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The Marsh King’s Daughter

The storks tell many, many stories to their young ones, all about the bogs and marsh-
es. In general each story is suited to the age and sense of the little storks. While the
youngest ones are satisfied with, “Kribble—krabble, plurry—murry,” and think it a very
fine story, the older ones demand something with more sense to it, or at least something
about the family.

Of the two oldest stories which have been handed down among the storks, we all
know the one about Moses, who was put by his mother on the banks of the Nile, where a
King’s daughter found him. How well she brought him up, how he became a great man,
and how no one knows where he lies buried, are things that we all have heard.

The other tale is not widely known, perhaps because it is almost a family story. This
tale has been handed down from one mother stork to another for a thousand years, and
each succeding story teller has told it better and better, and now we shall tell it best of
all. .
The first pair of storks who told this tale and who themselves played a part in it, had
their summer home on the roof of the Viking’s wooden castle up by the Wild Marsh in
Vendsyssel. If we must be precise about our knowledge, this is in the country of Hjorring,
high up near Skagen in Jutland. There is still a big marsh there, which we can read about
in the official reports of that district. It is said that the place once lay under the sea, but
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the land has risen somewhat, and is now a wilderness extending for many a mile. One is
surrounded on all sides by marshy meadows, quagmires, and peat bogs, overgrown by
’ cloud berries and stunted trees. Dank mists
almost always hang over the place, and about
seventy years ago wolves still made their
homes there. Well may it be called the Wild
Marsh. Think how desolate it was, and how
much swamp and water there must have been
among all those marshes and ponds a thou-
sand years ago! Yet in most matters it must
have looked then as it looks now. The reeds
grew just as high, and had the same long
leaves and feathery tips of a purplish—brown
tint that they have now. Birch trees grew
there with the same white bark and the same
airily dangling leaves. As for the living crea-
tures, the flies have not changed the cut of
their gauzy apparel, and the favorite colors of
the storks were white trimmed with black,
i and long red stockings.

: However, people dressed very differently
¢ from the fashion of today. But if any of
j them—thrall or huntsman, it mattered not—
set foot in the quagmire, they fared the same
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a thousand years ago as they would fare today. In they would fall, and down they would
sink to him whom they call the Marsh King, who rules below throughout the entire marsh
land. They also call him King ot the quicksands, but we like the name Marsh King better,
and that was what the storks called him. Little or nothing is known about his rule, but
perhaps that is just as well.

Near the marsh and close to the Liim Fiord, lay wooden castle of the Vikings, three
stories high from its watertight stone cellars to the tower on its roof. The storks had built
their nest on this roof, and there the mother stork sat hatching her eggs. She was certain
they would be hatched.

One evening the father stork stayed out rather late, and when he got home he looked
ruffled and flurried.

“I have something simply dreadful to tell you,” he said to the mother stork.

“Then you had better keep it to yourself,” she told him. “Remember, I am hatching
eggs! If you frighten me it might have a very bad effect on them.”

“But I must tell you,” he insisted. “The daughter of our Egyptian host has come
here. She has ventured to take this long journey, and—she’s lost! ”

- “She who comes of fairy stock? Speak up. You know that I must not be kept in sus-
pense while I'm on my eggs.”

“It’s this way, Mother. Just as you told me, she must have believed the doctor’s ad-
vice. She believed that the swamp flowers up here would cure her sick father, and she has
flown here in the guise of a swan, together with two other Princesses who put on swan
plumage and fly north every year, to take the baths that keep them young. She has come,
and she is lost.”

“You make your story too long-winded,” the mother stork protested. “My eggs are
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apt to catch cold. I can’t bear such suspense at a time like this.”

“I have been keeping my eyes open,” said the father stork, “and this evening I went
among the reeds where the quagmire will barely support me. There 1 saw three swans fly-
ing my way. There was something about their flight that warned me, ‘See here! These are
not real swans. These creatures are merely disguised in swan feathers!” You know as well
as I do, Mother, that one feels instinctly whether a thing is true or false.”

“To be sure, I do,” said she. “But tell me about the Princess. I am tired of hearing
about swan feathers.”

“Well,” the father stork said, “as you know, in the middle of the marsh there is a
sort of pool. You can catch a glimpse of it from here if you will rise up a trifle. There, be-
tween the reeds and the green scum of the pool, a large alder stump juts up. On it the
three swans alighted, flapped their wings and looked about them. One of them threw off
her swan plumage and immediately I could see that she was the Princess from our home
in Egypt. There she sat with no other cloak than her own long hair. I heard her ask the
others to take good care of her swan feathers, while she dived down in the water to pluck
the swamp flower which she fancied she saw there. They nodded, and held their heads
high as they picked up her empty plumage.

“‘What are they going to do with it?’ I wondered, and she must have wondered too.
Our answer came soon enough, for they flew up in the air with her feather garment.

“‘Dive away,’ they cried. ‘Never more shall you fly about as a swan. Never more
shall you see the land of Egypt. You may have your swamp forever.” They tore her swan
guise into a hundred pieces, so that feathers whirled around like a flurry of snow. Then
away they flew, those two deceitful Princesses.”

“Why, that’s dreadful,” the mother stork said. “I can’t bear to listen. Tell me what
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happened next.”

“The Princess sobbed and lamented. Her tears sprinkled down on the alder stump,
and the stump moved, for it was the Marsh King himself, who lives under the quagmire. 1
saw the stump turn, and this was no longer a tree stump that stretched out its two muddy,
branch-like arms toward the poor girl. She was so frightened that she jumped out on the
green scum which cannot bear my weight, much less hers. She was instantly swallowed
up, and it was the alder stump, which plunged in after her, that dragged her down. Big
black bubbles rose, and these were the last traces of them. She is now buried in the Wild
Marsh and never will she get back home to Egypt with the flowers she came to find.
Mother, you could not have endured the sights I saw.”

“You ought not to tell me such a tale at a time like this. Our eggs may be the worse
for it. The Princess can look out for herself. Someone will surely help her. Now if it had
been I, or you, or any of our family, it would have been all over with us.”

“I shall look out for her, every day,” said the father stork, and he did so.

A long time went by, but one day he saw a green stalk shooting up from the bottom
of the pool. When it came to the surface it grew a leaf, which got broader and broader,
and then a bud appeared. As the stork was flying by one morning, the bud opened in the
strong sunbeams, and in the center of it lay a beautiful child, a baby girl who looked as
fresh as if she had just come from her bath. So closely did the baby resemble the Princess
from Egypt that the stork thought it was she, who had become a child again. But when he
considered the matter he decided that this child who lay in the cup of a water lily must be
the daughter of the Princess and the Marsh King.

“She cannot remain there,” the stork said to himself, “yet my nest is already over-
crowded. But I have an idea. The Viking’s wife hasn’t any children, although she is always
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wishing for a little one. I'm often held responsible for bringing children, and this time I
shall really bring one. I shall fly with this baby to the Viking’s wife. What joy there will
be.”

The stork picked up the little girl, flew with her to the log castle, pecked a hole with
his beak in the piece of bladder that served as a window pane, and laid the baby in the
arms of the Viking woman. Then he flew home to his wife, and told her all about it. The
baby storks listened attentively, for they were old enough now to be curious.

“Just think! The Princess is not dead,” he told them. “She sent her little one up to
me, and I have found a good home for it.”

“I told you, to start with, that it would come out all right,” said the mother stork.
“Turn your thoughts now to your own children. It is almost time for us to start on our long
journey. I am beginning to tingle under my wings. The cuckoo and the nightingale have
flown already, and I heard the quail saying that we shall soon have a favorable wind. Our
young ones will do us credit on the flight, or I don’t know my own children.”

How pleased the Viking’s wife was when she awoke in the morning and found the
lovely child in her arms. She kissed it and caressed it, but it screamed frightfully and
thrashed about with its little arms and legs. There was no pleasing it until at last it cried
itself to sleep, and as it lay there it was one of the loveliest little creatures that anyone
ever saw. The Viking’s wife was so overjoyed that she felt light—headed as well as light—
hearted. She turned quite hopeful about everything, and felt sure that her husband and all
his men might return as unexpectedly as the little one had come to her. So she set herself
and her entire household to work, in order to have everything in readiness. The long, col-
ored tapestry on which she and her handmaidens had embroidered figures of their gods—
Odin, Thor, and Freya, as they were called—were hung in place. The thralls were set to
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scouring and polishing the old shields that decorated the walls; cushions were laid on the
benches; and dry logs were stacked on the fireplace in the middle of the hall, so that the
pile might be lighted at a moment’s notice. The Viking’s wife worked so hard that she was
tired out, and slept soundly when evening came.

Along toward morning she awoke, and was greatly alarmed to find no trace of her lit-
tle child. She sprang up, lighted a splinter of pine wood, and searched the room. To her
astonishment, she found at the foot of her bed not the beautiful child, but a big, ugly frog.
She was so appalled that she took up a heavy stick to kill the creature, but it looked at
her with such strange, sad eyes that she could not strike. As she renewed her search, the
frog gave a faint, pitiful croak. She sprang from the bed to the window, and threw open the
shutter. The light of the rising sun streamed in and fell upon that big frog on the bed. It
seemed as if the creature’s wide mouth contracted into small, red lips. The frog legs un-
bent as the most exquisitely shaped limbs, and it was her lovely little child that lay there,
and not that ugly frog.

“What’s all this?” she exclaimed. “Have I had a nightmare? This is my pretty little
elf lying here.” She kissed it and pressed it affectionately to her heart, but it struggled
and tried to bite, like the kitten of a wild cat.

Neither that day nor the next did her Viking husband come home. Though he was on
his way, the winds were against him. They were blowing southward to speed the storks. A
fair wind for one is a foul wind for another.

In the course of a few days and nights, it became plain to the Viking’s wife how
things were with the little child. It was under the influence of some terrible spell of sor-
cery. By day it was as lovely as a fairy child, but it had a wicked temper. At night, on the
contrary, it was an ugly frog, quiet and pathetic, with sorrowful eyes. Here were two na-
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tures that changed about both inwardly and outwardly. This was because the litile girl
whom the stork had brought had by day her mother’s appearance, together with her fa-
ther’s temper. But at night she showed her kinship with him in her outward form, while
her mother’s mind and heart inwardly became hers. Who would be able to release her
from this powerful spell of sorcery that lay upon her? The Viking’s wife felt most anxious
and distressed about it, yet her heart went out to the poor little thing.

She knew that when her husband came home she would not dare tell him of this
strange state of affairs, for he would certainly follow the custom of those times and expose
the poor child on the highroad, to let anyone take it who would. The Viking’s good-na-
tured wife had not the heart to do this, so she determined that he should only see the
child in the daytime.

At daybreak one morning, the wings of storks were heard beating over the roof. Dur-
ing the night more than a hundred pairs of storks had rested there, and now they flew up
to make their way to the south.

“Every man ready,” was their watchword. “Let the wives and children make ready
too.”

“How light we feel! ” clacked the little storks. “We tingle and itch right down to our
toes, as if we were full of live frogs. How fine it feels to be traveling to far—off lands.”

“Keep close in one flock,” cried their father and mother. “Don’t clack your beaks so
much, it’s bad for your chest.” '

And away they went.

At that very instant the blast of a horn rang over the heath, to give notice that the
Viking had landed with all of his men. They came home with rich booty from the Gaelic
coast, where, as in Britain, the terrified people sang:
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“Deliver us from the wild Northmen.”

What a lively bustle now struck this Viking’s castle near the Wild Marsh! A cask of
mead was rolled out into the hall, the pile of wood was lighted, and horses were slaugh-
tered. What a feast they were going to have! Priests sprinkled the horses’ warm blood
over the thralls as a blood offering. The fires crackled, the smoke rolled up to the roof,
and soot dropped down from the beams, but they were used to that. Guests were invited,
and were given handsome presents. Old grudges and double~dealings were forgotten. They
all drank deep, and threw the gnawed bones in each other’s faces, but that was a sign of
good humor. The skald, a sort of minstrel but at the same time a fighting man who had
been with them and knew what he sang about, trolled them a song, in which he told of all
their valiant deeds in battle, and all their wonderful adventures. After each verse came the
same refrain:

“Fortunes perish, friends die, one dies oneself,

But a glorious name never dies! ”

Then they all banged their shields, and rattled on the table with their knives or the
knuckle—bones, making a terrific noise.

The Viking’s wife sat on the bench that ran across this public banquet hall. She wore
a silken dress with gold bracelets and big amber beads. She was in her finest attire, and
the skald included her in his song. He spoke of the golden treasure which she had
brought her rich husband. This husband of hers rejoiced in the lovely child whom he had
seen only by day, in all its charming beauty. The savage temper that went with her day-
time beauty rather pleased him, and he said that she might grow up to be a stalwart sol-
dier maid, able to hold her own—the sort who would not flinch if a skilled hand, in fun,
took a sharp sword and cut off her eyebrows for practice.
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The mead cask was emptied, a full one was rolled in, and it too was drunk dry. These
were folk who could hold a great deal. They were familiar with the old proverb to the ef-
fect that, “The cattle know when to quit their pasture, but a fool never knows the measure
of his stomach.”

Yes, they all knew it quite well, but people often know the right thing and do the
wrong thing. They also knew that, “One wears out his welcome when he sits too long in
another man’s house,” but they stayed on, for all that. Meat and mead are such good
things, and they were a jovial crew. That night the thralls slept on the warm ashes, dipped
their fingers into the fat drippings, and licked them. Oh yes, those were glorious days.

The Vikings ventured forth on one more raid that year, though the storms of autumn
were beginning to blow. The Viking and his men went to the coast of Britain—“just across
the water,” he said—and his wife stayed at home with her little girl. It soon came about
that the foster mother cared more for the poor frog with its sad eyes and pathetic croaking,
than for the little beauty who scratched and bit everyone who came near her.

The raw, dank mist of fall invaded the woods and thickets. “Gnaw-worms,” they
called it, for it gnawed the leaves from the trees. “Pluck —feathers,” as they called the
snow, fell in flurry upon flurry, for winter was closing in. Sparrows took over the stork nest
and gossiped about the absent owners, as tenants will. The two storks and all their young
ones—where were they now?

The storks were now in the land of Egypt, where the sun shone as warm as it does
upon us on a fine summer day. Tamarind and acacia trees bloomed in profusion, and the
glittering crescent of Mohammed topped the domes of all the mosques. On the slender
minarets many a pair of storks rested after their long journey. Whole flocks of them nested
together on the columns of ancient temples and the ruined arches of forgotten cities. The
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date palm lifted its high screen of branches, like a parasol in the sun. The gray-white
pyramids were sharply outlined against the clear air of the desert, where the ostrich knew
he could use his legs and the lion crouched to gaze with big solemn eyes at the marble
sphinx half buried in the sand. The waters of the Nile had receded, and the delta was
alive with frogs. The storks considered this the finest sight in all the land, and the young
storks found it hard to believe their own eyes. Yes, everything was wonderful.

“See! it is always like this in our southern home,” their mother told them. And their
little bellies tingled at the spectacle.

“Do we see any more?” they asked. “Shall we travel on into the country?”

“There is nothing else worth seeing,” their mother said. “Beyond this fertile delta lie
the deep forests, where the trees are so interwoven by thorny creepers that only the ele-
phant can trample a path through them with his huge, heavy feet. The snakes there are too
big for us to eat, and the lizards too nimble for us to catch. And, if you go out in the
desert, the slightest breeze will blow your eyes full of sand, while a storm would bury you
under the dunes. No, it is best here, where there are plenty of frogs and locusts. Here I
stop, and here you stay.”

So they stayed. In nests atop the slender minarets the old storks rested, yet kept
quite busy smoothing their feathers and sharpening their bills against their red stockings.
From time to time they would stretch their necks, bow very solemnly, and hold up their
heads with such high foreheads, fine feathers, and wise brown eyes. The young maiden
storks strolled solemnly through the wet reeds, making eyes at the other young storks, and
scraping acquaintances. At every third step they would gulp down a frog, or pause to dan-
gle a small snake in their bills. They were under the impression that this became them
immensely and, besides, it tasted so good.
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The young bachelor storks picked many a squabble, buffeted each other with their
wings, and even stabbed at each other with their sharp bills till blood was shed. Yes, and
then this young stork would get engaged, and that young stork would get engaged. Maid-
ens and bachelors would pair off, for that was their only object in life. They built nests of
their own and squabbled anew, for in the hot countries everyone is hot-headed. But it was
very pleasant there, particularly so for the old storks, who thought that their children could
do no wrong. The sun shone every day, there was plenty to eat, and they had nothing to do
but enjoy themselves.

However, in the splendid palace of their Egyptian host, as they called him, there
was no enjoyment. This wealthy and powerful lord lay on his couch, as stiff and stark as
a mummy. In the great hall, which was as colorful as the inside of a tulip, he was sur-
rounded by his kinsmen and servants. Though he was not quite dead, he could hardly
be said to be alive. The healing flower from the northern marshes, which she who had
loved him best had gone to seek, would never reach him. His lovely young daughter,

who had flown over land and sea in the guise of a swan, would never come home from
the far North.

“She is dead and gone,” the two other swan Princesses reported, when they returned.
They concocted the following yarn, which they told:

“We three were flying together through the air, when a huntsman shot an arrow at us,
and it struck our companion, our young friend. Like a dying swan, she sang her farewell
song as she slowly dropped down to a lake in the forest. There on the shore we buried her,
under a drooping birch tree. But we avenged her. We bound coals of fire to the wings of a
swallow that nested under the thatched eaves of the huntsman’s cottage. The roof blazed
up, the cottage burst into flames, and the huntsman was burned to death. The flames were
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reflected across the lake, under the drooping birch tree where she lies, earth of this earth.
Never, alas! shall she return to the land of Egypt.”

They both wept. But when the father stork heard their tale he rattled his bill, and
said, “All lies and invention! I should dearly love to drive my bill right through their
breasts.”

“And most likely break it,” said the mother stork. “A nice sight you’d be then. Think
first of yourself, and then of your family. Never mind about outsiders.”

“Nevertheless, I shall perch on the open cupola tomorrow, when all the wise and
learned folk come to confer about the sick man. Perhaps they will hit upon something
nearer the truth.”

The wise men assembled, and talked loud and long, but neither could the stork make
sense out of what they had to say, nor did any good come of it to the sick man or to his
daughter in the Wild Marsh. Yet we may as well hear what they had to say, for we have to
listen to a lot in this world.

Perhaps it will be well to hear what had gone on before down there in Egypt. Then
we shall know the whole story, or at least as much of it as the father stork knew.

“Love brings life. The greatest love brings the greatest life. Only through love may
life be brought back to him.” This doctrine the learned men had stated before, and they
now said they had stated it wisely and well.

“It is a beautiful thought,” the father stork quickly agreed.

“I don’t quite understand it,” said the mother stork. “That’s its fault though, not
mine. But no matter. I have other things to think about.”

The learmed men talked on about all the different kinds of love: the love of sweet-
hearts, the love between parents and their children, plants’ love of the light, and the
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