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E. Nesbit
The Book of Dragons

To Rosamund, chief among those for whom these
tales are told, The Book of Dragons is dedicated in the
confident hope that she, one of these days, will dedicate
a book of her very own making to the one who now bids
eight dreadful dragons crouch in all humbleness at those
little brown feet.



I. The Book of Beasts

He happened to be building a Palace when the news came, and
he left all the bricks kicking about the floor for Nurse to clear up
—but then the news was rather remarkable news. You see, there
was a knock at the front door and voices talking downstairs, and
Lionel thought it was the man come to see about the gas, which
had not been allowed to be lighted since the day when Lionel
made a swing by tying his skipping rope to the gas bracket.

And then, quite suddenly, Nurse came in and said, "Master
Lionel, dear, they've come to fetch you to go and be King."

Then she made haste to change his smock and to wash his
face and hands and brush his hair, and all the time she was doing
it Lionel kept wriggling and fidgeting and saying, "Oh, don't,
Nurse," and, "I'm sure my ears are quite clean," or, "Never mind
my hair, it's all right," and, "That'll do."

"You're going on as if you was going to be an eel instead of
a King," said Nurse.

The minute Nurse let go for a moment Lionel bolted off
without waiting for his clean handkerchief, and in the drawing
room there were two very grave-looking gentlemen in red robes
with fur, and gold coronets with velvet sticking up out of the
middle like the cream in the very expensive jam tarts.

They bowed low to Lionel, and the gravest one said: "Sire,
your great-great-great-great-great-grandfather, the King of this



country, is dead, and now you have got to come and be King."
"Yes, please, sir," said Lionel, "when does it begin?"
"You will be crowned this afternoon," said the grave
gentleman who was not quite so grave-looking as the other.
"Would you like me to bring Nurse, or what time would you
like me to be fetched, and hadn't I better put on my velvet suit
with the lace collar?" said Lionel, who had often been out to tea.
"Your Nurse will be removed to the Palace later. No, never
mind about changing your suit; the Royal robes will cover all that

up.

The grave gentlemen led the way to a coach with eight white
horses, which was drawn up in front of the house where Lionel
lived. It was No. 7, on the left-hand side of the street as you go up.

Lionel ran upstairs at the last minute, and he kissed Nurse and
said: "Thank you for washing me. I wish I'd let you do the other
ear. No—there's no time now. Give me the hanky. Good-bye,
Nurse."

"Good-bye, ducky," said Nurse. "Be a good little King now,
and say 'please’ and 'thank you," and remember to pass the cake to
the little girls, and don't have more than two helps of anything."

So off went Lionel to be made a King. He had never expected
to be a King any more than you have, so it was all quite new
to him—so new that he had never even thought of it. And as
the coach went through the town he had to bite his tongue
to be quite sure it was real, because if his tongue was real it
showed he wasn't dreaming. Half an hour before he had been



building with bricks in the nursery; and now—the streets were
all fluttering with flags; every window was crowded with people
waving handkerchiefs and scattering flowers; there were scarlet
soldiers everywhere along the pavements, and all the bells of all
the churches were ringing like mad, and like a great song to the
music of their ringing he heard thousands of people shouting,
"Long live Lionel! Long live our little King!"

He was a little sorry at first that he had not put on his best
clothes, but he soon forgot to think about that. If he had been a
girl he would very likely have bothered about it the whole time.

As they went along, the grave gentlemen, who were the
Chancellor and the Prime Minister, explained the things which
Lionel did not understand.

"I thought we were a Republic," said Lionel. "I'm sure there
hasn't been a King for some time."

"Sire, your great-great-great-great-great-grandfather's death
happened when my grandfather was a little boy," said the Prime
Minister, "and since then your loyal people have been saving up
to buy you a crown—so much a week, you know, according to
people's means—sixpence a week from those who have first-
rate pocket money, down to a halfpenny a week from those who
haven't so much. You know it's the rule that the crown must be
paid for by the people."

"But hadn't my great-great-however-much-it-is-grandfather a
crown?"

"Yes, but he sent it to be tinned over, for fear of vanity, and he



had had all the jewels taken out, and sold them to buy books. He
was a strange man; a very good King he was, but he had his faults
—he was fond of books. Almost with his last breath he sent the
crown to be tinned—and he never lived to pay the tinsmith's bill."

Here the Prime Minister wiped away a tear, and just then
the carriage stopped and Lionel was taken out of the carriage to
be crowned. Being crowned is much more tiring work than you
would suppose, and by the time it was over, and Lionel had worn
the Royal robes for an hour or two and had had his hand kissed
by everybody whose business it was to do it, he was quite worn
out, and was very glad to get into the Palace nursery.

Nurse was there, and tea was ready: seedy cake and plummy
cake, and jam and hot buttered toast, and the prettiest china with
red and gold and blue flowers on it, and real tea, and as many
cups of it as you liked.

After tea Lionel said: "I think I should like a book. Will you
get me one, Nurse?"

"Bless the child," said Nurse. "You don't suppose you've lost
the use of your legs with just being a King? Run along, do, and
get your books yourself."

So Lionel went down into the library. The Prime Minister and
the Chancellor were there, and when Lionel came in they bowed
very low, and were beginning to ask Lionel most politely what
on earth he was coming bothering for now—when Lionel cried
out: "Oh, what a worldful of books! Are they yours?"

"They are yours, Your Majesty," answered the Chancellor.



"They were the property of the late King, your great-great—"

"Yes, I know," Lionel interrupted. "Well, I shall read them all.
I'love to read. I am so glad I learned to read."

"If T might venture to advise Your Majesty," said the Prime
Minister, "I should not read these books. Your great—"

"Yes?" said Lionel, quickly.

"He was a very good King—oh, yes, really a very superior
King in his way, but he was a little—well, strange."

"Mad?" asked Lionel, cheerfully.

"No, no"—both the gentlemen were sincerely shocked. "Not
mad; but if I may express it so, he was—er—too clever by half.
And I should not like a little King of mine to have anything to
do with his books."

Lionel looked puzzled.

"The fact is," the Chancellor went on, twisting his red beard
in an agitated way, "your great—"

"Go on," said Lionel.

"—was called a wizard."

"But he wasn't?"

"Of course not—a most worthy King was your great—"

"I'see."

"But I wouldn't touch his books."

"Just this one," cried Lionel, laying his hands on the cover of a
great brown book that lay on the study table. It had gold patterns
on the brown leather, and gold clasps with turquoises and rubies
in the twists of them, and gold corners, so that the leather should



not wear out too quickly.

"I must look at this one," Lionel said, for on the back in big
letters he read: The Book of Beasts.

The Chancellor said, "Don't be a silly little King."

But Lionel had got the gold clasps undone, and he opened the
first page, and there was a beautiful Butterfly all red, and brown,
and yellow, and blue, so beautifully painted that it looked as if
it were alive.

"There," said Lionel, "Isn't that lovely? Why—"

But as he spoke the beautiful Butterfly fluttered its many-
colored wings on the yellow old page of the book, and flew up
and out of the window.

"Well!" said the Prime Minister, as soon as he could speak
for the lump of wonder that had got into his throat and tried to
choke him, "that's magic, that is."

But before he had spoken, the King had turned the next page,
and there was a shining bird complete and beautiful in every blue
feather of him. Under him was written, "Blue Bird of Paradise,"
and while the King gazed enchanted at the charming picture the
Blue Bird fluttered his wings on the yellow page and spread them
and flew out of the book.

Then the Prime Minister snatched the book away from the
King and shut it up on the blank page where the bird had been,
and put it on a very high shelf. And the Chancellor gave the King
a good shaking, and said: "You're a naughty, disobedient little
King!" and was very angry indeed.



"I don't see that I've done any harm," said Lionel. He hated
being shaken, as all boys do; he would much rather have been
slapped.

"No harm?" said the Chancellor. "Ah—but what do you know
about it? That's the question. How do you know what might have
been on the next page—a snake or a worm, or a centipede or a
revolutionist, or something like that."

"Well, I'm sorry if I've vexed you," said Lionel. "Come, let's
kiss and be friends." So he kissed the Prime Minister, and they
settled down for a nice quiet game of noughts and crosses while
the Chancellor went to add up his accounts.

But when Lionel was in bed he could not sleep for thinking of
the book, and when the full moon was shining with all her might
and light he got up and crept down to the library and climbed up
and got The Book of Beasts.

He took it outside to the terrace, where the moonlight was as
bright as day, and he opened the book, and saw the empty pages
with "Butterfly" and "Blue Bird of Paradise" underneath, and
then he turned the next page. There was some sort of red thing
sitting under a palm tree, and under it was written "Dragon."
The Dragon did not move, and the King shut up the book rather
quickly and went back to bed.

But the next day he wanted another look, so he took the book
out into the garden, and when he undid the clasps with the rubies
and turquoises, the book opened all by itself at the picture with
"Dragon" underneath, and the sun shone full on the page. And



then, quite suddenly, a great Red Dragon came out of the book
and spread vast scarlet wings and flew away across the garden
to the far hills, and Lionel was left with the empty page before
him, for the page was quite empty except for the green palm
tree and the yellow desert, and the little streaks of red where
the paintbrush had gone outside the pencil outline of the Red
Dragon.

And then Lionel felt that he had indeed done it. He had not
been King twenty-four hours, and already he had let loose a Red
Dragon to worry his faithful subjects' lives out. And they had
been saving up so long to buy him a crown, and everything!

Lionel began to cry.

The Chancellor and the Prime Minister and the Nurse all
came running to see what was the matter. And when they saw
the book they understood, and the Chancellor said: "You naughty
little King! Put him to bed, Nurse, and let him think over what
he's done."

"Perhaps, my Lord," said the Prime Minister, "we'd better
first find out just exactly what he has done."

Then Lionel, in floods of tears, said: "It's a Red Dragon, and
it's gone flying away to the hills, and I am so sorry, and, oh, do
forgive me!"

But the Prime Minister and the Chancellor had other things
to think of than forgiving Lionel. They hurried off to consult the
police and see what could be done. Everyone did what they could.
They sat on committees and stood on guard, and lay in wait for



the Dragon, but he stayed up in the hills, and there was nothing
more to be done. The faithful Nurse, meanwhile, did not neglect
her duty. Perhaps she did more than anyone else, for she slapped
the King and put him to bed without his tea, and when it got dark
she would not give him a candle to read by.

"You are a naughty little King," she said, "and nobody will
love you."

Next day the Dragon was still quiet, though the more poetic
of Lionel's subjects could see the redness of the Dragon shining
through the green trees quite plainly. So Lionel put on his crown
and sat on his throne and said he wanted to make some laws.

And I need hardly say that though the Prime Minister and the
Chancellor and the Nurse might have the very poorest opinion
of Lionel's private judgement, and might even slap him and send
him to bed, the minute he got on his throne and set his crown
on his head, he became infallible—which means that everything
he said was right, and that he couldn't possibly make a mistake.
So when he said: "There is to be a law forbidding people to open
books in schools or elsewhere"—he had the support of at least
half of his subjects, and the other half—the grown-up half—
pretended to think he was quite right.

Then he made a law that everyone should always have enough
to eat. And this pleased everyone except the ones who had always
had too much.

And when several other nice new laws were made and written
down he went home and made mud-houses and was very happy.



And he said to his Nurse: "People will love me now I've made
such a lot of pretty new laws for them."

But Nurse said: "Don't count your chickens, my dear. You
haven't seen the last of that Dragon yet."

Now, the next day was Saturday. And in the afternoon the
Dragon suddenly swooped down upon the common in all his
hideous redness, and carried off the Soccer Players, umpires,
goal-posts, ball, and all.

Then the people were very angry indeed, and they said: "We
might as well be a Republic. After saving up all these years to
get his crown, and everything!"

And wise people shook their heads and foretold a decline in
the National Love of Sport. And, indeed, soccer was not at all
popular for some time afterward.

Lionel did his best to be a good King during the week, and the
people were beginning to forgive him for letting the Dragon out
of the book. "After all," they said, "soccer is a dangerous game,
and perhaps it is wise to discourage it."

Popular opinion held that the Soccer Players, being tough and
hard, had disagreed with the Dragon so much that he had gone
away to some place where they only play cats' cradle and games
that do not make you hard and tough.

All the same, Parliament met on the Saturday afternoon, a
convenient time, for most of the Members would be free to
attend, to consider the Dragon. But unfortunately the Dragon,
who had only been asleep, woke up because it was Saturday, and



he considered the Parliament, and afterwards there were not any
Members left, so they tried to make a new Parliament, but being
a member of Parliament had somehow grown as unpopular as
soccer playing, and no one would consent to be elected, so they
had to do without a Parliament. When the next Saturday came
around everyone was a little nervous, but the Red Dragon was
pretty quiet that day and only ate an Orphanage.

Lionel was very, very unhappy. He felt that it was his
disobedience that had brought this trouble on the Parliament and
the Orphanage and the Soccer Players, and he felt that it was his
duty to try and do something. The question was, what?

The Blue Bird that had come out of the book used to sing very
nicely in the Palace rose garden, and the Butterfly was very tame,
and would perch on his shoulder when he walked among the tall
lilies: so Lionel saw that all the creatures in The Book of Beasts
could not be wicked, like the Dragon, and he thought: "Suppose
I could get another beast out who would fight the Dragon?"

So he took The Book of Beasts out into the rose garden and
opened the page next to the one where the Dragon had been just
a tiny bit to see what the name was. He could only see "cora," but
he felt the middle of the page swelling up thick with the creature
that was trying to come out, and it was only by putting the book
down and sitting on it suddenly, very hard, that he managed
to get it shut. Then he fastened the clasps with the rubies and
turquoises in them and sent for the Chancellor, who had been ill
since Saturday, and so had not been eaten with the rest of the



Parliament, and he said: "What animal ends in 'cora'?"

The Chancellor answered: "The Manticora, of course."

"What is he like?" asked the King.

"He is the sworn foe of Dragons," said the Chancellor. "He
drinks their blood. He is yellow, with the body of a lion and the
face of a man. I wish we had a few Manticoras here now. But the
last died hundreds of years ago—worse luck!"

Then the King ran and opened the book at the page that had
"cora" on it, and there was the picture—Manticora, all yellow,
with a lion's body and a man's face, just as the Chancellor had
said. And under the picture was written, "Manticora."

In a few minutes the Manticora came sleepily out of the book,
rubbing its eyes with its hands and mewing piteously. It seemed
very stupid, and when Lionel gave it a push and said, "Go along
and fight the Dragon, do," it put its tail between its legs and
fairly ran away. It went and hid behind the Town Hall, and at
night when the people were asleep it went around and ate all the
pussy-cats in the town. And then it mewed more than ever. And
on the Saturday morning, when people were a little timid about
going out, because the Dragon had no regular hour for calling,
the Manticora went up and down the streets and drank all the
milk that was left in the cans at the doors for people's teas, and
it ate the cans as well.

And just when it had finished the very last little halfpenny
worth, which was short measure, because the milkman's nerves
were quite upset, the Red Dragon came down the street looking



for the Manticora. It edged off when it saw him coming, for it
was not at all the Dragon-fighting kind; and, seeing no other door
open, the poor, hunted creature took refuge in the General Post
Office, and there the Dragon found it, trying to conceal itself
among the ten o'clock mail. The Dragon fell on the Manticora
at once, and the mail was no defense. The mewings were heard
all over the town. All the kitties and the milk the Manticora
had had seemed to have strengthened its mew wonderfully. Then
there was a sad silence, and presently the people whose windows
looked that way saw the Dragon come walking down the steps
of the General Post Office spitting fire and smoke, together
with tufts of Manticora fur, and the fragments of the registered
letters. Things were growing very serious. However popular the
King might become during the week, the Dragon was sure to do
something on Saturday to upset the people's loyalty.

The Dragon was a perfect nuisance for the whole of Saturday,
except during the hour of noon, and then he had to rest under a
tree or he would have caught fire from the heat of the sun. You
see, he was very hot to begin with.

At last came a Saturday when the Dragon actually walked into
the Royal nursery and carried off the King's own pet Rocking
Horse. Then the King cried for six days, and on the seventh he
was so tired that he had to stop. He heard the Blue Bird singing
among the roses and saw the Butterfly fluttering among the lilies,
and he said: "Nurse, wipe my face, please. I am not going to cry
any more."



Nurse washed his face, and told him not to be a silly little
King. "Crying," said she, "never did anyone any good yet."

"I don't know," said the little King, "I seem to see better, and
to hear better now that I've cried for a week. Now, Nurse, dear,
I know I'm right, so kiss me in case I never come back. I must
try to see if I can't save the people."

"Well, if you must, you must," said Nurse, "but don't tear your
clothes or get your feet wet."

So off he went.

The Blue Bird sang more sweetly than ever, and the Butterfly
shone more brightly, as Lionel once more carried The Book of
Beasts out into the rose garden, and opened it—very quickly, so
that he might not be afraid and change his mind. The book fell
open wide, almost in the middle, and there was written at the
bottom of the page, "Hippogriff," and before Lionel had time to
see what the picture was, there was a fluttering of great wings
and a stamping of hoofs, and a sweet, soft, friendly neighing;
and there came out of the book a beautiful white horse with a
long, long, white mane and a long, long, white tail, and he had
great wings like swan's wings, and the softest, kindest eyes in the
world, and he stood there among the roses.

The Hippogriff rubbed its silky-soft, milky white nose against
the little King's shoulder, and the little King thought: "But for the
wings you are very like my poor, dear lost Rocking Horse." And
the Blue Bird's song was very loud and sweet.

Then suddenly the King saw coming through the sky the great



straggling, sprawling, wicked shape of the Red Dragon. And he
knew at once what he must do. He caught up The Book of Beasts
and jumped on the back of the gentle, beautiful Hippogriff, and
leaning down he whispered in the sharp, white ear: "Fly, dear
Hippogriff, fly your very fastest to the Pebbly Waste."

And when the Dragon saw them start, he turned and flew after
them, with his great wings flapping like clouds at sunset, and the
Hippogriff's wide wings were snowy as clouds at moonrise.

When the people in the town saw the Dragon fly off after the
Hippogriff and the King they all came out of their houses to look,
and when they saw the two disappear they made up their minds
to the worst, and began to think what they would wear for Court
mourning.

But the Dragon could not catch the Hippogriff. The red wings
were bigger than the white ones, but they were not so strong,
and so the white-winged horse flew away and away and away,
with the Dragon pursuing, till he reached the very middle of the
Pebbly Waste.

Now, the Pebbly Waste is just like the parts of the seaside
where there is no sand—all round, loose, shifting stones, and
there is no grass there and no tree within a hundred miles of it.

Lionel jumped off the white horse's back in the very middle
of the Pebbly Waste, and he hurriedly unclasped The Book of
Beasts and laid it open on the pebbles. Then he clattered among
the pebbles in his haste to get back on to his white horse, and had
just jumped on when up came the Dragon. He was flying very



feebly, and looking around everywhere for a tree, for it was just
on the stroke of twelve, the sun was shining like a gold guinea in
the blue sky, and there was not a tree for a hundred miles.

The white-winged horse flew around and around the Dragon
as he writhed on the dry pebbles. He was getting very hot: indeed,
parts of him even had begun to smoke. He knew that he must
certainly catch fire in another minute unless he could get under
a tree. He made a snatch with his red claws at the King and
Hippogriff, but he was too feeble to reach them, and besides, he
did not dare to overexert himself for fear he should get any hotter.

It was then that he saw The Book of Beasts lying on the
pebbles, open at the page with "Dragon" written at the bottom.
He looked and he hesitated, and he looked again, and then, with
one last squirm of rage, the Dragon wriggled himself back into
the picture and sat down under the palm tree, and the page was
a little singed as he went in.

As soon as Lionel saw that the Dragon had really been obliged
to go and sit under his own palm tree because it was the only tree
there, he jumped off his horse and shut the book with a bang.

"Oh, hurrah!" he cried. "Now we really have done it."

And he clasped the book very tightly with the turquoise and
ruby clasps.

"Oh, my precious Hippogriff," he cried. "You are the bravest,
dearest, most beautiful—"

"Hush," whispered the Hippogriff modestly. "Don't you see
that we are not alone?"



And indeed there was quite a crowd round them on the Pebbly
Waste: the Prime Minister and the Parliament and the Soccer
Players and the Orphanage and the Manticora and the Rocking
Horse, and indeed everyone who had been eaten by the Dragon.
You see, it was impossible for the Dragon to take them into the
book with him—it was a tight fit even for one Dragon—so, of
course, he had to leave them outside.

They all got home somehow, and all lived happy ever after.

When the King asked the Manticora where he would like to
live he begged to be allowed to go back into the book. "I do not
care for public life," he said.

Of course he knew his way onto his own page, so there was
no danger of his opening the book at the wrong page and letting
out a Dragon or anything. So he got back into his picture and has
never come out since: That is why you will never see a Manticora
as long as you live, except in a picture-book. And of course he
left the kitties outside, because there was no room for them in
the book—and the milk cans too.

Then the Rocking Horse begged to be allowed to go and live
on the Hippogriff's page of the book. "I should like," he said, "to
live somewhere where Dragons can't get at me."

So the beautiful, white-winged Hippogriff showed him the
way in, and there he stayed till the King had him taken out for
his great-great-great-great-grandchildren to play with.

As for the Hippogriff, he accepted the position of the King's
Own Rocking Horse—a situation left vacant by the retirement



of the wooden one. And the Blue Bird and the Butterfly sing and
flutter among the lilies and roses of the Palace garden to this
very day.



I1. Uncle James, or
The Purple Stranger

The Princess and the gardener's boy were playing in the
backyard.

"What will you do when you grow up, Princess?" asked the
gardener's boy.

"I should like to marry you, Tom," said the Princess. "Would
you mind?"

"No," said the gardener's boy. "I shouldn't mind much. I'll
marry you if you like—if I have time."

For the gardener's boy meant, as soon as he was grown up,
to be a general and a poet and a Prime Minister and an admiral
and a civil engineer. Meanwhile, he was top of all his classes at
school, and tip-top of the geography class.

As for the Princess Mary Ann, she was a very good little girl,
and everyone loved her. She was always kind and polite, even to
her Uncle James and to other people whom she did not like very
much; and though she was not very clever, for a Princess, she
always tried to do her lessons. Even if you know perfectly well
that you can't do your lessons, you may as well try, and sometimes
you find that by some fortunate accident they really are done.
Then the Princess had a truly good heart: She was always kind
to her pets. She never slapped her hippopotamus when it broke



her dolls in its playful gambols, and she never forgot to feed her
rhinoceroses in their little hutch in the backyard. Her elephant
was devoted to her, and sometimes Mary Ann made her nurse
quite cross by smuggling the dear little thing up to bed with her
and letting it go to sleep with its long trunk laid lovingly across
her throat, and its pretty head cuddled under the Royal right ear.

When the Princess had been good all through the week—for,
like all real, live, nice children, she was sometimes naughty, but
never bad—Nurse would allow her to ask her little friends to
come on Wednesday morning early and spend the day, because
Wednesday is the end of the week in that country. Then, in the
afternoon, when all the little dukes and duchesses and marquises
and countesses had finished their rice pudding and had had their
hands and faces washed after it, Nurse would say: "Now, my
dears, what would you like to do this afternoon?" just as if she
didn't know. And the answer would be always the same:

"Oh, do let's go to the Zoological Gardens and ride on the big
guinea pig and feed the rabbits and hear the dormouse asleep."

So their pinafores were taken off and they all went to the
Zoological Gardens, where twenty of them could ride at a time
on the guinea pig, and where even the little ones could feed the
great rabbits if some grown-up person were kind enough to lift
them up for the purpose.

There always was some such person, because in Rotundia
everybody was kind—except one.

Now that you have read as far as this you know, of course,



that the Kingdom of Rotundia was a very remarkable place; and
if you are a thoughtful child—as of course you are—you will not
need me to tell you what was the most remarkable thing about it.
But in case you are not a thoughtful child—and it is just possible
of course that you are not—I will tell you at once what that most
remarkable thing was. All the animals were the wrong sizes! And
this was how it happened.

In old, old, olden times, when all our world was just loose
earth and air and fire and water mixed up anyhow like a pudding,
and spinning around like mad trying to get the different things to
settle into their proper places, a round piece of earth got loose
and went spinning away by itself across the water, which was just
beginning to try to get spread out smooth into a real sea. And
as the great round piece of earth flew away, going around and
around as hard as it could, it met a long piece of hard rock that
had got loose from another part of the puddingy mixture, and
the rock was so hard, and was going so fast, that it ran its point
through the round piece of earth and stuck out on the other side
of it, so that the two together were like a very-very-much-too-
big spinning top.

I am afraid all this is very dull, but you know geography is
never quite lively, and after all,  must give you a little information
even in a fairy tale—Ilike the powder in jam.

Well, when the pointed rock smashed into the round bit of
earth the shock was so great that it set them spinning together
through the air—which was just getting into its proper place, like



all the rest of the things—only, as luck would have it, they forgot
which way around they had been going, and began to spin around
the wrong way. Presently Center of Gravity—a great giant who
was managing the whole business—woke up in the middle of the
earth and began to grumble.

"Hurry up," he said. "Come down and lie still, can't you?"

So the rock with the round piece of earth fell into the sea, and
the point of the rock went into a hole that just fitted it in the
stony sea bottom, and there it spun around the wrong way seven
times and then lay still. And that round piece of land became,
after millions of years, the Kingdom of Rotundia.

This is the end of the geography lesson. And now for just
a little natural history, so that we may not feel that we are
quite wasting our time. Of course, the consequence of the island
having spun around the wrong way was that when the animals
began to grow on the island they all grew the wrong sizes. The
guinea pig, as you know, was as big as our elephants, and the
elephant—dear little pet—was the size of the silly, tiny, black-
and-tan dogs that ladies carry sometimes in their muffs. The
rabbits were about the size of our rhinoceroses, and all about the
wild parts of the island they had made their burrows as big as
railway tunnels. The dormouse, of course, was the biggest of all
the creatures. I can't tell you how big he was. Even if you think
of elephants it will not help you at all. Luckily there was only
one of him, and he was always asleep. Otherwise I don't think
the Rotundians could have borne with him. As it was, they made



him a house, and it saved the expense of a brass band, because
no band could possibly have been heard when the dormouse was
talking in his sleep.

The men and women and children in this wonderful island
were quite the right size, because their ancestors had come over
with the Conqueror long after the island had settled down and
the animals grown on it.

Now the natural history lesson is over, and if you have been
attending, you know more about Rotundia than anyone there
did, except three people: the Lord Chief Schoolmaster, the
Princess's uncle—who was a magician, and knew everything
without learning it—and Tom, the gardener's son.

Tom had learned more at school than anyone else, because
he wished to take a prize. The prize offered by the Lord Chief
Schoolmaster was a History of Rotundia, beautifully bound, with
the Royal arms on the back. But after that day when the Princess
said she meant to marry Tom, the gardener's boy thought it over,
and he decided that the best prize in the world would be the
Princess, and this was the prize Tom meant to take; and when
you are a gardener's son and have decided to marry a Princess,
you will find that the more you learn at school the better.

The Princess always played with Tom on the days when the
little dukes and marquises did not come to tea—and when he told
her he was almost sure of the first prize, she clapped her hands
and said: "Dear Tom, dear good, clever Tom, you deserve all the
prizes. And I will give you my pet elephant—and you can keep



him till we're married."

The pet elephant was called Fido, and the gardener's son took
him away in his coat pocket. He was the dearest little elephant
you ever saw—about six inches long. But he was very, very wise
—he could not have been wiser if he had been a mile high. He
lay down comfortably in Tom's pocket, and when Tom put in
his hand, Fido curled his little trunk around Tom's fingers with
an affectionate confidence that made the boy's heart warm to
his new little pet. What with the elephant, and the Princess's
affection, and the knowledge that the very next day he would
receive the History of Rotundia, beautifully bound, with the
Royal arms on the cover, Tom could hardly sleep a wink. And,
besides, the dog did bark so terribly. There was only one dog in
Rotundia—the kingdom could not afford to keep more than one:
He was a Mexican lapdog of the kind that in most parts of the
world only measures seven inches from the end of his dear nose
to the tip of his darling tail—but in Rotundia he was bigger than
I can possibly expect you to believe. And when he barked, his
bark was so large that it filled up all the night and left no room
for sleep or dreams or polite conversation, or anything else at all.
He never barked at things that went on in the island—he was too
large-minded for that; but when ships went blundering by in the
dark, tumbling over the rocks at the end of the island, he would
bark once or twice, just to let the ships know that they couldn't
come playing about there just as they liked.

But on this particular night he barked and barked and barked



—and the Princess said, "Oh dear, oh dear, I wish he wouldn't, I
am so sleepy." And Tom said to himself, "I wonder whatever is
the matter. As soon as it's light I'll go and see."

So when it began to be pretty pink-and-yellow daylight, Tom
got up and went out. And all the time the Mexican lapdog barked
so that the houses shook, and the tiles on the roof of the palace
rattled like milk cans in a cart whose horse is frisky.

"I'll go to the pillar," thought Tom, as he went through the
town. The pillar, of course, was the top of the piece of rock that
had stuck itself through Rotundia millions of years before, and
made it spin around the wrong way. It was quite in the middle
of the island, and stuck up ever so far, and when you were at the
top you could see a great deal farther than when you were not.

As Tom went out from the town and across the downs, he
thought what a pretty sight it was to see the rabbits in the bright,
dewy morning, frisking with their young ones by the mouths of
their burrows. He did not go very near the rabbits, of course,
because when a rabbit of that size is at play it does not always
look where it is going, and it might easily have crushed Tom with
its foot, and then it would have been very sorry afterward. And
Tom was a kind boy, and would not have liked to make even a
rabbit unhappy. Earwigs in our country often get out of the way
when they think you are going to walk on them. They too have
kind hearts, and they would not like you to be sorry afterward.

So Tom went on, looking at the rabbits and watching the
morning grow more and more red and golden. And the Mexican



lapdog barked all the time, till the church bells tinkled, and the
chimney of the apple factory rocked again.

But when Tom got to the pillar, he saw that he would not need
to climb to the top to find out what the dog was barking at.

For there, by the pillar, lay a very large purple dragon. His
wings were like old purple umbrellas that have been very much
rained on, and his head was large and bald, like the top of a purple
toadstool, and his tail, which was purple too, was very, very, very
long and thin and tight, like the lash of a carriage whip.

It was licking one of its purple umbrella-y wings, and every
now and then it moaned and leaned its head back against the
rocky pillar as though it felt faint. Tom saw at once what had
happened. A flight of purple dragons must have crossed the
island in the night, and this poor one must have knocked its wing
and broken it against the pillar.

Everyone is kind to everyone in Rotundia, and Tom was not
afraid of the dragon, although he had never spoken to one before.
He had often watched them flying across the sea, but he had
never expected to get to know one personally.

So now he said: "I am afraid you don't feel quite well."

The dragon shook his large purple head. He could not speak,
but like all other animals, he could understand well enough when
he liked.

"Can I get you anything?" asked Tom, politely.

The dragon opened his purple eyes with an inquiring smile.

"A bun or two, now," said Tom, coaxingly. "There's a



beautiful bun tree quite close."

The dragon opened a great purple mouth and licked his purple
lips, so Tom ran and shook the bun tree, and soon came back
with an armful of fresh currant buns, and as he came he picked
a few of the Bath kind, which grow on the low bushes near the
pillar.

Because, of course, another consequence of the island's
having spun the wrong way is that all the things we have to make
—buns and cakes and shortbread—grow on trees and bushes, but
in Rotundia they have to make their cauliflowers and cabbages
and carrots and apples and onions, just as our cooks make
puddings and turnovers.

Tom gave all the buns to the dragon, saying: "Here, try to eat
a little. You'll soon feel better then."

The dragon ate up the buns, nodded rather ungraciously, and
began to lick his wing again. So Tom left him and went back to
the town with the news, and everyone was so excited at a real live
dragon's being on the island—a thing that had never happened
before—that they all went out to look at it, instead of going to
the prize-giving, and the Lord Chief Schoolmaster went with the
rest. Now, he had Tom's prize, the History of Rotundia, in his
pocket—the one bound in calf, with the Royal arms on the cover
—and it happened to drop out, and the dragon ate it, so Tom
never got the prize after all. But the dragon, when he had gotten
it, did not like it.

"Perhaps it's all for the best," said Tom. "I might not have



liked that prize either, if I had gotten it."

It happened to be a Wednesday, so when the Princess's friends
were asked what they would like to do, all the little dukes and
marquises and earls said, "Let's go and see the dragon." But the
little duchesses and marchionesses and countesses said they were
afraid.

Then Princess Mary Ann spoke up royally, and said, "Don't
be silly, because it's only in fairy stories and histories of England
and things like that, that people are unkind and want to hurt each
other. In Rotundia everyone is kind, and no one has anything to
be afraid of, unless they're naughty; and then we know it's for
our own good. Let's all go and see the dragon. We might take
him some acid drops." So they went. And all the titled children
took it in turns to feed the dragon with acid drops, and he seemed
pleased and flattered, and wagged as much of his purple tail as he
could get at conveniently; for it was a very, very long tail indeed.
But when it came to the Princess's turn to give an acid drop to
the dragon, he smiled a very wide smile, and wagged his tail to
the very last long inch of it, as much as to say, "Oh, you nice,
kind, pretty little Princess." But deep down in his wicked purple
heart he was saying, "Oh, you nice, fat, pretty little Princess, I
should like to eat you instead of these silly acid drops." But of
course nobody heard him except the Princess's uncle, and he was
a magician, and accustomed to listening at doors. It was part of
his trade.

Now, you will remember that I told you there was one



wicked person in Rotundia, and I cannot conceal from you any
longer that this Complete Bad was the Princess's Uncle James.
Magicians are always bad, as you know from your fairy books,
and some uncles are bad, as you see by the Babes in the Wood,
or the Norfolk Tragedy, and one James at least was bad, as you
have learned from your English history. And when anyone is
a magician, and is also an uncle, and is named James as well,
you need not expect anything nice from him. He is a Threefold
Complete Bad—and he will come to no good.

Uncle James had long wanted to get rid of the Princess and
have the kingdom to himself. He did not like many things—
a nice kingdom was almost the only thing he cared for—but
he had never seen his way quite clearly, because everyone is so
kind in Rotundia that wicked spells will not work there, but run
off those blameless islanders like water off a duck's back. Now,
however, Uncle James thought there might be a chance for him
because he knew that now there were two wicked people on the
island who could stand by each other—himself and the dragon.
He said nothing, but he exchanged a meaningful glance with the
dragon, and everyone went home to tea. And no one had seen the
meaningful glance except Tom.

Tom went home, and told his elephant all about it. The
intelligent little creature listened carefully, and then climbed
from Tom's knee to the table, on which stood an ornamental
calendar that the Princess had given Tom for a Christmas present.
With its tiny trunk the elephant pointed out a date—the fifteenth




of August, the Princess's birthday, and looked anxiously at its
master.

"What is it, Fido—good little elephant—then?" said Tom,
and the sagacious animal repeated its former gesture. Then Tom
understood.

"Oh, something is to happen on her birthday? All right. I'll be
on the lookout." And he was.

At first the people of Rotundia were quite pleased with the
dragon, who lived by the pillar and fed himself from the bun
trees, but by-and-by he began to wander. He would creep into the
burrows made by the great rabbits; and excursionists, sporting
on the downs, would see his long, tight, whiplike tail wriggling
down a burrow and out of sight, and before they had time to say,
"There he goes," his ugly purple head would come poking out
from another rabbit-hole—perhaps just behind them—or laugh
softly to itself just in their ears. And the dragon's laugh was not a
merry one. This sort of hide-and-seek amused people at first, but
by-and-by it began to get on their nerves: and if you don't know
what that means, ask Mother to tell you next time you are playing
blind man's buff when she has a headache. Then the dragon got
into the habit of cracking his tail, as people crack whips, and
this also got on people's nerves. Then, too, little things began
to be missed. And you know how unpleasant that is, even in a
private school, and in a public kingdom it is, of course, much
worse. The things that were missed were nothing much at first—
a few little elephants, a hippopotamus or two, and some giraffes,



and things like that. It was nothing much, as I say, but it made
people feel uncomfortable. Then one day a favorite rabbit of the
Princess's, called Frederick, mysteriously disappeared, and then
came a terrible morning when the Mexican lapdog was missing.
He had barked ever since the dragon came to the island, and
people had grown quite used to the noise. So when his barking
suddenly ceased it woke everybody up—and they all went out to
see what was the matter. And the lapdog was gone!

A boy was sent to wake the army, so that it might look for
him. But the army was gone too! And now the people began to be
frightened. Then Uncle James came out onto the terrace of the
palace, and he made the people a speech. He said: "Friends—
fellow citizens—I cannot disguise from myself or from you that
this purple dragon is a poor penniless exile, a helpless alien in
our midst, and, besides, he is a—is no end of a dragon."

The people thought of the dragon's tail and said, "Hear, hear."

Uncle James went on: "Something has happened to a gentle
and defenseless member of our community. We don't know what
has happened."

Everyone thought of the rabbit named Frederick, and
groaned.

"The defenses of our country have been swallowed up," said
Uncle James.

Everyone thought of the poor army.

"There is only one thing to be done." Uncle James was
warming to his subject. "Could we ever forgive ourselves if by



neglecting a simple precaution we lost more rabbits—or even,
perhaps, our navy, our police, and our fire brigade? For I warn
you that the purple dragon will respect nothing, however sacred."

Everyone thought of themselves—and they said, "What is the
simple precaution?"

Then Uncle James said: "Tomorrow is the dragon's birthday.
He is accustomed to have a present on his birthday. If he gets a
nice present he will be in a hurry to take it away and show it to
his friends, and he will fly off and never come back."

The crowd cheered wildly—and the Princess from her
balcony clapped her hands.

"The present the dragon expects,” said Uncle James,
cheerfully, "is rather an expensive one. But, when we give, it
should not be in a grudging spirit, especially to visitors. What
the dragon wants is a Princess. We have only one Princess, it is
true; but far be it from us to display a miserly temper at such a
moment. And the gift is worthless that costs the giver nothing.
Your readiness to give up your Princess will only show how
generous you are."

The crowd began to cry, for they loved their Princess, though
they quite saw that their first duty was to be generous and give
the poor dragon what it wanted.

The Princess began to cry, for she did not want to be anybody's
birthday present—especially a purple dragon's. And Tom began
to cry because he was so angry.

He went straight home and told his little elephant; and the



elephant cheered him up so much that presently the two grew
quite absorbed in a top that the elephant was spinning with his
little trunk.

Early in the morning Tom went to the palace. He looked out
across the downs—there were hardly any rabbits playing there
now—and then he gathered white roses and threw them at the
Princess's window till she woke up and looked out.

"Come up and kiss me," she said.

So Tom climbed up the white rosebush and kissed the Princess
through the window, and said: "Many happy returns of the day."

Then Mary Ann began to cry, and said: "Oh, Tom—how can
you? When you know quite well—"

"Oh, don't," said Tom. "Why, Mary Ann, my precious, my
Princess—what do you think I should be doing while the dragon
was getting his birthday present? Don't cry, my own little Mary
Ann! Fido and I have arranged everything. You've only got to do
as you are told."

"Is that all?" said the Princess. "Oh—that's easy—I've often
done that!"

Then Tom told her what she was to do. And she kissed him
again and again. "Oh, you dear, good, clever Tom," she said.
"How glad I am that I gave you Fido. You two have saved me.
You dears!"

The next morning Uncle James put on his best coat and hat
and the vest with the gold snakes on it—he was a magician, and
he had a bright taste in vests—and he called with a cab to take



the Princess out.

"Come, little birthday present," he said tenderly. "The dragon
will be so pleased. And I'm glad to see you're not crying. You
know, my child, we cannot begin too young to learn to think of
the happiness of others rather than our own. I should not like my
dear little niece to be selfish, or to wish to deny a trivial pleasure
to a poor, sick dragon, far from his home and friends."

The Princess said she would try not to be selfish.

Presently the cab drew up near the pillar, and there was the
dragon, his ugly purple head shining in the sun, and his ugly
purple mouth half open.

Uncle James said: "Good morning, sir. We have brought you
a small present for your birthday. We do not like to let such an
anniversary go by without some suitable testimonial, especially
to one who is a stranger in our midst. Our means are small, but
our hearts are large. We have but one Princess, but we give her
freely—do we not, my child?"

The Princess said she supposed so, and the dragon came a
little nearer.

Suddenly a voice cried: "Run!" and there was Tom, and he
had brought the Zoological guinea pig and a pair of Belgian hares
with him. "Just to see fair," said Tom.

Uncle James was furious. "What do you mean, sir," he cried,
"by intruding on a State function with your common rabbits
and things? Go away, naughty little boy, and play with them
somewhere else."



But while he was speaking the rabbits had come up one on
each side of him, their great sides towering ever so high, and now
they pressed him between them so that he was buried in their
thick fur and almost choked. The Princess, meantime, had run to
the other side of the pillar and was peeping around it to see what
was going on. A crowd had followed the cab out of the town;
now they reached the scene of the "State Function"—and they all
cried out: "Fair play—play fair! We can't go back on our word
like this. Give a thing and take a thing? Why, it's never done. Let
the poor exiled stranger dragon have his birthday present." And
they tried to get at Tom—but the guinea pig stood in the way.

"Yes," Tom cried. "Fair play is a jewel. And your helpless
exile shall have the Princess—if he can catch her. Now then,
Mary Ann."

Mary Ann looked around the big pillar and called to the
dragon: "Bo! you can't catch me," and began to run as fast as ever
she could, and the dragon ran after her. When the Princess had
run a half mile she stopped, dodged around a tree, and ran back
to the pillar and around it, and the dragon after her. You see, he
was so long he could not turn as quickly as she could. Around
and around the pillar ran the Princess. The first time she ran
around a long way from the pillar, and then nearer and nearer—
with the dragon after her all the time; and he was so busy trying
to catch her that he never noticed that Tom had tied the very end
of his long, tight, whipcordy tail to the rock, so that the more
the dragon ran around, the more times he twisted his tail around



the pillar. It was exactly like winding a top—only the peg was
the pillar, and the dragon's tail was the string. And the magician
was safe between the Belgian hares, and couldn't see anything
but darkness, or do anything but choke.

When the dragon was wound onto the pillar as much as
he possibly could be, and as tight—Ilike cotton on a reel—the
Princess stopped running, and though she had very little breath
left, she managed to say, "Yah—who's won now?"

This annoyed the dragon so much that he put out all his
strength—spread his great purple wings, and tried to fly at her.
Of course this pulled his tail, and pulled it very hard, so hard
that as he pulled the tail had to come, and the pillar had to come
around with the tail, and the island had to come around with the
pillar, and in another minute the tail was loose, and the island was
spinning around exactly like a top. It spun so fast that everyone
fell flat on their faces and held on tight to themselves, because
they felt something was going to happen. All but the magician,
who was choking between the Belgian hares, and felt nothing but
fur and fury.

And something did happen. The dragon had sent the kingdom
of Rotundia spinning the way it ought to have gone at the
beginning of the world, and as it spun around, all the animals
began to change sizes. The guinea pigs got small, and the
elephants got big, and the men and women and children would
have changed sizes too, if they had not had the sense to hold on to
themselves, very tight indeed, with both hands; which, of course,



the animals could not be expected to know how to do. And the
best of it was that when the small beasts got big and the big beasts
got small the dragon got small too, and fell at the Princess's feet
—a little, crawling, purple newt with wings.

"Funny little thing," said the Princess, when she saw it. "I will
take it for a birthday present."

But while all the people were still on their faces, holding on
tight to themselves, Uncle James, the magician, never thought of
holding tight—he only thought of how to punish Belgian hares
and the sons of gardeners; so when the big beasts grew small,
he grew small with the other beasts, and the little purple dragon,
when he fell at the Princess's feet, saw there a very small magician
named Uncle James. And the dragon took him because it wanted
a birthday present.

So now all the animals were new sizes—and at first it seemed
very strange to everyone to have great lumbering elephants and
a tiny little dormouse, but they have gotten used to it now, and
think no more of it than we do.

All this happened several years ago, and the other day I saw
in the Rotundia Times an account of the wedding of the Princess
with Lord Thomas Gardener, K.C.D., and I knew she could not
have married anyone but Tom, so I suppose they made him a
Lord on purpose for the wedding—and K.C.D.
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