, and she kissed his warm lips and wept as blissfully as one does out of joy; and he nodded to each old piece of furniture in the room, to the dresser with its tea cups and flower glasses; he nodded to the bed-settee where he had slept as a young boy; but he took out the old alarm drum and placed it on the middle of the floor, and said, both to his mother and the drum:

               ‘Today father would have given a drum roll! now I will have to do it!’ And he rolled a whole thunderstorm on it, and it felt so honoured at this that it split its drumskin.

               ‘He packs quite a punch!’ the drum said. ‘Now I have something to always remember him by! I expect his missus will also split herself with joy over her golden treasure!’

               
                

                   
               That then was the story of the golden treasure.
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