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     The Storks
                On the last house of a small village there stood a stork’s nest. The stork mother sat in the nest with her four small storklets, who stuck out their heads with small black beaks, for they hadn’t turned red yet. On the ridge of a roof close by the stork father stood stiff and straight, he had pulled one leg up under his body to make things a bit uncomfortable for himself, since he was standing on guard. One would think he had been carved out of wood, so motionless did he stand; ‘it really adds a touch of class that my wife has a sentry beside her nest!’ he thought, ‘they can’t of course know that I am her husband, and are sure to think I’ve been commanded to stand here. It looks so dashing!’ and he kept on standing there on one leg.

     Down in the street a whole crowd of children were playing, and when they saw the storks, one of the boldest boys, and then all of them, sang the old rhyme about the storks, but now they sang it as he remembered it:

     
          Stork, stork spindle-shank

          Fly home from the river bank!

          In the nest your wife lies,

          And four offspring likewise.

          The first one’s to be hung,

          The second stabbed and strung,

          The third one’s to be burned,

          The fourth one overturned!

            

     ‘Just listen to what the boys are singing!’ the small storklets said, ‘they said we’re to be hung and burned!’

     ‘Don’t take any notice of that!’ the stork mother said; ‘just don’t listen, and nothing will come of it.’

     But the boys kept on singing, and they pointed their fingers at the storks; only one boy, his name was Peter, said that it was a shame to make fun of these creatures, and refused to take part. The stork mother also comforted her young; ‘don’t take any notice,’ she said, ‘just look at how calmly your father is standing, and on one leg what’s more!’

     ‘We’re so frightened!’ the storklets said, and pulled their heads deep down into the nest.

     The next day, when the children gathered to play again, and they saw the stork, they started their song:

     
          The first one’s to be hung,

          The second’s to be burned!

     

     ‘Is that what’s going to happen to us?’ the storklets asked.

     ‘No, of course not!’ their mother replied, ‘you are going to learn to fly, I’m going to drill you! then we’ll go out onto the meadow and pay a visit to the frogs, they’ll bow down to us from the water, they’ll sing “Koax, koax!” and then we’ll eat them up, that’ll be most enjoyable!’

     ‘And what then?’ the storklets asked.

     ‘Then all the storks from the whole country get together and the autumn manoeuvre gets under way, and then one must be able to fly well, this is of great importance, for if you can’t fly, the general will stab you to death with his beak; so make sure you learn something when the drilling starts!’

     ‘But then we will be stabbed and strung, like the boys said! and listen, now they’re singing it again!’

     ‘Just listen to me and not to them,’ the stork mother said. ‘After the great manoeuvre we’ll fly to the warm countries, oh, so far away, over mountains and forests. We will fly to Egypt, where there are three-sided stone houses that end in a point up above the clouds, they are called pyramids and are older than any stork can imagine. There is a river that overflows, so that the land is turned into mud. We walk around in the mud and eat frogs.’

     ‘Oh!’ all the storklets said.

     ‘Yes, it’s so delightful! all you do is eat all day, and while we’re having such a grand time, there’s not a single green leaf on the trees in this country; it’s so cold here that the clouds freeze to bits and fall down in small white patches!’ it was snow she was talking about, but she couldn’t explain it more clearly.

     ‘Do the naughty boys freeze to bits too?’ the storklets asked.

     ‘No, they don’t freeze to bits! But they almost do and have to sit inside in the dark living room twiddling their thumbs; you on the other hand can fly around in a foreign land where there are flowers and warm sunshine!’

     Some time had already passed, and the young storks were so big that they could stand up in the nest and gaze far and wide, and the stork father came every day with fair-sized frogs, small grass snakes and all the special stork treats he could find! Oh, it looked so amusing when he performed for them, laid his head back on his tail, clacked his beak as if it was a little rattle, and also told them stories, all of which came from the marshes.

     ‘Listen, now you must learn how to fly!’ the stork mother said one day, and then all the four storklets had to go out onto the roof ridge, oh how they teetered! how they tried to keep their balance with their wings, and almost fell down!

     ‘Just look at me!’ their mother said, ‘this is how you are to hold your head! this is how you are to place your legs! one two! one two! this is what is going to help you get on in the world!’ then she flew a short distance, and her young ones made a little, clumsy hop, bump! there they lay, for their bodies were quite heavy.

     ‘I don’t want to fly!’ one of the four said, and crept back into the nest, ‘I’m not interested in flying to the warm lands!’

     ‘So you prefer to freeze to death here when winter comes! are the boys to come and have you hung and strung and burned? I’ll call them now!’

     ‘Oh no!’ the storklet said, and jumped back out onto the roof like the others, by the third day they could fly a short way really well, and then they thought they could also sit and rest in the air; they tried this out, but bump! down they tumbled, so they had to start using their wings again. Now the boys came down the street and sang their song:

     
          Stork, stork spindle-shank

     

     ‘How about flying down and pecking their eyes out?’ the storklets said.

     ‘No, don’t do that!’ their mother said, ‘just listen to me, that’s much more important! one, two three! now we fly to the right! one, two, three, now to the left round the chimney! – yes, very well done! the last wingbeat was so rightly and properly executed that you may all come with me to the marshes tomorrow! there well-mannered stork families come with their children, make sure I can see that mine are the most presentable, and that you hold your heads up high, that looks good and commands esteem!’

     ‘But aren’t we to take revenge on the naughty boys?’ the storklets asked.

     ‘Let them screech as much as they like! You’re going to fly up to the clouds, travel to the land of the pyramids, while they will have to freeze and not have a single green leaf or a sweet apple!’

     ‘Well, we want revenge!’ they whispered to each other, and then it was time for more drilling.

     Of all the boys in the street none was worse at singing the mocking song that the one who had started it all, and he was quite small, he wasn’t more than six years old; the young storks though thought that he was a hundred years old, for he was so much bigger than their mother and father, and what did they know about how old children and big people could become. All their revenge was to be vent on this boy, he was the one who had started first, and he always kept on: the young storks were so annoyed, and the bigger they grew, the less they were prepared to put up with it; their mother finally had to promise them that they would get their revenge, but she wouldn’t take it until the last day they were here in this country.

     ‘We must first see how well you get on at the big manoeuvre! If you do badly, the general will stab you in the chest with his beak, and then the boys will have been right all the time, in one way at least! let’s just see!’

     ‘Yes, you will!’ the young storks said, and they took great pains, practised every day, and flew so lightly and elegantly that it was a joy to see.

     Now autumn came, all the storks began to assemble to fly off to the warm lands while we have winter. Now that was a great manoeuvre! over forests and towns they had to fly so they could show how proficient they were, for it was a really long journey that lay ahead. The young storks performed so excellently that they were awarded Excellent with Frog and Snake. That was the best possible mark, and they could eat the frog and the snake, and they did so.

     ‘Now it’s time for revenge!’ they said.

     ‘Yes, indeed it is!’ the stork mother said. ‘What I’ve thought up is exactly right! I know where the pond is where all the small human children live until the stork comes and fetches them to their parents. The lovely small children lie sleeping and dreaming so sweetly, sweeter than they will ever dream again. All the parents want so much to have such a little child, and all children want to have a sister or a brother. Now we will fly to the pond and fetch one to each of the children who haven’t sung the nasty song and made fun of the storks, for those children aren’t to have any!’

     ‘But what about the boy who started the singing, the nasty, horrible boy!’ the young storks cried, ‘what are we to do to him?’

     ‘In the pond there lies a small dead child that has dreamt itself to death, we will take that child to him, and then he will have to cry, because we have brought him a dead younger brother, but what about the good boy, surely you’ve not forgotten him, the one who said: ‘it’s a shame to make fun of these creatures!’ we’ll take him both a brother and a sister, and as the boy’s name was Peter, all of you are also to be called Peter!’

     And everything she said was done, and all the storks were called Peter – and they still are.
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