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         JOHAN BOJER was born in 1872, near Trondheim Fjord in western Norway, an area that was to form the background for much of his finest fiction. An illegitimate child, raised by foster parents, Bojer obtained what education he could at local schools, then was forced to earn his living at a series of unsatisfying jobs. However, he early had determined to become a writer, and in 1896, after a number of youthful literary efforts, he won immediate recognition with his novel A Procession. Subsequent works, dealing with political and moral issues of the day, won him ever-increasing fame both in Europe and America, a fame which reached its zenith with his novels dealing with Norwegian life, notably The Last of the Vikings (1921) and Folk by the Sea (1929). By 1930, his major work was done, and by the end of the decade his worldwide reputation had begun a decline that lasted until his death in 1959. Behind him, however, he left a body of fiction that has assured him a permanent place among the masters of modern Norwegian literature.
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         the dim, blue twilight had already fallen upon
       the countryside, and when the bell at Lindegaard rang to call the workers home to supper, its sound rose and fell like an angelus over fjord and mountain. The farm laborers out on the wide, golden cornfields stood erect, and taking their dinner pails in one hand and their sickles in the other, set out in groups for their homes, with the red light from the glowing clouds lying above the snowy mountains in the west reflected in their faces.

         Lindegaard stood upon a hill, like an old castle. The windows in the great white house were aflame with the rays of the setting sun; the garden and grounds extended almost to the water, and in the background lay the numerous red-painted farm buildings, constituting almost a little town by themselves. It was as though this large farm had pushed the others away toward the out-skirts of the district, either eastward toward the wooden slopes, where the small farms clung to the hillside, or northward to the bare mountains facing the sea. And when the bell at Lindegaard rang, the bells from the other farms all over the countryside chimed in.

         The farm laborers lived in the little fishermen’s cottages down by the steel-gray fjord, each with a small piece of land about it. They were pledged to work many weeks of the year on the big farm, and cultivated their own land when they came home in the evening, and even then they had to resort to the sea for their principal means of subsistence. They worked in the herring fisheries in the autumn, and in the winter sailed hundreds of miles in open boats up to Lofoten, perhaps tempted by the hope of gain, but perhaps too because on the sea they were free men.

         This evening a single worker still remained on one of the large barley fields, looking, from Lindegaard, like a black speck in all the yellow; but it was a woman, Màrya Myran, the wife of one of the farm laborers. Cutting the corn on the big farm was a chore, and though Màrya had done twice an ordinary day’s work, she wanted to finish the last little bit before she went home; but she dreaded having to stand erect, for she was ready to drop with fatigue.

         The sickle glittered as she cut, and with red, swollen hands she drew the damp corn toward her skirt, which was long since wet through. There was grace in every movement of the slender figure in the gray dress. The black kerchief on her head kept slipping back, and every time she pulled it forward again with the hand that held the sickle. She had scarcely eaten anything since morning, and now not only her back ached, but her breasts too were heavy.

         On a heap of straw near her lay what looked like a bundle of clothes, but every now and then it moved and talked. It had begun to make little whimpering sounds too, and the reaper said to herself, “He’s hungry, but he’ll have to wait.”

         The little one had kicked off the clothes his mother had spread over him, and now he stretched a fat little leg into the air and tried to get hold of his toes. There may be a good deal to say about such a proceeding, so he talked all the time, saying, “Do-do-do” and “Ta-tata,” but he was nevertheless very near crying. In the meantime both legs had become uncovered and began to feel cold; so why should he not let out a scream that his mother could not help hearing? But the sickle sang on without ceasing. The baby whimpered a little and now and then sucked his thumb and looked up into the sky. On one side the clouds were dark and ugly, but farther off they were red and smiling; and straight above, in the deep blue of the sky, tiny lights began to twinkle.

         He tried to talk to these lights, and said, “Ta-ta” and “Ba-ba”; and then he stretched out a fat little hand and tried to seize some of them, but could not reach far enough. Then he tried to sit up in order to get nearer to them, but only sank deeper into the straw, and an ear of corn fell right across his face. The little fat hand managed to grasp the ear and fling it aside, but the entire expression of the baby’s face was one of rage. It is allowable to be overwhelmed by one’s own misfortune, and he gave vent to a wailing scream. But his mother went on reaping. She was dreading having to stand erect when she had finished. The baby grew quiet once more. His eyes widened, but he did not know that the stars up there were reflected in them. A semicircle of gold had risen from behind the dark hills in the east. It was very bright, and, once more he stretched out his hands. He forgot that his legs were cold, and stretched them up too; it was as if his whole little body were ready to fly up there and play. At last the semicircle seemed to have a face like grandmother’s, and when the baby was sure of this he began to laugh.

         Now his mother stacked the last sheaf, and with one hand on her back and the other over her eyes, straightened herself. She staggered a little and then walked with uncertain steps to the heap of straw on which her baby lay, and taking him up, seated herself to nurse him. She sank farther and farther into the soft straw, while the sheaves supported her back; and her baby forgot both the moon and the clouds as she held him to her warm breast.

         “Poor little fellow!” she murmured, trying to smile down at him; but every now and then her eyelids closed.

         The moon above the eastern hills had turned a silvery white, and the dewy fields sparkled in its light, while the air was filled with the scent of ripe corn and damp earth; but the weary woman, sitting there alone, only wished that someone could carry her home. Now, as she nursed her baby, her own hunger seemed to become greater and her back to ache more; but she wrapped the woolen shawl more closely about the little one and raised her eyes to rest them on the peaceful landscape before her: the fertile countryside in the blue evening twilight, with light upon light shining out from the farms around; the cornfield in which she sat; the dark, forest-clad hills that she loved. It was a relief to her that the sounds and odors of the sea did not reach her here.

         She had passed the seventeen years of her married life on the coast, but having lived her earlier life in a valley, among forests and mountains, she was now as little reconciled to her life by the sea as she had been on the first day of it. She no longer made any complaint, but tried to do the work of two in order to keep morbid thoughts out of her mind. Her husband, Kristàver Myran, was still the handsomest man in the district, but he was out to sea the greater part of the year, chaining her to a life on the wild, barren shore and filling her with such fear and unrest during the long winter nights that it was all she could do to restrain her impulse to flee from it all. For him and their six children the gray cottage out there was home, but it would never be hers. She was as homesick now as she had been all through the first year of her married life; she might do the work of two or three, but she never succeeded in working herself into a feeling of home.

         The sea, with its terrible, howling storms that raged all through the winter, the waves that day and night thundered and foamed upon the sand and seaweed, foamed, too, in her mind and made her sleepless, and would one day, she felt, rob her of her reason.

         They were long years. She looked forward to the day when Kristàver would sell his boats and house, move with her and the children up into the valley, and take to farming. They could never be worse off than they were now. Every winter he risked his life upon the Lofoten Sea, and if one year the fishing was good, it was eaten up by the seven bad years, and they were always poor. But to hope to draw him from the sea to the land was like trying to change a fish into a bird, and he influenced the children’s minds. The eldest boy, Lars, was only sixteen, but he wanted to go to Lofoten next winter; and Oluf, who was fourteen in the spring, talked of nothing else. She was like a hen with a brood of ducklings, vainly calling and enticing them away from the water.

         After a time she rose, and binding the baby firmly to her back with the shawl, set off with a tin can in one hand and her sickle in the other. Before her lay the wide field, and the stubble rustled under her feet as she walked; her long shadow kept pace by her side, and behind her was left a dark trail through the moon-whitened dew. Her kerchief had again slipped back, and her pale face looked still paler in the moonlight. The knowledge that the day’s work is done and the walking over a level cornfield with a baby on one’s back give an easier carriage to a woman, even if she is tired. As she passed the cluster of buildings at Lindegaard, there were lights behind white curtains in a long row of windows. She could hear the tones of a piano, and over the high garden walls floated the fragrant scent of apples and all kinds of flowers. Within those windows people lived a brighter, safer existence than a fisherman can ever aspire to.

         Then began the barren peat bog, with its pools of stagnant water, which she always dreaded in the dark. Before her lay the wide fjord, overshadowed by the western mountains and crossed by a broad path of moonlight in which the waves rose and fell unceasingly. Down on the beach lay the fishermen’s cottages, with lights in their windows, and the smell of peat smoke began as usual to make her feel sick.

         She could hear the waves now. Shwee-e-e—hoosh-sh-sh! Shwee-e-e—hoosh-sh-sh! It was as though the sea were always mad and foaming at the mouth, and when she was very tired she felt almost as if she must do the same.

         There was an odor of rotting seaweed in the air, of salt sand, of fish, of tarred boats, and of wet nets hung up to dry—an atmosphere in which she always had a headache and coughed and had difficulty in breathing. There was a light in a window in Myran, the little home by the sea, and she covered her eyes with her hand; it was hard that those whom she loved should live in a place that she detested.

         The baby on her back was asleep, even though his little head in its hood nodded this way and that at every step. Now she discovered, however, that the two cows and the four sheep were still tethered in the field. Here was more work for her to do, and once more she put her hand over her eyes as if she were feeling dizzy.

         A pleasant warmth met her as she opened the door and entered. A tallow candle was burning on the table, a clock in a brightly painted case ticked on the south wall, against which stood a broad bed, and a similar bed stood against the west wall. A spinning wheel and a loom took up a good deal of the floor space, and on the two windowsills stood pots of red geraniums. Three children jumped up from the floor, where they were playing, and ran toward her with cries of “Mother! Mother!” And hanging on to her skirt and all talking at once, they told her that grandmother had come on a visit.

         The bedroom door opened, and an old woman with a pockmarked face,’ a big nose, and hollow cheeks came out. It was Kari Myran, Marya’s mother-in-law, who lived in the house.

         “You’re late,” she said, looking at Màrya through her spectacles.

         “Oh, yes; it is late.”

         The face of another old woman appeared behind the first, with smaller features and a bristly chin. This was Màrya’s own mother, Lava Rootawsen, who had come down from the valley on a visit.

         “Good evening,” she said, coming forward and shaking hands when Màrya had laid the baby in the cradle.

         “Good evening, Mother. So you’ve come all this way, have you?”

         The two grandmothers could sit all day boiling coffee on the stove in the bedroom and talking of things new and old and of their rheumatism and the pains in their chests, but in all other respects they were as different as night and day. The old woman at Myran was accustomed to look to the sea and to Providence for everything, and therefore she would often sit with her hands in her lap, seeing things that others could not see. Was it the sea or Providence that she saw? The other grandmother was accustomed to the daily toil up in the valley. She had brought up five children on a small mountain farm, and she held on to that by picking cranberries or making birch brooms; but if you relied only on Providence and wind and weather, both your pocket and the larder would be empty.

         Màrya noticed that supper had not been prepared. The two old women had probably had so much to talk about that they had quite forgotten both her and the cows.

         “Where are Lars and Oluf?” she asked.

         “They went to’ get peat,” said her mother-in-law. “It’s odd they aren’t back yet.”

         Màrya sighed, and after saying a few words to her mother, went out to put the animals in the cow shed.

         Outside, the north wind had risen, and from the beach came the perpetual sound of the waves. It was as though they were plotting some evil in the darkness. Shwee-e-e—hoosh-sh-sh! Shwee-e-e—hoosh-sh-sh!
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         the wheelbarrow appeared first, and then the
       man who was pushing it before him. He limped, so that even the squeaking of the wheel sounded uneven and halting. The front view of the man showed a broad-shouldered body and a small, weather-beaten face surrounded by a quantity of black hair and beard, and surmounted by a red, pointed woolen cap, its tassel dangling down over one ear. Some little boys burning seaweed on the beach could see him from behind, however, and he had legs as well, one shorter than the other. He seemed to be sailing in a rough sea, and if it had only been winter, the broad back of his waistcoat would have made a splendid target for a snowball, or better still would have been the broader seat of his trousers, with his knife in its sheath hanging from the waistband. It was all awry, and the patches, one above another, put one in mind of little fields. The trousers legs lay in folds, like an accordion, and hung down over the tabs of his high boots.

         “Hullo, Jacob! Hullo, Damn-it-all-with-the-limp!”

         “Be quiet, boys!” was all he said, and passed on with his barrow.

         It was indeed Jacob, and the nickname had been given him because he so often said, “Damn it all,” and when he said it, he generally swung out his short leg; but the little boys looked up to him because he was the skipper on the big Lofoten boat, the Sea-Flower, and had gone through so much both on the sea and on land that it was a miracle that he still lived. When a lad had signed on with him for a Lofoten voyage, the lad’s mother would cross herself in horror at the thought that he would go with Jacob. Jacob was a great seaman, a great fisherman, and a great drinker; and while the other seamen lived in the gray cottages around the bay and had wife and children ta provide for, he was a happy bachelor of sixty, and his boat was wife and house and home to him.

         It is true that the Sea-Flower lay unrigged high up on the beach half the year, but even then Jacob lived on board, in the poop cabin, and while the others toiled at the herring fisheries in the summer and autumn, he led an easy life from the end of one winter’s fishing to the beginning of the next. And it is wonderful how quickly the days pass when you have learned how to sleep at any hour of the twenty-four. When smoke was seen rising from the stovepipe through the roof of the poop cabin, you knew that Jacob was awake, and if you wanted a drop, you had only to climb on board. He no longer had any relatives in the district, but when he set out to sea, he always waved his sou’wester vigorously, although there was no one on shore to say good-bye to him and wish him a prosperous voyage; and in the spring he joined the others and sailed the hundreds of miles southward again, although no one among the many standing on the beach was there to welcome him home. But what did that matter? They got on well here, both the Sea-Flower and Jacob; and today he came limping along in the sunshine with his wheelbarrow and was not even drunk.

         Over the sunlit surface of the sea the wind was flinging patches of ruffled blue. All around the bay between the two headlands stood gray boathouses, and out of the back of two or three of these stuck the pitch-brown forepart of a Lofoten boat, as if to watch for the coming of the season when it would go out and be rigged again. The Sea-Flower, however, lay alone on the beach, with no boathouse to cover her, as homeless as Jacob himself, her long hull with a white stripe along the sheer strake, and the black stem and stern standing proudly erect. Herring nets hung drying beside the boathouses, for there may be a herring or two to be caught by those who have the mind and the patience to catch them. Jacob held such fishing in contempt.

         Suddenly the noise of the wheel ceased. Jacob had stopped and was gazing out over the bay. A boat was sailing up past the southern headland. She was certainly no herring boat, nor yet a ten-oared nor a four-oared boat; neither was she a cargo boat. Why, damn it all if she wasn’t a Lofoten boat! Such an object at this time of year was like lightning in a cloudless sky. It was incredible, and yet there she was, and had a six-oared boat without a sail in tow as well. Jacob put down the wheelbarrow and stood staring, without even noticing that there was someone behind him who was also staring. It was Elezeus Hylla, a broad-shouldered, brown-bearded man with prominent cheekbones; he stared so intently that a row of white teeth became visible from sheer wonderment.

         “Can you understand that?” he said, burying his hands deep in his trousers pockets. His blouse was of white sailcloth, and his homespun trousers hung down over his boots just as Jacob’s did.

         The old man turned his head, removed his quid from his mouth to his waistcoat pocket, and expectorated. “No,” he said. “Can you?”

         “Must be a stranger.”

         “Perhaps; but it seems to me that I know that sixoared boat.”

         The windows in the cottages had become full of faces, and a few people came out to get a better view.

         On the Myran land two fair-haired boys were picking potatoes. They were Lars and his brother Oluf, and both stood leaning on their forks and gazing.

         “I’m going down to the water,” said Oluf.

         “You stay where you are,” said Lars, for he was sixteen, and the other only fourteen, and what would the world be like if the younger brother were not to obey the elder?

         The brothers were very dissimilar in appearance, Lars being bowlegged and round-shouldered, and with a quick temper, while Oluf was big and broad, and had his mother’s short upper lip, so that his mouth was always open.

         “He’s coming in to our boathouse!” cried Oluf, dropping his fork and setting off at a run. The next moment his brother ran past him. “It’s Father!” he shouted.

         “You’ll see, he’s bought a Lofoten boat!

         It was Kristàver Myran, and this was a great day for him. For many years he had secretly longed for it, and at last it had come: he was skipper on his own Lofoten boat. It was altogether incredible, but the tiller that he swung backward and forward over his head was his; the hull, rigging, grapnel, and ropes, everything on board belonged to him.

         The sturdy fisherman was still in the prime of life, his red, close-clipped beard and whiskers surrounded a strong face, and the hair beneath the black sou’wester was fair and curly. It was not unusual, when he walked up the aisle in church, for great ladies to put up their eyeglasses in order to have a better look at him; but a fisherman with a wife and six children has other things to think about than being handsome.

         The purchase of the boat had come about in a strange manner. He was fishing the fjords for herring in his six-oared boat with Kaneles Gomon, and one day went over to an auction at which he had heard a large boat was to be sold. He hadn’t thought of buying, but there were crowds of people on the beach, and the auctioneer was shouting, but not a soul attempted to bid. And there lay the boat, Kristàver began to walk around her. He thought he ought to be able to judge the capabilities of such a boat, and she was apparently as good as new, well built, with extrafine lines-a regular seaplow to cleave the billows and forge ahead with. What could it be that kept people from bidding for such a fine boat?

         It happened that there was a man there who could not hold his tongue, and he let out the fact that the boat had capsized three winters in succession on the Lofoten Sea, and now had the reputation of being a regular coffin in which no one would sign on. She was, moreover, a slow sailer, and dropped behind the others in the voyages north and south so that no skipper with any self-respect would think of bidding for such a tub.

         At this Kristàver took courage and bid a mere nothing; and he turned cold for a moment when the boat was knocked down to him, and he, a poor man, stood there the sole owner of a Lofoten boat.

         “Do you want to kill yourself?” said one man with a smile, and everyone in the crowd gazed at him, apparently with the same thought.

         A skipper from a coast district cannot resist the temptation to tease the dwellers in the inland fjord districts, who like to think themselves seamen; so he answered that the boat was good enough, but that much depended upon the fellows that were on board her. Whereupon the men began to close in upon him and ask him what he meant by that.

         A spirit of mischief impelled him to reply that the boat was far too good for such “inlanders,” who were good enough to dig potatoes up out of the ground but would never make seamen.

         “I’ll show you that I can make her go,” he added; “aye, and make her stand up too.”

         But if he had not taken his departure then, it is probable that blows would have been exchanged. Now he was coming home.

         He had been a skipper for many years, so that was not what made the difference; but he had been only part-owner in the boat, and what is the good of a successful fishing season once in a while when the proceeds have to be divided among six men? Kristàver had sons who were growing up, and his head was full of plans; and if the day ever came when he could man his own boat from his own household, a single good fishing year might make him a wealthy man.

         He owed for the boat, it is true, and would have to go still deeper into debt if he alone had to equip six men for a winter’s fishing It was foolhardy, but he had taken the plunge and what was done could not be undone.

         “Lower away!” he shouted to Kaneles, who was standing forward, and the topsail bellied but, sank together, and glided down, followed by the mainsail. The grapnel clanked over the side, and the big boat swung around to the hawser and lay along the wind.

         The beach was black with people, and when the sixoared boat had been moored and the skiff was coming shoreward, but was still at some distance, it was Lars who shouted, “Who does the Lofoten boat belong to, Father?”

         Kristàver made no answer. His face was all smiles when he stepped ashore, and two of his younger children seized each a hand; and he stooped down and talked to them, although everyone all around him was trying to speak to him. Then he went slowly up the beach with the children, nodding affirmatively in all directions. Yes, the boat was his.

         Jacob alone held aloof and would not condescend to be curious. He looked grim and tried to find out whether that boat was seaworthy.

         “We’ll be able to race each other now,” said Kristàver as he passed him.

         Down through the field a woman was coming toward him with hesitating steps, carrying a baby on her arm. It was Màrya.

         “Welcome home!” she said with an attempt at a smile, but the eyes in the pale face had a frightened look.

         Kristàver walked slowly beside her, only asking if everything was all right. He thought there was no one like her and that she had a perfect right to her own thoughts and opinions.

         Two boys had already rowed out to the Lofoten boat; they were Lars and Oluf.

         Kaneles Gomon, who had been with Kristàver on this herring fishing expedition, was a bachelor of thirty. He was little and pale, and had it not been for his fair moustache, would have been taken for a mere boy. He was now walking up from the shore into the mountains, singing as he went, swaying from side to side, and carrying his chest on his shoulder. His home was on a little mountain farm, where his half-blind father of seventy and a little sister who was not yet confirmed lived. If only he had been able to cultivate the land at home, he might have made a large farm of it; but that needed a little money, and if he did not earn that on the sea he would like to know where it was to come from. He was unsuccessful, however, year after year; so there was nothing but toil when he was away and poverty at home. But still Kaneles sang. The priest never failed to put him down as father in every case of doubtful paternity in the parish, and though it might be amusing for the priest, it became by degrees a heavy tax on Kaneles. But still he was as happy as a king, and was always singing the gayest of songs.

         There was much talk in the cottage at Myran all that evening, first about the boat and father, and then about father and the boat. Even the little ten-year-old Tosten had been on board, and he determined that his own little boat, which was as large as a wooden shoe, should be called the Seal after the big boat. Lars had extracted from his father the promise that next winter he should at last be allowed to go with him, and this caused him to assume a still more authoritative manner toward Oluf, for now he was almost a Lofoten fisherman.

         There was not much sleep for anyone in the little cottage that night. There was only one person who had not yet said anything, and that was Màrya, and she lay awake beside Kristàver, but pretended to be asleep. He himself was thinking of the guarantors he would have to find for his bank loan and of all that he must try to obtain on credit from the tradesmen here and in town. To fit out six men is no small matter, and if then it was a “black” year with the fishing it would be pretty well the ruin of him and his.

         And, then, about the Seal. The thought that he had acted like a fool kept flitting through his mind. If the boat had capsized with others, why should he be better able to keep her right side up? Was not that merely a boast? And would he dare to take his eldest boy with him in such a venture?

         He smiled at this, however. Boats are like horses and women: they have their whims and caprices, and the question is whether you are man enough to overcome them. There was nothing wrong with the boat; nothing, at any rate, that could not be put right. And he repeated, “I’ll show you that I can make her go; aye, and make her stand up too.”

         But what would Màrya have said if she knew?

         Lars slept in the attic with Oluf, and lay thinking until he fell asleep, and then dreamed until he started up wide-awake again. Oluf slept on undisturbed, for he knew no better; but it was not easy to be Lars. He felt drawn in many different directions. At school he had been a regular clipper; and it was jolly to learn things, no doubt about that. Both the schoolmaster and the priest had advised him to try to borrow money and take a teacher’s course. It was a great temptation. He would like to rise and get on in the world; and whenever he and his mother were alone together she always impressed upon him that that was the way he ought to take. But his father was a Lofoten fisherman and a skipper, and he would like to be like his father too. He had never forgotten what the pastor’s wife had once said to him. “I know now what Olaf Trygvason looked like. He was exactly like your father.”

         He also remembered now what the schoolmaster had once said about the Stadsland Lofoten boat. She was a descendant of the old dragon-prowed vessels that hundreds of years ago bore the Vikings to their discoveries and battles all over the world; and the fisherman of today still sails in the same kind of boat the hundreds of miles northward to battle with wind and wave. Lars would certainly be just what his father was.

         He slept and dreamed he was fighting in the battle of Svolder. His father was Olaf Trygvason, and he himself was Einar Tambarskjælver. He drew a bow with a stronger hand than others and his bow broke.

         “What was that, that broke with such clangor?” asked Olaf.

         “Norway from thy grasp, O King,” said Lars; and he started up in bed, and there lay that duffer Oluf fast asleep!

         The next day, while they were at dinner, Oluf said, “But the boat hasn’t got a pension, Father. Aren’t you going to have a red pennon at the masthead like all the others?”

         His father replied that he had thought of speaking to Karen Seamstress about it.

         Màrya looked up at him.

         “Oh, you might entrust that little piece of work to me,” she said, her face brightening.

         “Well, there’s no one could do it better,” he said.

         Màrya had a piece of red material that was just large enough to make a petticoat for herself, and the same day she took it out and cut off a piece about a foot wide and a good two feet in length for the pennon, and then hunted up some bright blue woolen yarn, and set to work to embroider a K and an M upon the red background. She worked away with a happy face, because they were his initials, but at the same time she felt inclined to cry.

         One day she dressed herself in her best, and telling the children to be good, set off up the road, with a rope in her hand. She was going up to her brother’s, in the valley, to fetch home a cow that had been up there on the mountain pastures all summer. Her mother had given her the cow as a calf, and every spring she had taken it up there for the summer, and every autumn brought it down again. It was a strange expedition both for the cow and for her. When they set out from the little farm by the sea, Russia would turn her handsome, white head over her shoulder to look back at the houses and low. She had stood in the cow shed there all the winter, and it was her home. Màrya thought of the children; so it was not easy for her to leave it either. When they had come farther in toward the valley, however, Russia began to scent the mountain air that she knew from the long, bright days on the seter pastures, and her step grew lighter. She whimpered and quickened her pace. Màrya too forgot the children and the cottage by the sea, and walked more easily; for she was on her way home, to the only place in the world where she was happy.

         On this occasion her mind was full of all the bustle down by the sea, but when she had passed Lindegaard, and the valley lay before her in the hot autumn sunshine, with its farms and woods, where bright patches of scarlet leafage stood out here and there from the deep green of the fir-clad hills, she breathed more freely and her step grew lighter.

         Farther on, the valley began to close in and become more sheltered; the river gleamed far below; and the hills came nearer, as if to welcome her; and she sat down on a stone and wiped the tears from her eyes.

         By evening she had reached the little farm where her mother lived as a pensioner of her brother. The small, sun-browned buildings were surrounded with green and yellow fields, the whole forming a picture in its setting of green forest. Màrya could hardly imagine anything more beautiful. The night was frosty, with bright moonlight, and she lay listening to the wind in the trees, but heard no sound of waves; and she folded her hands and prayed, for here she felt there was a good God. Down by the sea He stood only for the day of judgment, storm, misfortune, and terror, and she did not pray there; she set her teeth and defied Him.

         The next day they went down together, she and the big red cow with the white head and beautiful horns tipped with brass buttons. The cow turned and lowed her farewell, and was answered by her comrades in the cow house. Màrya too walked sadly, for she was turning her back on home.

         As she went down the valley; her eyes rested lovingly on the mountains and wooded slopes; then came the wide countryside, where it was still beautiful; then Lindegaard; and beyond that were the peat bogs and the sea.

         But here Russia raised her head, and sniffed the well-known air of her little winter home by the sea, and instantly her step grew lighter.

         Màrya thought of the children and wondered if anything had happened to them while she was away; she quickened her pace as the cow had done.

         And so they reached the field, the cow lowing softly and Màrya calling to the children to ask if all had gone well at home.
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         if Kristàver had to go all over the countryside
       and beg people to become guarantors for a bank loan, he would have to make a special occasion of it. He had shrunk from it and put it off as long as possible, but one day a letter came from the bailiff of the inland parish to say that if he did not pay for the boat at once he would send men to fetch it away.

         One cold, windy November day he set out on his errand. He would not go to Brandt at Lindegaard or to any of the well-to-do farmers in the farming district; he would have to keep to the cottagers out on the shore, for the poor are the readiest to help one another.

         Many a night when he lay awake he had gone over his comrades in his mind, and now he weighed and considered them in a manner he had not done before. One was a good-for-nothing to whom he would be under no obligation, another a miser, a third a sanctimonious fellow who would manage to get rid of him with a flood of pious phrases; but here and there among them a face would appear before his mind’s eye that ordinarily was all smiles and gaiety, but which nevertheless held his attention, for perhaps, after all, its owner might be more obliging than most.

         There was a little red house with a gray cow shed beside it, out by the wood below Lindegaard, where his sister lived with her husband, Elezeus Hylla. Relatives are not always the first one would apply to, however, and besides, Elezeus was one of those who look to see whether their wives use too much cream and coffee when they are away, and he often beat her black and blue. And yet no one could be angry with him long, for among his comrades he was a capable man both on land and sea.

         He was chopping wood in the shed when Kristàver came, and they at once went indoors. Berit appeared from the kitchen, and on this occasion was neither black nor blue; she even ventured to bring the kettle in and put it on the stove, although her husband sat looking on. There were plants on the windowsills behind the little white curtains, and there was a spicy smell from the juniper with which the floor was strewn.

         Kristàver sat down by the door and lighted his pipe. He told story after story and laughed heartily, finding it all the time becoming more and more difficult to say what he had come for. Berit looked at him and thought he was not like himself. Her cheeks were hollow, but red, and her beautiful golden hair was twisted into a large knot at the back of her neck. She had married Elezeus only because she had had a child by another man.

         “Is it true, after all, what people say?” she asked, as she spread a cloth on the table.

         “Say? Have people anything special to talk about just now?” he asked.

         “Yes,” she replied; “that you’ve inherited such a lot of money from America.”

         “I? From America?”

         “Yes, and that it’s with that money that you’ve bought your boat.”

         Oh, was that how matters stood? And Elezeus sat staring at him, his large eyes standing almost out of his head with curiosity and his white teeth gleaming beneath his brown moustache. It was so funny, so irresistibly funny, that in a spirit of mischief Kristàver did not contradict the story.

         “Ah, yes,” he said. “It’s strange how things sometimes happen.” More than this, however, he would not say at present.

         As they sat drinking coffee, Elezeus suggested that he should go with him to Lofoten in the winter, and Kristàver answered that was just what he had come about, and he should certainly go with him.

         Elezeus did not stop here, however. He said he had been thinking of having nets of his own, so as to have a whole share in the fishing; but he needed a guarantor. Did he? Well, Kristàver was quite willing to back a bill for him, of course..

         When he left the house, he burst into a laugh.

         “I’m a fool, and a fool I always shall be,” he said to himself. “It wasn’t exactly to have fun that I came out today.”

         Insiďe the cottage Elezeus was walking up and down excitedly.

         “Now you can see,” he said to his wife. “Wasn’t I right? He has inherited money! Isn’t it wonderful how things go for some people? Perhaps it’s some thousands. You’ll see, he’ll be buying a large farm soon and begin to drive about in a four-wheeled carriage, ha, ha! You must go down this evening and ask him to lend us the money to buy a cow with.”

         “No, indeed, I won’t,” she said. “You’ll have to do that yourself.”

         “You won’t? Is that the way to answer me? You’d better take care! You’d better take care!”

         Kristàver trudged on in the cold north wind, going in to one after another of his acquaintances, but always meeting with a refusal.

         Andreas Ekra was a well-to-do man, skipper on the Storm-Bird, and had shared a hut with Kristàver for many years, but he said “No.” People seemed to think that it did not do to be too openhanded when you hadn’t a penny to do it with.

         Krisťàver’s knees seemed to grow weaker as he went from house to house, leaving each with a fresh refusal. He held his hat on with one hand and swung the other vigorously; he had the whole day for the business and would have to put up with a few more refusals.

         A man was coming toward him in a white blouse and a sou’wester, his left hand deep in his trousers pocket. He had a goatee, and as he walked his right shoulder was in advance of his left. It was Peter Suzansa, the skipper on the Sea-Fire.

         “Are you out this windy day?” he said, stopping. He spoke with a nasal twang.

         Yes, Kristàver was just out for a walk. They both stood, as fishermen generally do, looking out to sea, which was grayish white under the north wind.

         Peter Suzansa had the reputation of lying as readily as a horse trots. He told the most dreadful stories with the most serious face, and no one believed a word of them. He was now over sixty, and his beard was gray; he had recently lost his wife and had an unmarried daughter living with him who was awaiting her confinement. Today he was looking old.

         As they stood there, Kristàver, despite everything, forced himself to ask his assistance in the matter of the bank loan; and after all it was Peter, who had had so much trouble lately, who now said that he thought it might be managed.

         When they parted, Kristàver walked with a lighter step, but he still had to have another name. He met with several refusals afterward, but they were easier to bear now.

         As twilight fell he drew near to two little red houses up by the peat bogs. They belonged to Henry Rabben, a man of a rather different type from the others in the neighborhood. No one could explain why everyone looked up to him. He was a fisherman and a farm laborer like the others, had no more learning than they, and was in possession of no great wealth; but however much noise might be going on in a room when he entered it, it instantly became quiet, and everyone was ready to make room for him. He was of medium height and broad-shouldered. On weekdays he went about in patched clothes like his neighbors, but his dark brown beard was always carefully combed, and his yellow moustache separated from it and brushed out to each side. He had a large nose and large eyes; he spoke little, but smiled when he did speak, and the more he smiled, the more serious was the expression of his eyes. When he was out fishing, he would occasionally snuff up a bailerful of seawater, because he said it was wholesome. He cultivated his little patch of land better than anyone else, and was the only man in the neighborhood that had a garden in front of his house with bushes and flowers in it When Kristàver came, Henry was winnowing corn in the barn.

         “You’ve come just when I was in need of you,” he said with a smile, as he brushed the corn dust out of his beard. “For I suppose you’ll need a half-share man this winter, won’t you?”

         Kristàver recollected now that Henry was one of a boat’s company that had been run down by a steamer the winter before in the middle of the night, and had lost both nets and boat. It was sad to think that this capable man would now have to go out as a common half-share man.

         That was just what he had come about, said Kristàver once more. Would it do to ask Henry to be a guarantor after all his losses?

         Kristàver was tired and did not feel up to going to any more acquaintances now; and when he made his request, tears were not far from his eyes.

         Henry, considered and pulled his moustaches only for a moment, and then his answer was “Yes.”

         “He shan’t be the loser by that,” said Kristàver to himself when at last he turned homeward with the knowledge that his boat was saved.

      
   





IV



the snowflakes were already beginning to float down over Blue Hill in the north, and the days were dark and gloomy. The roads leading to the village shop resounded with the tramp of iron heels as the fishermen flocked to it like birds of passage assembling in preparation for their long journey. They all looked more or less alike in their white canvas blouse, black felt hat with a brim as wide as an umbrella, and gray homespun trousers that hung down over the tops of their boots. Some, however, wore red woolen caps with a tassel that dangled over one ear. They went first to the shop on the nearer side of the bridge, which they filled, packed closely, shoulder to shoulder, while the humpbacked shop-man behind the counter darted about hither and thither in the lamplight, taking things down from shelves and wrapping them up in wrong order. Occasionally he received money in exchange, which he threw into the till, but most of the purchases had to be entered in a long book to which a pencil was attached by a piece of string.

Those customers whose purchases, as entered in the books, were of one and two years’ standing preferred to keep in the background and make remarks about the weather, but they were obliged to come forward in the end.

They all wanted credit for sacks of flour, tobacco, rye cake packed in brand-new casks, kegs of treacle, barrels of coffee, leather, and paraffin. They were almost all in debt from the year before, but they were all expecting that this time the Lofoten fisheries would both free them from debt and make them wealthy, for this year would surely be a good year.

The humpbacked man behind the counter looked at them one after another. If they did not get what they wanted from him, they would go to his rival on the other side of the bridge; and if they got it there, they would go there first when they had something to pay with.

The village shops, however, did not keep everything the fishermen wanted; so most of them sailed up the fjord through the falling snow to the town.

On the wharves all around the harbor there were little shops where everything necessary for a fisherman’s outfit could be obtained: oilskins, rope, twine for nets, hooks, etc., down to writing paper for Lofoten letters.

Heavy seaboots, wet with mud and snow, stamped into a shop, and the fog from outside floated in through the door, to which a bell was attached. Behind the counter, with his back to a wall on which there was a great display of rope and twine, stood a sturdy man, dressed in homespun and high boots, his face, beard, and clothes all bearing traces of flour, tar, and treacle. This was Utnes, who had once been a fisherman himself.

Kristàver and Peter Suzansa met here when the shop was full of men from both inland and coast districts, all wanting their Lofoten outfit on credit.

“Very well,” Utnes was saying to a little red-bearded man, “but this must really be the last time.”

The gas over the counter was lighted, and the bell on the door kept on ringing, and many had been standing for hours without having stated their errand.

At last Utnes’ eye fell upon Peter Suzansa, who was standing with one hand in his pocket and his shoulder thrust forward.

“What do you want?”

“We-ell, I should like the whole shop,” said Peter with his nasal twang, his face quite serious.

Utnes could not help smiling, for Peter Suzansa owed for several years; but it was cheering to the others standing around to find that someone was able to make the great man behind the counter drop his shop expression.

Peter said he would have liked everything that was to be had there and would have paid cash down, but unfortunately, he had forgotten to bring any change, so he would have to be content with rather less; and then he gave a list of all the things he needed.

It was not easy to say “No” to a man who made the whole shopful of people laugh.

Again the bell rang as the door opened to admit Jacob. He had been arrested the evening before for being drunk and had spent the night at the police station, but now he was out again and had come to do business. There was certainly no false modesty about him. He pushed noisily in to the counter and began to express his horror at all the poisonous, ill-natured things people can say.

“What’s up now?” asked Utnes.

“Why, there are those rascally fellows going about and saying that things are so much better at Larsen’s down on the quay. I gave them a thrashing yesterday and got a night’s free lodging for it; but now, damn it all, you’ll have to let me have some rope and twine for taking your part.”

Utnes shook his head doubtfully. He knew Jacob was lying, but even that was better than when men leaned over the counter and quoted Scripture when they wanted credit.

But Kristàver wanted to buy a good deal, and Utnes opened his eyes wide: Kristàver wanted things for five men!

“Yes, it’s easy enough for you, when you can afford to buy a Lofoten boat,” said Peter Suzansa; and this Utnes heard, as it was probably intended he should.

He took it in. Kristàver looked like a man who would pay his way.

When their purchases were made, the men sailed back down the fjord through the falling snow. There would be plenty to do now before Christmas.

The living room at Myran was full during those evenings, and the smoking lamp shed its dull yellow light upon many busy hands. At one side of the room sat Lars and Oluf, trying which of them could net cod net the quickest, while Kristàver sat at another, putting the edge on to the nets. The ten-year-old Tosten and little Jonetta, who was six, were sitting on the floor, fully occupied in filling the netting shuttles with twine. Màrya was hard at work knitting two thick woolen jerseys for the Lofoten men to wear over their woolen and cotton shirts, and they had blue and red rings around the sleeves and waist. Even the old grandmother, with spectacles on, was busy, and sat by the stove dipping the new woolen gloves and socks into hot soapy water and rubbing them upon a fluted board so that they would become matted and be thick and warm.

“Your feet’ll be nice and warm,” she said to Lars, showing him one of the socks she was working at.

Then they had the shoemaker in the house, and when Lars stood in his new, soft seaboots that could fold down over the knee but could also be pulled right up the thigh, he requested Oluf to get out of the way so that he could have room to move. And just at that moment his father brought in a large bag from the porch and threw it across to him, and out of it appeared a new, shining sou’wester and a yellow oilskin coat that, smelled very fresh and was so sticky that his fingers almost stuck to it.
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