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Carl Sandburg's volumes of poetry, his comprehensive 

biography of Abraham Lincoln, and his collection of Ameri-

can folk songs established him as an author with a fasci-

nation and respect for American culture. The Rootabaga 

Stories are an unusual expression of his talent but have, 

for the most part, escaped critical notice. Growing up in 

the Midwest and traveling by himself for several years 

provided a background that enabled him to imbue the sto-

ries with an American spirit. The stories collected by 

Jacob and Wilhelm Grimm, the literary tales of Hans Chris-

tian Andersen, and some American legends and folk tales 

combined to form the heritage Sandburg responded to in his 

creation of forty-nine stories. In fabricating the geog-

raphy and culture of Rootabaga Country, Sandburg infused 

the stories with subtleties of language and attitude that 

are recognizably and exuberantly American. 
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INTRODUCTION 

When Carl Sandburg's Rootabaga Stories were pub

lished in 1922, followed by Rootabaga Pigeons in 1923, 

Sandburg had earned respect as an American poet who was 

experimenting with form and language in his poetry. His 

first book, Chicago Poems, published in 1916, was followed 

by Cornhuskers and Smoke and Steel in 1918, and Slabs of 

Sunburnt West in 1922. These works established him as a 

"popular" poet, a poet of the common man, a poet writing 

with a decidedly American voice. His subjects were ci

ties, industry, skyscrapers, trains, hobos, prairies, 

farmers, and factory workers. Writing in Chicago at the 

same time were poets Edgar Lee Masters and Vachel Lindsay 

and fiction writer Sherwood Anderson. With Sandburg, this 

group of midwestern writers was part of a Chicago literary 

renaissance that reacted to formal conventions and ideas 

in both language and form. David Anderson has noted that 

the influence of this group extended beyond their geo

graphical boundaries as well as their intellectual ones 

( 6 7) • 

A group of Sandburg's poems about Chicago was first 

published in 1914 in Harriet Monroe's Poetry: ~Magazine 
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of Verse. These poems won him his first literary award, 

the Levinson prize, and established him as a strong new 

voice. Alfred Harcourt, a book salesman for Henry Holt 

and Company, liked Sandburg's work, and with persistence 

was able to convince Holt to publish Chicago Poems in 

1916. In the title poem, addressing the city as the "Hog 

Butcher of the World," Sandburg wrote, "They tell me you 

are wicked and I believe them" (Collected Poems 3). This 

poem was one of many that spoke to the brutality and 

ugliness of American cities, and at the same time paid 

tribute to the energy and power of modern industry. 

Sandburg himself referred to the poem as a "literary 

curiosity" (Sutton 102). Its earthy, rugged, and direct 

style as well as the subject matter and tone continued to 

be a hallmark of his poetic style throughout his career. 

Sandburg's respect for a folklore intrinsic in the 

cultural heritage of his day is obvious in the Introduc-

tion to The American Songbag, his collection of American 

folk songs. Describing the variety of the songs, he 

wrote: 

The American Songbag is a ragbag of strips, 
stripes, and streaks of color from nearly all 
ends of the earth. The melodies and verses 
presented here are from diverse regions, from 
varied human characters and communities, and 
each is sung differently in different places. 
(xii) 

Perhaps the "ragbag" he described appealed to him because 

2 



it was reminiscent of his own boyhood and early adulthood. 

The "strips, stripes, and streaks of color" Sandburg added 

to his own ragbag of experiences were not gathered from 

all ends of the earth, but from the heartland of America 

where he lived and traveled and worked at odd jobs. His 

encounters with "varied human characters and communities" 

influenced his writing and inspired the creation of some 

of the characters in the Rootabaga Stories. He was keenly 

observant of and sensitive to the "melodies and verses" 

in language, both spoken and sung. The engaging cadences 

in the Rootabaga Stories reflect his enjoyment of the 

sounds of language. 

The mention of Carl Sandburg does not readily suggest 

the Rootabaga Stories; they seem at first an unusual 

expression of his talent. In these tales he combined 

culturally familiar impressions and attributes using 

familiar story types and created stories that are charm

ing, appealing, enjoyable, odd, and even peculiar. Tech

nically and artistically they are as bright and fresh 

today as they were in 1922. Examining the stories and 

what influenced Sandburg in creating them requires the 

appreciation and understanding of them as, in Sandburg's 

words, "tales with American fooling in them" (Detzer 155). 

With an explication of the stories themselves it is possi

ble to explore the differences and similarities of Sand-
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burg's stories to the fairy tales that are their counter

parts and antecedents. The limited published criticism of 

the stories serves as a point of departure for this study. 

An awareness of the characteristics of fairy tale litera

ture and and understanding of the influences on Sandburg's 

writing help to place Sandburg's stories in the genre and 

to show his tales as distinctively American fairy tales 

with respect to style and language. 
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CHAPTER I 

Sandburg: From Vagabond to Poet 

Galesburg, Illinois, where Sandburg grew up, offered 

typical pastimes of Midwest rural America. In his autobi

ography, Always the Young Strangers, he wrote affection

ately about his family, his early schooling, his friends, 

and the cohesiveness of the Swedish community in Galesburg 

to which his family belonged. His mother could write both 

English and Swedish and spoke better English than his 

father who spoke English with a heavy accent and never 

learned to write. English was the primary language of 

Carl and his brothers and sisters although they were 

familiar with some Swedish phrases. From childhood, Carl 

was attentive to the sounds of language and was attracted 

by the qualities of its sound. 

Always with an ear attuned to "lingo," his autobiogra

phy contains bits of dialogue he overheard, or turns of 

phrase that caught his fancy. He remembered the attrac

tion he and his friends had to odd idioms like "busy as a 

paperhanger with the hives," and "cheap at half the 

price." Baseball parlance held a special appeal. In the 

world of baseball he and his teammates--players given 
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middle names like "Killer" and "Skinny"--would hope to 

"goose-egg" the other team. 

Family finances were responsible for his quitting 

school after the eighth grade. For the most part he had 

liked school, because it was there that the world of books 

had been opened to him, and he was an eager reader. In 

his autobiography he wrote that from the time he quit 

school 

until several years later, what schooling I got 
was outside of schools, from reading books, 
newspapers, and magazines, from watching and 
listening to many kinds of people and what they 
were doing and saying. I knocked around in 
different jobs, learning a little in each of 
them and learning too in idle days between jobs. 
(138-39) 

One of his first jobs was as a janitor in an office 

building. It was a part-time job that allowed him the time 

to add some paper routes to his day and earn more money. 

Delivering the Galesburg Republican Register and Chicago's 

Daily News to a variety of neighborhoods was a precursor 

to his involvement with newspapers. When he worked as a 

newspaper writer many years later, a recurring theme in 

his writing was the disparity among the neighborhoods he 

had first seen as a paperboy. The first full-time job he 

had was as a milkman working for a man who begrudged Carl 

his absences due to illness and family tragedy. The varie

ty of jobs continued: he was an errand boy in a drug-

store, he washed bottles in a pop bottling plant, he 
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shined shoes in a downtown barbershop, he worked for a 

potter, he was a stagehand. Some work was more demanding 

physically: working on an ice harvest, where ice blocks 

were cut out of frozen Lake George, was a cold, nighttime 

job. What he remembered appreciatively about that job was 

the vastness of the night sky and becoming acquainted with 

the nighttime stars. Later he worked in the icehouse 

setting up the ice blocks, each weighing more than he did. 

By the age of eighteen Sandburg had had experiences 

with a variety of people and an assortment of jobs. He 

was tiring of Galesburg and he wrote, "I hated and loved 

myself about the same as I did the town and the people" 

(Strangers 377). In June of 1897 he rode a boxcar west to 

work in the Kansas wheat harvest. The vagabond years that 

followed offered him an even greater spectrum of encoun

ters that added more "strips and stripes" to his ragbag of 

experiences. Harry Golden wrote in his biography of 

Sandburg that Sandburg's jobs during these years were the 

jobs that taught him about America. He remarked, "For 

Sandburg's America is a distinct America, the America of 

the working Midwesterner, the laborer, the union man, the 

scab, the Wobbly" (51). During his travels in Missouri, 

Kansas, Iowa, Colorado, and Nebraska, he worked as 

potato-digger, short order cook, window-washer, tamale 

vendor, carpet beater, and farm hand on a wheat farm. He 
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traveled by train and lived a hobo life with its adventure 

and seaminess. Riding the rails gave him the chance to 

see small towns, big cities, prairies and farms--scenarios 

and vistas that would emerge in much of his writing. In 

his article, "The Urban Rural Vision of Carl Sandburg," 

Paul Ferlazzo wrote about the contrast between urban and 

rural life that Sandburg portrayed in his poetry (52-57). 

To Sandburg, the urban influence accentuated the social 

injustices while the rural life cherished the simplicity, 

the optimism, and the pleasantness of society in small 

towns. Rootabaga Country retains both urban and rural 

characteristics that reflect the mild complacency of rural 

life as well as the challenges of city life. 

With an ear ever attentive to music and speech, 

Sandburg heard much to interest him. Golden pointed out 

that Sandburg "listened and learned the lingo, which is 

among some of the best slang ever invented, and he memo

rized the songs" (56). Richard Crowder commented that in 

addition to keeping an informal log of his travels, Sand

burg "practiced word exercises in his leisure moments, for 

he was already fascinated with the possibilities of lan

guage " ( 2 4 ) • 

When he returned to Galesburg, Sandburg worked for 

a time on a dairy farm and then as a house painter. He 

enlisted to serve in the Spanish-American War, and while 
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in Cuba wrote his impressions to the Galesburg Evening 

Mail. When he returned to Galesburg his veteran status 

entitled him to free tuition at Lombard College. In 

college he had the opportunity to read extensively and to 

write; his interest in Walt Whitman was whetted by a 

favorite and influential teacher, Philip Green Wright. 

Professor Wright orchestrated "The Poor Writers Club," a 

group of a few aspiring writers who met to critique each 

other's work. In his biography of Sandburg, Karl Detzer 

noted that Professor Wright encouraged Sandburg and avoid

ed trying to make him conform, and that Wright wrote of 

Sandburg's "genius" (56). 

In addition to the formal academic training his col

lege education gave him, the odd jobs he took to finance 

his years there added to his patchwork of experiences. He 

worked as bellringer for the college, call man for the 

fire department, janitor for the college gymnasium, and 

salesman of stereoscopic views. 

Why he left college in 1902 remains unclear, but in 

the spring before he was due to graduate he packed up and 

traveled to the East Coast. For almost two years he 

wandered and worked. Mostly he traveled by rail and he 

worked for the same firm he had worked for in college 

selling stereoscopic scenes. He was a police reporter for 

the New York Daily News for a short time, and in Pitts-
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burgh he spent ten days in jail for riding a freight 

train. He stayed in contact with Philip Green Wright, who 

had set up in the basement of his house a hand press that 

he called the Asgard Press. In 1904 Professor Wright 

published a pamphlet of Sandburg's writings titled In 

Reckless Ecstasy, which included the following: 

I glory in this world of men and women, torn 
with troubles and lost in sorrow, yet living on 
to love and laugh and play through it all. My 
eyes range with pleasure over flowers, prairies, 
woods, grass, and running water, and the sea, 
and the sky and the clouds. (Crowder 34) 

These, the injustices of the world and people's reactions 

to them, and the beauty and pleasures of nature, continued 

to interest Sandburg in all his writing. The beauty and 

pleasures of nature are everywhere in Rootabaga Stories; 

themes of social injustice, while present, are much less 

prominent. 

The fun Sandburg had with the language as he created 

the scenario of Rootabaga Country was linked somewhere to 

his musical background, such as it was. Though his musi-

cianship lacked finesse, his appreciation was unbounded. 

As a boy, he enjoyed getting together with his friends to 

sing in harmony, songs like "Carry Me Back To Ole Virgin-

ny," "In the Evening by the Moonlight," and "Swanee 

River"--songs similar to those he included in The American 

Songbag. Experiments with a willow whistle, a kazoo, an 

ocarina, and an accordion were not as gratifying as the 
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pleasure he got from his first banjo. A friend showed him 

how to strum a few chords and later he had three lessons 

and wrote, "I should have gone on but it was Hard Times" 

(Strangers 204). 

Sandburg moved to Chicago in 1906, and in 1908 he 

married Lillian Steichen, the sister of the photographer 

Edward Steichen. More than once Sandburg said that the 

three most influential people in his life were his wife, 

Edward Steichen, and Philip Green Wright (Crowder 41). The 

Sandburgs had three daughters; Margaret was born in 1911, 

Janet in 1916, and Helga in 1918. To support his family, 

Sandburg held a series of jobs, mostly with newspapers. 

As his daughters grew up, Sandburg provided for his family 

with income from his lectures and journalistic writing, 

and eventually with the income from his own writing. 

The travelling required by his lecturing gave him the 

opportunity to add to the research he was conducting for 

other projects that would come to fruition during the next 

two decades. These projects were an expression of his 

interest in American history, American culture and song, 

and American folklore. He was collecting information on 

Lincoln, information which he painstakingly compiled to 

create a biography that was both exhaustive and well

received. The first two volumes, Abraham Lincoln: The 

Prairie Years, were published in 1926 by Alfred Harcourt, 
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who had left Henry Holt and Company to start his own 

publishing firm. With a few changes Sandburg was able to 

fashion the material for younger readers, and so Abe 

Lincoln Grows YQ, the story of Lincoln's boyhood, was 

published in 1928. The last four volumes, Abraham Lin

coln: The War Years, were published in 1939 and furnished 

one of the most detailed accounts of Lincoln's presidency 

ever written. For The War Years Sandburg was awarded the 

1940 Pulitzer Prize in history. While work on the Lincoln 

biographies continued, The American Songbag was published 

in 1927 and represented many years of selecting, collat

ing, and categorizing songs for inclusion in what Sandburg 

referred to as a "ragbag of strips, stripes, and streaks 

of color from nearly all ends of the earth" (Songbag xii). 

With The American Songbag he attempted to begin the crea

tion of a song history of America that would "give the 

feel and atmosphere, the layout and lingo, of regions, of 

breeds of men, of customs and slogans, in a manner and air 

not given in regular history" (Songbag vii). The task was 

painstaking and monumental in its own arena. The collec

tion of songs was republished in 1990 with an Introduction 

by Garrison Keillor who remarked, "Some of Sandburg's own 

work survives, much has collapsed, but when he collected 

these songs, he made himself part of something permanent" 

(ix). 
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While he was compiling the songs for inclusion in the 

Songbag, choosing the ones that characterized the song 

history he was creating, he was writing his Rootabaga 

Stories. These efforts were not unrelated: as he col

lected already existing songs that were characteristically 

American, he was creating stories that would contain 

elements from the "layout and lingo" he found so intrigu

ing. He was drawn to create stories partly because his 

daughters requested them and partly because he felt the 

American tradition in literature was lacking in that 

genre. He had read the fairy tales of Hans Christian 

Andersen to his children, but his search for fairy tales 

with American origins was fruitless; so he wrote his own. 

He explained, "I wanted something more in the American 

lingo. I was tired of princes and princesses and I sought 

the American equivalent of elves and gnomes. I knew that 

American children would respond, so I wrote some nonsense 

tales with American fooling in them" (Detzer 155). 

Some of the songs he was reviewing for inclusion in 

the Songbag contained demonstrations of "American fooling" 

and "American lingo." These were the songs he performed 

in his lectures. That he spoke in the vernacular of his 

audiences and was conversant with the jargon of the day 

contributed to his success on the lecture circuit. Daniel 

Hoffman referred to him as "the Will Rogers of the poetry 
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circuit" (394). He had basically one speech which he 

publicized under three different names, and it always 

included singing folk songs to the accompaniment of his 

guitar playing. While neither his dexterity with the 

guitar nor his vocal technique astonished his audiences, 

his performances were popular. When later he incorporated 

his folk songs into his lectures, his singing was a high-

light of his speech. A lifelong friend, Lila Perry, 

wrote, 

His guitar accompaniments would trouble a musi
cian, and I wondered often that he seemed never 
to have taken the trouble to improve them. 
Perhaps he felt that an artistic perfection in 
his accompaniment background would render untrue 
the folk songs as sung by the people. They 
strummed their instruments as they felt like it. 
(Sutton 44) 

Paul Ferlazzo suggested that one of the reasons 

Sandburg was so popular was that his poetry was readliy 

understandable and needed little or no explication. It 

was for the same reason, Ferlazzo maintained, that Sand-

burg was a failure with the scholar-critics--they didn't 

know what to do with a "popular" poet ("The Popular Writ

er" 74-75). It was because Sandburg's popularity had 

paled and that he had been neglected by critics that 

Daniel Hoffman saw a need to reevaluate both the poet and 

his work. On the occasion of the one hundredth anniver-

sary of Sandburg's birth Hoffman addressed the Library of 

Congress in a lecture entitled "'Moonlight dries no Mit-
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tens': Carl Sandburg Reconsidered." What Hoffman invited 

his audience to "reconsider" were "the writings of this 

attractive, generous, likeable man who pitched his verses 

to a scale of possibilities so different from those of his 

contemporaries or successors" (391). There were others 

who shared Hoffman's view that Sandburg had been over

looked. In his article "Not to Forget Carl 

Sandburg II Louis Rubin expressed the hope that the 

centenary of Sandburg's birth would encourage a rediscov

ery of his talents and that "the fine poet and masterful 

biographer will at last reemerge from the dumps" (189). 

Rubin spotlighted the way Sandburg used language--how his 

particular use of common vocabulary with universal images 

created a stimulating, dynamic poetry. Rubin noted that 

while Sandburg's "vernacular imagery" may give a casual 

sound to the poetry, "Sandburg's particular talent is that 

he opens up areas of our experience which are not ordi

narily considered objects of aesthetic contemplation 

through language that enables him, and us, to recognize 

such experience in new ways" (184). The tension between 

the language Sandburg used and the subjects he chose was 

not always so taut; he did later loosen the pull between 

word and object and lapse into rhetoric. Rubin chronicled 

this tendency and other critics focused on it. Some 

critics considered much of his work to be mostly trite, 
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repetitive, and lacking in depth. In his biography of 

Sandburg, Richard Crowder wrote that Sandburg never 

achieved profundity and that technically "he could not 

sustain an idea and give it dynamic depth through a piece 

of any length" (70). In her article about the Rootabaga 

Stories Joanne Lynn wrote that 

However much one admires the sharp images and 
colloquial ease of the best of Sandburg, the 
result of reading the entire Collected Poems is 
fatigue, undernourishment, and a consciousness 
of excesses and unsorted rubbish. (121) 

Perhaps the fact that his literary output and crea-

tive expressions were so varied made his work hard to 

categorize. Sandburg pinpointed this outlook in his 

"Notes for a Preface" that he wrote in 1950 to accompany 

The Complete Poems of Carl Sandburg: 

At fifty I had published a two-volume biography 
and The American Songbag, and there was puzzle
ment as to whether I was a poet, a biographer, a 
wandering troubadour with a guitar, a midwest 
Hans Christian Andersen, or a historian of 
current events whose newspaper reporting was 
gathered into a book The Chicago Race Riots. 
(xxxi) 

Sandburg was particulary fond of his Rootabaga Sto-

ries. Publication of the two volumes of the Rootabaga 

Stories in 1922 and 1923 represented the completion of a 

project he had had in mind for some time. In 1916 Sand-

burg told Vincent Starrett, a Chicago Daily News col-

league, about some ideas he had for some children's sto-

ries he planned to write after he tried them out on his 
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own children (Callahan 57). In writing stories for chil

dren, he drew from the same wellsprings that influenced 

his poetry: his own extensive reading, his interest in 

folk songs, his travels, and his firsthand experiences. He 

included readings from the stories in his lectures, be

lieving them appropriate for all ages. In fact before the 

publication of the stories, his friend Lila Perry asked 

him, "Would adults care for them?" His response was, "If 

they don't I shall consider the stories a failure. They 

must allure but baffle children" (Sutton 6-7). What is 

alluring is the language: the rhythms and the cadences, 

and the way the words resonate throughout each short 

piece. What baffles are the apparent non sequiturs to 

daily life yet the odd familiarity of some of the charac

ters, circumstances, and landscape. Sandburg told sculp

tor Herbert Rosengren that he considered his most signifi

cant accomplishment to be his Rootabaga Stories (Sutton 

234). 

Much of the critical assessment of Sandburg's work, 

however, has focused on his poetry and his Lincoln biogra

phy. Mention of the Rootabaga Stories has been infre

quent and cursory. In Harry Golden's biography of Sand

burg, when Golden referred to the poetry in the language 

of the stories he added, almost as an aside, "(I believe 

it is some of his best)" (222). North Callahan explored 
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the appeal of the stories briefly in his book, Carl Sand

burg: His Life and Works. He noted that "Sandburg himself 

said they represented the hardest work he ever did" (105). 

Often skills that look easy are the hardest to perform. 

Callahan pointed out that "One can describe the stories as 

beautiful simplicity; but they were carved out of the hard 

rock of sweat and toil" (105). Joanne Lynn has surveyed 

the stories in greater depth than Callahan; she believes 

that in the format of the stories Sandburg found the best 

vehicle for the expression of his talents. The definition 

of that vehicle was elusive; Lynn stated that they were 

"pseudo-folk fantasies which fitted into no convenient 

genre mold, which were neither poetry nor prose" (119). 

In a letter to Anne Carroll Moore in 1922, the year the 

first volume of the Rootabaga Stories was published, 

Sandburg gave his own definition: 

Some of the Rootabaga Stories were not written 
at all with the idea of reading to children or 
telling. They were attempts to catch fantasy, 
accents, pulses, eye flashes, inconceivably 
rapid and perfect gestures, sudden pantomimic 
moments, drawls and drolleries, gazings and 
musings--authoritative poetic instants--knowing 
that if the whirr of them were caught quickly 
and simply enough in words the result would be a 
child lore interesing to child and grownup. 
(Letters 220) 

Sandburg's attempts to catch these elements yielded 

forty-nine brief stories that were published in two vol-

umes. The stories are connected to each other by a common 
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geography of Rootabaga Country, by the appearance of 

certain characters throughout, and by a linguistic style 

that is sometimes lyric, sometimes playful, and mostly 

charming. Similarities to fairy tales exist in the Roota

baga Stories, yet there can be no mistaking these stories 

for their European predecessors--Sandburg's do not speak 

starkly and brutally about some of the complex and dis

turbing themes in other fairy tales: sibling rivalry, 

sexual awakening, parental betrayal, Oedipal conflict. In 

his book, The Uses of Enchantment: The Meaning and Impor

tance of Fairy Tales, Bruno Bettelheim noted that in 

addition to the psychological meaning and impact of the 

fairy tale there are other aspects worth exploring: "For 

example, our cultural heritage finds expression in fairy 

tales, and through them is communicated to the child's 

mind" (12). The words, images, and setting of Sandburg's 

stories convey a heritage particulary American. 
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CHAPTER II 

The Heritage of Folk Tales and the American Tradition 

A difficulty with the Rootabaga Stories has been in 

the classification of them. Sandburg himself considered 

them in various lights--as children's stories, as flights 

of fun to engage readers of all ages, as poetic jaunts, as 

artistic creations. The stories have generally been 

thought of as children's stories; they are found in the 

children's section of the library or bookstore, and some

times one or two of them are found in an anthology of 

children's literature. Like the best of literature desig

nated as "children's," Sandburg's stories appeal to adults 

as well. Frank Lloyd Wright wrote to Sandburg, "I read 

your fairy tales nearly every night before I go to bed. 

They fill a long-felt want--Poetry" (Callahan 108). 

Seen in the context of Sandburg's other works, they 

are an unusual expression of his art. When Clarence 

Britten reviewed the newly published stories in 1922, he 

considered them by-products of Sandburg's talents--crea

tions that used "some of the stuff going to waste in his 

poetry factory" (126). Citing~ Child's Garden of Verses 

and the Just So Stories, Britten noted that some apparent 
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literary by-products had turned out to be more than simply 

incidental diversions (127). Just as Britten saw the 

Rootabaga Stories as by-products of Sandburg's talent, 

they can also be appreciated as variations on the themes 

of the fairy and folk tale heritage. These variations are 

what make the stories uniquely American, influenced as 

they were by the perspective of the son of Swedish immi

grants, his panorama of American experiences, and his 

ability to imbue his stories with American spirit. Mi

chael Sadleir's review of the stories in 1922 mentioned 

the sense of place Sandburg created that resulted in 

"tales that smack mightily of American soil" (10). 

Sandburg's stories show similarities to the fairy and folk 

tales that created the tradition he was heir to. 

The difficulty in categorizing folk literature is 

reflected in the endeavors of scholars to fine tune the 

labels. Kay Vandergrift's book, Child and Story, Roger 

Sale's Fairy Tales and After: From Snow White to ~ ~ 

White, and Stith Thompson's The Folktale are but a few 

examples of the discourse that strives to define what it 

is that makes a fairy tale. Vladimir Propp's The Morphol

Qgy of the Folk Tale outlines specific characteristics of 

folk literature. The overlapping of terms within the 

genre of folklore attests to the variety of viewpoints in 

categorizing the stories. Calling a story a fairy tale 
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does not necessarily mean that the tale includes gauzily

dressed elfin creatures with wands that sprinkle glittery 

dust. Such fairies appear occasionally, but more often 

there are other supernatural elements or fanciful happen

ings. Nor do all fairy tales end "happily ever after"; 

some have tragic or vengeful endings. Roger Sale wrote 

that the term "fairy tale" is a convenience since "every

one seems instinctively agreed on what the term includes 

and excludes, even though fairy tales blend easily into 

related kinds, like myths, legends, romances, realistic 

folk fables, and cautionary tales" (23). In noting the 

inexactness of the term "fairy tale," Bruno Bettelheim 

suggested that a way to tell whether or not a story is a 

fairy tale is to ask if it is an undemanding comforter, 

for "far from making demands, the fairy tale reassures, 

gives hope for the future, and holds out the promise of a 

happy ending" (26). 

European tales, those collected by Charles Perrault 

and the Brothers Grimm, show similarities that Roger Sale 

saw as "evidence of a cultural oneness throughout the 

Eurasian continent" (24). Perrault's collection of oral 

folktales, Contes de Ma Mere l'Oye, appeared in France in 

1697, in England in 1729 under the title Tales of Mother 

Goose, and in the United States in 1785. It included 

such familiar tales as "The Sleeping Beauty," "Little Red 
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Riding Hood," and "Cinderella." The plots and characters 

and motifs in the collection were familiar to everyone and 

have been reworked ever since. The fact that, unlike 

other collections, Perrault's was intended for children, 

distinguished it from others. 

In his article, "Fairy Tales from a Folklorist Per

spective," Alan Dundes argued that because the fairy tale 

is essentially an oral form, the writing down of a fairy 

tale reduces it to a mere facsimile, and that the true 

fairy tale cannot be read, only heard (Bottigheimer 259). 

Perrault and later Jacob and Wilhelm Grimm attempted to 

write the stories as they were heard, to recreate as 

faithfully as possible the oral tradition of the tales. 

Their painstaking task was not unlike Sandburg's work of 

collecting and classifying folk songs representative of 

America. The songs that Sandburg chose to include in The 

American Songbag often had more than one version; in his 

Prefatory Notes to the collection he pointed out that "No 

two artists deliver a role in the same way" (xiv), a fact 

as true of folk songs as it is of fairy tales of the oral 

tradition. Sandburg reproduced the songs the way he 

heard them, acknowledging and inviting variations. In the 

same way, The Grimms' texts were often composite texts, 

which means that they combined different versions of the 

same folktale, so that the idea of there being one immuta-
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ble version of a tale was rejected. 

Jacob Grimm, born in 1785, and his brother Wilhelm, 

born in 1786, studied law, albeit unenthusiastically. The 

neglected legacies of the literature of Germany's past 

attracted them-- specifically the epics, stories, poems, 

and ballads. It was not until Jacob was appointed court 

librarian of one of Napoleon's newly formed kingdoms, 

Westphalia, that the brothers were able to pursue their 

research. Kathleen Burke pointed out that until they 

began the collecting of the tales, "the enchantments of 

the untrammeled fairy tale had gone virtually unrecog

nized" (111). They spent six years on the task; Wilhelm 

did most of the actual collecting of the stories from 

farmers, soldiers, nursemaids, seamstresses, or shepherds, 

and Jacob spent much of his time collating them and doing 

research. A friend, Achim von Arnim, visited the broth

ers, and seeing their voluminous gatherings, urged them to 

publish them. The first edition of the Grimms' tales, 

Kinder-und Hausmarchen (Nursery and Household Tales), 

appeared in 1812. Kathleen Burke observed that the 900 

copies of the first edition sold steadily and that it "was 

to become Germany's most widely read book, one that W. H. 

Auden would describe as 'among the few indispensable 

common-property books upon which Western culture can be 

founded'" (112). 
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When Wanda Gag translated the Grimms' stories from 

German to English, she noted that she had made some 

changes to the stories as they were written by the Grimms. 

In her Introduction she wrote that she had taken special 

care to preserve the qualities of the stories that had 

enchanted her as a child: the lilt of the language, the 

"intimate me-to-you quality, and that comforting solidari

ty which makes their magic more, rather than less, believ

able" (viii). Her description of those qualities is an 

apt definition of fairy tales. 

That there is no one version of a tale is an impor

tant aspect of the tales collected by the Grimms and 

Perrault; there can be many renditions of a single tale. 

Roger Sale suggested that, because the "ancientness of the 

tales, their curious persistence in so many different 

countries," reflects an oral tradition no longer existent, 

the preservation of the tales needs to be treated with 

care and respect (24). Finnish folklorist Antti Aarne 

recognized the prevalence of recurring tale types and 

spent nearly fifteen years defining and classifying them. 

He formulated an index of folktales that was published in 

1910. American folklorist Stith Thompson revised the 

index in 1928 and again in 1961, and the resulting volume, 

The Types of the Folktale: ~ Classification and Biblioqra-

2Qy, along with Thompson's Motif Index of Folk Litera-
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ture, published in 1955-58, have become standard refer

ences for the study of Indo-European folktales. The tales 

have type numbers so that students of folklore can discuss 

a particular type by referring to its Type-Index number. 

For example, a study of Cinderella would require referring 

to Type 510A, the number given to that tale by the Aarne

Thompson Index. The Motif-Index identifies the tales by 

motif; for instance, numbers from A2200 to A2599 include 

tales of animal characteristics and within those numbers 

the motifs are more specifically identified. The stories 

that Aarne and Thompson categorized were products of the 

oral tradition, which accounts for the variations in the 

renditions of them. 

The shortcomings in dividing the stories by theme 

according to the Aarne-Thompson Tale-Type Index have been 

written about. Vladimir Propp pointed out that the at

tempts to classify the stories by themes do not realize 

how the themes overlap (123). Yet the nature of the oral 

tradition means that the origin of a particular tale can 

not be exactly pinpointed, and therefore some overlapping 

of themes in inevitable. A function of the Aarne-Thompson 

Type-Index is that it provides a starting point in the 

study of themes, motifs, and characters, many of which 

have inexact histories. 

Andrew Lang was instrumental in collecting tales of 
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indistinct origin. He assembled a collection of stories 

that were published in 1889 with the title The Blue Fairy 

Book. It was the first of several collections, each a 

different color, and included tales from Perrault, Grimm, 

the Arabian Nights, and other popular sources. In the 

Preface he wrote that the tales were "intended for chil

dren, who will like, it is hoped, the old stories that 

have pleased so many generations" (v). The stories col

lected in Lang's Color Fairy Books enchanted children; in 

addition, his versions became the standard English ver

sions of the tales whose exact lineage was indistinct. 

The first volume of fairy tales by Hans Christian 

Andersen appeared in his native Denmark in 1836. He did 

not try to emulate the Grimms' method of collecting tales 

from oral presentations, and so his tales introduced a 

departure from the oral tradition. Andersen's tales were 

literary tales--he made them up himself. Although he 

created some stories like "The Princess and the Pea," "The 

Tinderbox," and "The Emperor's New Clothes," by reworking 

story elements from tales read or told to him as a child, 

his interpretation and characterization made them his own. 

Other tales he invented himself: "The Ugly Duckling," 

"Thumbelina," "The Little Mermaid," and "The Snow Queen," 

among his most well-known. Believing his plays, novels, 

travel diaries, and poetry to be more substantial, he 
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considered his stories the least of his literary achieve

ments. His fairy tales, though, remain the most popular 

of his literary accomplishments. 

The human characters in his stories are varied: 

emperors, princes, squires, princesses, marching soldiers, 

witches, swineherds. In addition, there are other fairy 

tale elements such as talking animals, personification of 

inanimate objects, other-worldly settings, and supernatu

ral happenings. As is the case in fairy tales, frogs, 

mermaids, candles, or plants can talk, and this seems 

logical in his stories. In "The Tinderbox," three wish

granting dogs are made to appear through the magic of the 

tinderbox; they can speak and accomplish impressive tasks. 

These animals ultimately bring about the marriage of the 

soldier to the princess--not an unusual match in Ander

sen's stories, for animals often talk and the marriages 

that end happily ever after are often between two people 

from different backgrounds. Motifs of class distinctions 

and their injustices are common in his tales. Sometimes 

characters like the soldier in "The Tinderbox" triumph 

over the hindrances of these distinctions. In other 

stories the stricture of class is depicted as luckless and 

pitiful, as in "The Little Match Girl." 

Andersen used some of his stories to mock the power 

of class differences: the farcical test of the authentici-
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ty of the princess in "The Princess and the Pea" makes the 

story simultaneously absurd and humorous. The test the 

princess in "Hans Clodhopper" devises is just as absurd: 

she will choose as her husband "the man who knew best how 

to choose his words" (Andersen 228). Even though all the 

men "oiled the corners of their mouths so that they might 

be able to speak more fluently" (229), the winner is Hans 

Clodhopper, the unpolished country fellow whose boorish 

words reflect the questionable taste of the princess. In 

"The Swineherd," a poor prince poses as a swineherd to win 

the heart of a princess. The test he creates requires the 

princess to distinguish between true beauty and shallow 

imitation. Naturally she fails, yet upon realizing her 

mistake she still hopes to have her way; but the prince 

"went into his kingdom, and shut the door in her face" 

(Andersen 24). The coldness of this action is not an 

isolated occurrence; many stories portray an unkindness 

present in the world and the abdication of the spirit to 

the unfairness of fate. 

Some of his tales exposed and ridiculed human weak

nesses, or expressed tender and profound emotions, or 

dealt with universal human problems. He used the story 

"The Candles" to teach a lesson: the two candles, one wax 

and one tallow, each light a different house. The tallow 

candle, of lesser quality than the wax candle, finds that 
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she feels as much pride and gets as much joy lighting the 

shabby dining room of an unprosperous family as the haugh

ty wax candle gets lighting the elegant dining room of the 

grand folk across the street. The lesson of seeing the 

true value and worth of a thing is repeated in "The Night

ingale": the nightingale sings for the pure pleasure of 

bringing joy into the lives of the Emperor and his court, 

yet the Emperor and his subjects are incapable of appreci

ating the bird's true qualities and are more content with 

an imitation. 

While many of the tales collected by the Grimms 

contain more violence and bloodshed than Andersen's, many 

of Andersen's tales possess a pathos and spiritual brutal

ity just as compelling. "The Ugly Duckling," "The Little 

Match Girl," and "The Little Mermaid" all involve charac

ters whose existence in the world is painfully sorrowful. 

Some of his tales were autobiographical; "The Ugly Duck

ling" describes the pain Andersen felt during his own 

childhood. Roger Sale has suggested that Andersen's 

writing was a catharsis, a way for Andersen to deal with 

the pain of his own unhappy childhood, and therefore he 

created tales that were unnecessarily morose and self

indulgently maudlin (63-75). 

The lasting popularity of Andersen's fairy tales is 

warranted by his strengths in speaking to adult and child 
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alike. He had flashes of humor: "The Hill of the Elves" 

showed some playing with incongruities in the menu of the 

feast, "The Emperor's New Clothes" possesses a satire made 

effective though its humor, and in "Thumbelina," even as 

he portrayed her despair, Andersen challenged the logic of 

the reader in ways that are playful. He had ways of 

speaking to the depths of the human spirit with stories 

that are durable, rich, and varied. 

The appeal of the tales of Andersen, the Grimm Broth

ers, and those collected by Andrew Lang has been constant. 

These are stories that have been reread and imitated; 

most certainly the legacy of these stories has inspired 

writers beyond imitation toward new dimensions. Sand

burg's Rootabaga Stories were more than attempts to 

recast the tales of Andersen and the Grimms in an American 

mold; they were improvisations on the forms and ideas that 

constitute the heritage created by these stories. Sand

burg's intentions were to imbue his stories with an Ameri

can tenor. There were other authors who preceded him in 

creating tales that were indigenously American: The sto

ries of Washington Irving, Joel Chandler Harris, and L. 

Frank Baum reflected a desire to have a literature pecul

iar to America. 

Of the earliest American stories that might be consid

ered to be in the same category as the stories of Hans 
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Christian Andersen and the Brothers Grimm, stories from 

the Sketch Book of Washington Irving, published in in-

stallments in 1819-20 come closest. "The Legend of Sleepy 

Hollow" and "Rip Van Winkle" have become part of American 

folklore. The supernatural happenings in the stories have 

their genesis in the superstitions of the folk of the 

characters; the stories are more legends than fairy tales 

or fantasies. Folklorist Richard Dorson points out that 

The difference between the legend and the tale 
can be summed up in what might be the opening 
words of each. The legend: 'There was once ..• 

The tale: 'Once upon a time ... '. The 
legend refers to specifics and history; the tale 
to a fanciful, never-never land. (Emrick 278) 

Irving's stories might have been examples to Sandburg of 

the fun to be had in reworking or creating the stuff of 

legends. 

Joel Chandler Harris's Nights With Uncle Remus, 

published in 1883, was a collection of tales Harris had 

heard told by the plantation slaves. Uncle Remus was the 

narrator of the tales, himself a plantation slave, and 

Brer Rabbit, the hero. Essential to the poetic appeal of 

the talking-beast tales with their antics and follies is 

that they were written in black dialect. In their book, 

Children and Books, Zena Sutherland and May Hill Arbuthnot 

pointed out that the stories are "reminiscent of the 

talking-beast tales of other countries. Some of them may 

have had their roots in India, but it is generally agreed 
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that most of them originated in Africa or were created in 

this country" (187). The stories are funny--some of the 

humor is slapstick at its best--and the language is key. 

The stories of Uncle Remus had a history; Harris, like 

Wilhelm and Jacob Grimm, sought to reproduce stories that 

formed part of a national heritage. 

Frank Baum, like Hans Christian Andersen, set out to 

create rather than collect fairy tales. Unlike Sandburg 

who wrote his Rootabaga Stories for children and adults, 

Baum intended his American Fairy Tales specifically for 

children. Whereas the literary fairy tales of Andersen 

are patently European, Baum's attempted to be conspicuous

ly American. In his Introduction to the 1908 edition of 

his American Fairy Tales he wrote especially about his 

admiration for the tradition created by Andersen, the 

Brothers Grimm, Perrault, and Lang. He went on to add 

that the tradition had as yet no continuation in America 

and it was his aim, with this volume of twelve tales, to 

provide American children "modern tales about modern 

fairies" (ix). Baum's fairy tales were never as popular 

with children or adults as his Oz books. Russel B. Nye's 

explanation for the lack of appeal of American Fairy 

Tales was that "Baum failed to observe the first rule of 

the wonder-tale--that it must create a never-never land in 

which all laws of probability may be credibly contravened 

33 



or suspended" (American Fairy Tales ix). The Wizard of 

Oz, an inventive adventure story with engaging characters 

and decidedly odd happenings, was a much more successful 

book and the beginning of a series of Oz books that Baum 

somewhat reluctantly perpetuated. It has been suggested 

that the quality of the sequels is erratic, reflecting 

Baum's vacillating enthusiasm (Sutherland and Arbuthnot 

261; Sale 226-27). 

Baum's conviction that "every race has its own fairy 

legends" impelled him to create stories that "bear the 

stamp of our own times and depict the progressive fairies 

of today" (American Fairy Tales ix). Sandburg's convic

tion was not so different, and his efforts, like those of 

Baum, Harris, and Irving, added to the collection of tales 

that both incorporated and forged a cultural heritage of 

America. Bruno Bettelheim, though he dealt mainly with 

Indo-European fairy tales, emphasized the importance of 

the enhancement of a child's sense of his cultural herit

age through fairy tales (Enchantment 4). These American 

writers used the Indo-European tradition in fairy tales as 

points of departure for their own modes of transmitting 

their sense of an American heritage. 

In addition to the reward of cultural endowment, 

fairy tales also offer tools for growth and ways to safely 

explore what it means to be human. The psychological 
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benefits offered by using the models in the stories have 

been proclaimed by many. Lutz Rorich has suggested that 

if fairy tales did not have within them the framework for 

solving problems, they would not have survived for cen

turies (Bottigheimer 9). Marie-Louise von Franz wrote 

that fairy tales "are the purest and simplest expression 

of collective unconscious psychic processes" (1). From 

her perspective as a Jungian analyst, she sees all fairy 

tales describing "the same psychic fact, but a fact so 

complex and far-reaching and so difficult for us to real

ize in all its different aspects" (2). The finding out of 

that fact, she wrote, leads one to what Jung calls the 

Self (7). Bruno Bettelheim's psychoanalytic study out

lined the ways in which the fairy tale has the potential 

to be a catalyst for resolving the inner conflicts of a 

child learning to exist in an adult world. He wrote that 

a child "senses from fairy tales that to be a human being 

in this world of ours means having to accept difficult 

challenges, but also encountering wondrous adventures" 

(155). Bettelheim argued that fairy tales offer a child a 

vehicle to externalize his inner fantasy life. For Bet

telheim, the accomplishments of the fairy tale are mostly 

psychological: identities are forged, relationships re

solved, intimacy achieved, the larger world embraced. 

Simon Grolnick, in responding to Bettelheim's contribution 

35 



to the study of fairy tales, suggested that "when told by 

a loving caretaker, the fairy tale triggers a response in 

the young child's imaginative life consistent with its 

developmental level at the moment" (Bottigheimer 210). 

Bettelheim assumed that the child understands that 

fairy tales speak in symbols and that the child translates 

those symbols to meet the needs of the current phase of 

growing up. He wrote that "the fairy tale offers fantasy 

materials which suggest to the child in symbolic form what 

the battle to achieve self-realization is all about, and 

it guarantees a happy ending" (39). He believed that the 

battles symbolized were ones centering upon potentially 

troublesome relationships or transitions, and that the 

fairy tale gives a child characters through which he can 

safely externalize what happens in his mind. Roger Sale, 

in arguing that Bettelheim read too much parent-child 

conflict into the tales, wrote that Bettelheim was guilty 

of "distorting the text and partially rewriting it so as 

to be able to wrench these ancient characters into his 

latter-day developmental patterns" (40). Although Bettel

heim does, in his thorough analysis of many fairy tales, 

cast a heavy tint of parental betrayal, sexual conflict, 

and sibling rivalry over the tales, he admits that the 

reader or listener ultimately chooses whether to apply the 

symbols from a fairy tale to his or her own life or to 
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"simply enjoy the fantastic events it tells about" (43). 

When the reader or listener enjoys those fantastic 

events it is not necessarily "simply"--for in addition to 

Bettelheim's belief that a major benefit of fairy tales 

is the safe framework they provide for a child for working 

through difficult challenges, the enjoyment is also the 

result of a precise and artful blend of elements that 

combine to make each story an enriching experience. The 

various elements of language, style, characterization, and 

setting all work to create what Kay E. Vandergrift defined 

as a "literary form that addresses itself not to recogni

tion or to reason but to aesthetic sensibility" (20). 

Sandburg's Rootabaga Stories fit into the fairy tale 

mode in that they are filled with fanciful 

happenings--some supernatural, some inventive and imagina

tive; there are even some fairies in his stories--corn 

fairies, and they are unmistakably American. The cultural 

heritage that his stories nurture is the American culture 

that was shaped on the prairies and the plains and in the 

cities. Sandburg replaced the landmarks of earlier tales: 

the castles, the deep, dark woods, and the small cottages, 

with railroad stations, skyscrapers, and popcorn farms. 

The poetic language of the stories hearkens to the oral 

tradition in literature where the hearing and telling of a 

tale are essential to the spell it casts. His are not 
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oral tales that have been transcribed or reformed like 

those of Jacob and Wilhelm Grimm and Joel Chandler Harris, 

but ones he created to catch the "fantasy, accents, 

pulses" (Letters 220) of his own country, a country he had 

pride in and knew as a hobo, a worker, and a traveler. 

What enabled him to catch the accents and pulses were his 

intimate knowledge of American folk songs--their forms and 

themes, and the way the words and music fit together--his 

travels and experiences that immersed him in the culture 

he chose to write about, and a pattern of stories from 

folklore that he could use as points of departure. He 

owed much to the oral tradition of fairy tales, to Per

rault and the Brothers Grimm, to Hans Christian Andersen, 

and to the American writers who were also intrigued by a 

fairy tale literature specifically American. 
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CHAPTER III 

Life in Rootabaga Country 

When the Rootabaga Stories were first published in 

1922 and 1923, Maxfield Parrish was the illustrator of 

both volumes, Rootabaga Stories, and Rootabaga Pigeons. 

In 1990 they were republished as Rootabaga Stories, Volume 

X (Stories X) and Rootabaga Stories, Volume XX (Stories 

II) with Maud and Misha Petersham responsible for the 

illustrations. Sandburg was not so much against the work 

of Maxfield Parrish as he was against illustrations in 

general. To Anne Carroll Moore, who wrote an enthusiastic 

review of Rootabaga Stories, he wrote, 

The mind of a child is creatively occupied with 
making its own country, shaping something for 
itself in its own independent world; then it 
turns a page and sees something by Maxfield 
Parrish which topples the child's imaginative 
creation as blasphemously as a big ignorant foot 
kicking over a playhouse which a child had 
designed out of its own mind. (Mitgang 272) 

One of the central features of the stories is Sand-

burg's invitation to the reader to enter into that world 

of imaginative creation. The imaginative creations that 

are sparked by Sandburg's words are dependent upon incon-

gruities that make sense in their own context and upon 
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Sandburg's artistry with imagery. The forty-nine stories 

in the two volumes are mostly short, from three to seven 

pages long, and are grouped in sets of from one to five 

stories. Each set of stories has a title, more like a 

summary, and is followed by a list of "People"; the list 

names the roles in the stories, be they people like The 

Potato Face Blind Man or The Four Uncles, or non-people 

characters such as "A Watermelon Moon" or "The Broom 

Handle" or "Two Skyscrapers." Each of the stories within 

the set has its own title as well; the title of each story 

does not necessarily appear to be a logical subtitle of 

the summary title. Though some connections between the 

stories can be found, each story is an entity and is not 

dependent upon preceding or succeeding stories for its 

logic. 

A close reading of the stories shows that the imagi

native scenarios Sandburg created parallel the sense of 

expansiveness that characterized our country during the 

early part of this century. Sandburg's writing encourages 

his readers to make illustrations in their imaginations as 

creatively and as independently as the inhabitants of the 

country fashioned their world from the raw potential of 

America. 

The title of the first set is "Three Stories About 

the Finding of the Zigzag Railroad, the Pigs with Bibs on, 
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the Circus Clown Ovens, the Village of Liver-and-Onions, 

the Village of Cream Puffs." To describe the story line 

of the first story, "How They Broke Away to Go to the 

Rootabaga Country," would be to tell how Gimme the Ax, 

with his "oldest and youngest and only son" (Stories.! 5), 

Please Gimme, and his "oldest and youngest and only daugh

ter" (6), Ax Me No Questions, sold their belongings to 

ride the zigzagging train to Rootabaga Country, a place 

recognizable by the presence of pigs wearing bibs. In 

America, the occurrence of selling the family's belong

ings to relocate has not been an unusual theme, so in that 

way the story has a conventional aspect. But it is the 

zigzagging of Sandburg's ride between poetry and prose, 

between music and speech, and between what is real and 

what cannot be real, that makes the spirit of the story. 

The story line has a certain logic and technically serves 

to shape the momentum Sandburg created. The balance of 

words, refrains, and cadences shapes the story in ways 

that remind us of the railroad ballads. Recurring like a 

refrain, the descriptions of the ticket that they buy is 

always a "long slick yellow leather slab ticket with a 

blue spanch across it" (11). Somehow a "spanch" is an 

understandable attribute of a ticket. The ticket agent's 

only statement, repeated several times, is "So far? So 

early? So soon?" (6). In order to buy the ticket, they 
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had to sell everything for "spot cash money: pigs, pas

tures, pepper pickers, pitchforks" (5), a litany repeated 

several times throughout the story; a litany whose appeal 

comes both from repetition and the fun of reading it 

aloud. Sandburg gave free rein to the sounds of words, 

sometimes creating cadenzas on a single sound, embellish-

ing sound and idea simultaneously: 

When their neighbors saw them selling everything 
they had, the different neighbors said, "They 
are going to Kansas, to Kokomo, to Canada, to 
Kankakee, to Kalamazoo, to Kamchatka, to the 
Chatahoochee. (5) 

Sandburg had a flair for names; sometimes he used 

descriptive attributes for names, sometimes actions, as in 

Any Ice Today, and sometimes he combined words for the fun 

of nonsense, as in Bevo the Hike, or Slip Me Liz. In this 

case there is a logic as well: the children, Please Gimme 

and Ax Me No Questions, chose their own names according to 

their father's decree that the first words they spoke 

should be their names. This offbeat reasoning is followed 

by a lyric description of the children: "Both of the 

children had the shadows of valleys by night in their eyes 

and the lights of early morning, when the sun is coming 

up, on their foreheads" (4). Sandburg's paternal tender-

ness is not far from the surface here; an affectionate 

side of his nature overtakes whimsy in many places in the 

stories, and lyric musings balance with the cleverness of 
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word play. 

The train ride to Rootabaga Country is a ride through 

places where the happenings are even more fanciful than 

the children naming themselves. They pass through the 

country of the balloon pickers and the "country where the 

circus clowns come from" (8). In the country of balloon 

pickers, the inhabitants are on stilts, sized according to 

their age, and they pick the crop of balloons. With a 

characteristic flourish of improvisation Sandburg de-

scribes the balloons: 

The sky was thick with balloons. Red, blue, 
yellow balloons, white, purple and orange bal
loons--peach, watermelon and potato 
balloons--rye loaf and wheat loaf balloons--link 
sausage and pork chop balloons--they floated and 
filled the sky. (9) 

There are baby balloon pickers who pick baby balloons 

and for whom the buoyancy of the balloons functions as a 

cushion. But balloon picking has its risks: 

"Who is that away up there in the sky climbing 
like a bird in the morning?" Ax Me No Questions 
asked her father. 

"He was singing too happy," replied the father. 
"The songs came out of his neck and made him so 
light the balloons pulled him off his stilts." 

"Will he ever come down again back to his own 
people?" 

"Yes, his heart will get heavy when his songs 
are all gone. Then he will drop down to his 
stilts again." (10) 

The arrival in Rootabaga Country is apparent by pigs 
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wearing bibs: "The checker pigs had checker bibs on, the 

striped pigs had striped bibs on. And the polka dot pigs 

had polka dot bibs on" (12). The refrain of the zigzag-

ging train, slightly different with each chorus, makes the 

sound of repetitive motion the last time: "And the train 

went zigzagging on and on running on the tracks and the 

rails and the spikes and the ties which were all zigzag 

like the letter z and the letter Z" (12). Finally the 

train arrives in Rootabaga Country's biggest city, The 

Village of Liver-and-Onions. After the effort of the 

journey, the excursions of the linguistic improvisations, 

and the imaginative wanderings, there is a coda, a sort of 

paraphrasing of the trip using the phrases of the re-

frains: 

And if you start to go to that country remember 
first you must sell everything you have, pigs, 
pastures, pepper picker, pitchforks, put the 
spot cash money in a ragbag and go to the rail
road station and ask the ticket agent for a long 
slick yellow leather slab ticket with a blue 
spanch across it. (12-13) 

The momentum is accentuated by Sandburg's sparse use of 

commas, and like the train's journey, comes neatly to an 

end; Sandburg's skill was in orchestrating the words and 

ideas to create a tightly constructed story that has the 

appearance of easy, inventive yarn-spinning. 

In the second story in the set, "How They Bring Back 

the Village of Cream Puffs When the Wind Blows it Away," 
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Wing Tip the Spick comes to visit her four uncles in the 

Village of Liver-and-Onions. Wing Tip the Spick is a 

sweet niece, distinguished for her blue eyes: "Her eyes 

are so blue, such a clear light blue, they are the same as 

cornflowers with blue raindrops shining and dancing on 

silver leaves after a sun shower in any of the summer 

months" (15). She has come from the Village of Cream 

Puffs, "a little light village on the upland corn prairie. 

From a long ways off it looks like a little hat you could 

wear on the end of your thumb to keep the rain off your 

thumb" (16). "Wing Tip the Spick" seems an uncharacteris

tic name for a girl who speaks so daintily and who is 

described so charmingly; the combination of Sandburg's 

images and words invites an imaginative reconciliation. 

The Village of Cream Puffs is so light and airy that 

it has a tendency to float away; so in the middle of the 

city in the public square is the Roundhouse of the Big 

Spool where the village is tethered (to what, we might 

wonder) and reeled in whenever the wind carries it too far 

aloft. The inhabitants are "proud because it was thought 

up and is there to show when visitors come" (18). After 

Wing Tip the Spick tells her doting uncles of the Round

house of the Big Spool, the epithet of her blue eyes is 

repeated as a refrain along with her original pronounce

ment, now a cadence, about visiting her uncles: "I know 
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for sure now these are sweet uncles and I am going to have 

a sweet time visiting my relations" (20). 

With the final story in the set, "How the Five Rusty 

Rats Helped Find a New Village," Sandburg described an 

event in the history of Rootabaga Country that helps to 

give it a lore and a past. In this story, Wing Tip the 

Spick's four uncles defer to her judgment in offering help 

to a gray rat--"gray as the gray gravy on a beefsteak" 

(21). The reason for her insistence on giving the rat 

shelter from the blizzard is that the Village of Cream 

Puffs owes its very founding to five similar rats who 

once, coincidentally, saved a group of cream puff eaters 

who were stranded in a blizzard. The cream puff eaters, 

on a mission to found a new village, were saved from death 

by 

the five lucky rats, the five rusty rats, rust 
on their skin and hair, rust on their feet and 
noses, rust all over, and especially, most 
especially of all, rust on their long curved 
tails. They dug their noses down into the snow 
and their long curved tails stuck up far above 
ths snow where the people who were lost in the 
blizzard could take hold of the tails like 
handles. ( 24) 

This becomes a chorus for the story and each repetition of 

this chorus is slightly different, but predictable enough 

to be comforting in its reasoning so that any visitor to 

the Village of Cream Puffs would fully understand and 

respect the presence of "the statue of the five lucky 
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rusty rats with their long curved tails sticking up in the 

air like handles" (27) in the middle of the public square 

of the Village of Cream Puffs. 

Characteristics that prevail throughout all the 

stories are apparent in this first set. There is a domi

nance of images from nature, images that evoke impressions 

and remembrances of the expansiveness and the beauty of 

the land. Also evident is Sandburg's debt to the folk 

songs he collected; the repeated refrains and systematic 

recapitulations resemble their folk music counterparts. 

Sandburg was not unaware of the parallels between an 

artistic musical creation and a literary creation. A 

friend from the Chicago Daily News, Lloyd Lewis, suggest

ed to him that the last chapters of The War Years "rise 

to symphonic proportions" (Detzer 201). Sandburg respond

ed that the last chapters had "deliberate crescendo and 

diminuendo effects running through the shades and accents 

of statement . with possibly the color and music 

values wanted" (Detzer 201). 

He created the Rootabaga Stories with the "shades and 

accents" as well, and they reflect what Sandburg heard and 

saw in his travels. Railroads, emblematic of expansion, 

power, and the newness of America, held their appeal for 

Sandburg in song and lore. His creation of Rootabaga 

Country begins with the railroad journey to arrive there; 
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once there, a logic obtains that is similar to the suspen

sion of literal facts in all fairy tales. In Rootabaga 

Country we know we are in America: simply the name of the 

Village of Liver-and-Onions reminds us of a diner on a 

roadside in the Midwest. Names like "Ax Me no Questions" 

and "Wing Tip the Spick" have a sound to them that Sand

burg himself realized is "a departure from the educated 

Englishman's speech, is too Americanese, and might seem 

almost nationalistic in its flaunting of the North Ameri

can airs and syllables" (Mitgang 286). 

The first set of stories explained some of the fea

tures of Rootabaga Country borrowing from the format of a 

"why" tale. The set, "Five Stories About the Potato Face 

Blind Man," develops the picture of life in Rootabaga 

Country, specifically in the Village of Liver-and-Onions. 

There, on the street corner nearest the post office, the 

Potato Face Blind Man plays his once diamond-studded 

accordion that now looks like a "used-to-be-yesterday" 

(32). The first story, "The Potato Face Blind Man Who 

Lost the Diamond Rabbit on His Gold Accordion," explains 

the history of the accordion, how the "18 carat gold 

accordion with rich pawnshop diamonds in it" (31) came to 

look so sorry. It seems that whenever the Potato Face 

Blind Man played his accordion on the street "to make 

people cry it makes them sad and when they are sad the 
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gold goes away off the accordion" and when the "blind man 

goes to sleep because his music is full of sleepy songs 

like the long wind in a sleepy valley, then while the 

blind man is sleeping the diamonds in the diamond rabbit 

all go away" (32-33). This picture of the blind man 

suggests a city scenario, but Sandburg's description of 

the songs he sings creates a pastoral idea, dramatizing 

the contrast between urban and rural that is prevalent in 

much of his poetry. 

The Potato Face Blind Man was a favorite character of 

Sandburg's. In a letter to Helen Keller he wrote: 

I have the impression that you are not acquaint
ed with my Potato Face Blind Man. He is the 
leading character in two books, Rootabaga Sto
ries and Rootabaga Pigeons, which I wrote for 
young people, meaning by young people those who 
are children and those grownups who keep some
thing of the child heart. If you do not have 
these books I should love to send them to you, 
for there are pages which travel somewhat as my 
heart and mind would have if I had gone blind, 
which twice in my life carne near happening. 
(Mitgang 270) 

The Potato Face Blind Man has a philosophical side; 

in some stories he touches on human foibles, perhaps not 

as pointedly or bitterly as some characters from Hans 

Christian Andersen's stories do, yet with a poignancy that 

invites some introspection. In "How the Potato Face Blind 

Man Enjoyed Himself on a Fine Spring Morning," he sits on 

the corner by the post office waiting for people to give 

him money, wearing a sign: "I Am Blind Too." When asked 
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why he is wearing the sign, he replies, 

Some of the people who pass by here going into 
the postoffice and coming out, they have 
eyes--but they see nothing with their eyes. 
They look where they are going and they get 
where they wish to get, but they forget why they 
came and they do not know how to come away. 
They are my blind brothers. It is for them I 
have the sign that reads, "I Am Blind Too." (38) 

While his philosophizing does not always impart a 

moral lesson in the manner of fables, or express a psycho-

logical truth in the sense of inner conflict, there is an 

omniscient view that is both accepting and provocative. 

The Potato Face Blind Man's comments open the door to 

ideas of some depth, yet there is no closure, no defini-

tive conclusion. Like the balloon picker who will return 

to his stilts when his "heart will get heavy when his 

songs are all gone" (10), the Potato Face Blind Man's 

open-ended observations suggest a dimension not described 

in the stories, a dimension Sandburg lets us discover for 

ourselves. The invitation to the imaginative musings 

mirrors Sandburg's invitation to experience the physical 

vastness of the country with its unknown potential. 

In the same story there is a description of the 

vessels Potato Face makes available to passers-by for 

donations: a thimble hung from the top button of his coat, 

a tin copper cup for the baseball players to throw in 

nickels and pennies, a wooden mug with a hole in the 

bottom so the very poor people who make donations will get 
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their money back, and an aluminum dishpan and a galvanized 

iron washtub on either side of him in case someone comes 

out of the post office who is afraid his money is no good 

any more; he can pour it all into the dishpan and washtub 

beside the Potato Face Blind Man. The array is intriguing 

and the optimism is grandiose, and the easy earnestness of 

Potato Face is touching. 

Strange things happen in Rootabaga Country. Sandburg 

created a feeling of legend and lore about the place so 

that even though Rootabaga Country is the product of his 

imagination, there is a sense of a place whose oddities 

seem normal because of the lengthy history of the place. 

In "Poker Face the Baboon and Hot Dog the Tiger," also 

from the set of stories featuring the Potato Face Blind 

Man, a man in overalls shovels silver dollars from his 

wheelbarrow into Potato Face's aluminum dishpan and gal

vanized washtub, puts his shovel in his wheelbarrow, and 

walks away. This is less astonishing when the explanation 

is given: "When the moon has a green rim with red meat 

inside and black seeds on the red meat, then in the Roota

baga Country they call it a Watermelon Moon and look for 

anything to happen" (39). This explanation frames the 

story; as in so many of the stories, the words serve as a 

refrain, or in this case, as both prelude and coda. With 

this portent, the Potato Face Blind Man and two luck-
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bringing mascots, Poker Face the Baboon and Hot Dog the 

Tiger, take the spot on the corner nearest the post office 

to wait for good luck. Soon "Whitson Whimble, the patent 

clothes wringer manufacturer, came by in his big limousine 

automobile car without horses to pull it. He was sitting 

back on the leather upholstered seat cushions" (40). 

Whitson Whimble stopped, looked, and commanded his chauf

feur to drive on. Fifteen minutes later the unnamed man 

in overalls came by and shoveled silver dollars from his 

wheelbarrow into the aluminum dishpan and the galvanized 

iron washtub on either side of the Potato Face Blind Man 

and "fixed it so that for many years the Potato Face Blind 

Man had silver dollars to spend" (43). The suggestive 

contrast between the unnamed man in overalls and Whitson 

Whimble exemplifies Sandburg's concern with social injus

tice. 

The Potato Face Blind Man explains another legend to 

his friend, Any Ice Today, in the story "The Toboggan-to

the-Moon Dream of the Potato Face Blind Man." The dream 

comes to him annually and signals that the first snow 

flurry is five weeks away: "The black leaves are falling 

now and they fill the sky but five weeks go by and then 

for every black leaf there will be a thousand snow crys

tals shining white" (45). Sandburg's attraction to exper

imenting with color imagery is especially apparent in this 
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story. The toboggan runs from the moon to the Rootabaga 

Country and is white and soft as snow--the creation of the 

big white spiders of the moon. White Gold Boys and Blue 

Silver Girls slide down this toboggan and the Potato Face 

Blind Man picks up handfuls of them; their pockets are 

"full of things so little we have never seen them" (46). 

Somewhere in the story the question of whether this tobog

gan exists only in dream or in the domain of Rootabaga 

Country becomes moot, for occurrences in Rootabaga Coun

try, though not specifically dream-like, have the same 

suspension of reality. The appearance of the toboggan, 

the tiny little creatures who slide both up and down on 

it, and the supposed significance of the prophetic logic 

of it all blend to make an accepted Rootabaga Country 

folklore. 

Even though the presence of a fairy in a fairy tale 

is not required, a supernatural creature is often an 

ingredient. In "How Gimme the Ax Found Out About the 

Zigzag Railroad and who Made it Zigzag," the Potato Face 

Blind Man fills in yet another piece of the history of 

Rootabaga Country that involves, if not technically super

natural creatures, at least some incredible ones. Gimme 

the Ax, having picked a necktie poppy "to wear for a 

necktie scarf going downtown to the postoffice and around 

looking around" (49), asks the Potato Face why the rail-
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road tracks run zigzag in the Rootabaga Country. He 

explains that the zizzies, who seem to be more bug-like 

than anything, 

jumped on the rails with their zigzag legs, and 
spit and twisted with their zigzag teeth and 
tongues till they twisted the whole railroad and 
all the rails and tracks into a zigzag railroad 
with zigzag rails for the trains, the passenger 
trains and the freight trains, all to run zigzag 
on. (50) 

This explanation, like a refrain, and like such devices in 

oral tales that are told and retold, is repeated several 

times with variations. The railroad gets straightened out 

and the zizzies twist it back again until finally it stays 

in a "zigzag like the letter Z and the letter Z at the end 

of the alphabet" (51). The description zigzags off, 

giving the impression of alliterative spontaneity and 

accentuating the image of the twisting and scrunching of 

the railroad tracks; the sounds of the language are as 

entertaining as the designs they sketch. The necktie 

scarf that Gimme the Ax wears is appealing in its oft-

repeated description: "It is a necktie with a picture like 

whiteface pony spots on a green frog swimming in the 

moonshine" (49). Its function is not to be a component of 

the plot, but to add more music to the work of the 

zizzies. 

In the "Five Stories About the Potato Face Blind 

Man," the sense of place created by images and language 
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makes Rootabaga Country a place whose cultural heritage 

seems familiar. Rootabaga Country reflects Sandburg's 

view of his own country as it accommodates the industrial 

mode in an agrarian culture. Any Ice Today is reminiscent 

more by his name than his character of that transition 

time when Whitson Whimble, or someone like him, was con

spicuous in "his automobile car without horses to pull 

it." The language of the zizzies who, when they finish 

their task, say "This is it--we done it" (51), has the 

spunk of the lingo Sandburg liked--the lingo he was trying 

to realize in his attempts to catch the accents and pulses 

of the language. 

A supernatural component links the stories in the 

set, "Three Stories About the Gold Buckskin Whincher." 

The gold buckskin whincher is a sort of amulet or charm 

whose power is various: "different whinchers have differ

ent powers" (59). There is no description of what the 

whincher looks like, only the specification that a "gold 

buckskin whincher is different from just a plain common 

whincher. It has power" (56). In each story a different 

person possesses the whincher with different results. 

What is consistent in its power is that incidents the 

whincher brings about are determined by alphabetical 

anomalies of a person's name. In "The Story of Blixie 

Blimber and the Power of the Gold Buckskin Whincher," 
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when Blixie wore the whincher around her neck, its silent 

power determined that she would fall head over heels in 

love with the first man she met with an X in his name. 

When that happened, the silent power of the whincher 

changed it to the first man with two X's in his name, and 

then to the first man with three X's in his name, so that 

Blixie was having a hard time keeping up, until the 

whincher fell into the rain water in the cistern and 

Blixie's life returned to normal, as did her original 

steady companion, Jimmy the Flea. What Sandburg has done 

has been to use a workable motif--how a magic object can 

change one's life--and use it as a springboard for fool

ishness that seems, in the context of the story, to make 

sense. The momentum of the story comes both from the 

complications of Blixie Blimber's life and the challenge 

to come up with names to propel the predicament: first, 

Silas Baxby, then Fritz Axenbax, and finally the three-X 

name, James Sixbixdix. Sandburg's fun playing with names 

pervades these stories. 

"The Story of Jason Squiff and Why He Had a Popcorn 

Hat, Popcorn Mittens and Popcorn Shoes" tells how the 

gold buckskin whincher was retrieved from the cistern by 

Jason Squiff whose distinguishing characteristic was that 

"you could pick him out down in the dark cistern, by the 

lights of his greenish yellowish hair" (60). The whinch-
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er's silent power this time decreed to Jason that "because 

you have the pleasure and happiness of having a Q in your 

name you must have a popcorn hat, popcorn mittens, and 

popcorn shoes" (64). This allows for all sorts of color 

play: the white of the popcorn, the black slush and mud of 

the cistern, Jason's shining greenish yellowish hair. 

Sandburg put the words in prose form, but their arrange

ment results in images and description that are more 

poetry than prose. At first Jason has difficulty func

tioning with a hat, shoes, and mittens made of 

popcorn--they get dirty, the chickens want to eat his 

mittens, and people stare at him. When his feeling of 

irritation is replaced by pride, he unknowingly gives the 

vest with the whincher in its pocket to the rag man. 

"The Story of Rags Habakuk, the Two Blue Rats, and 

the Circus Man Who Came with Spot Cash Money" continues 

the journey of the whincher and its powers. When the rag 

man, Rags Habakuk, puts Jason Squiff's vest containing the 

whincher in his ragbag, the silent powers of the whincher 

respond to the fact that Rags Habakuk has two K's in his 

name by putting two blue rats on his shoulders, one for 

the right ear and one for the left. These turn out to be 

lucky rats, for Rags Habakuk's rag business thrives as 

never before. What he did not know was the silent decree 

of the whincher that if he "ever sells one of the blue 
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rats then one of his daughters shall marry a taxicab 

driver--and if he ever sells the other blue rat then his 

other daughter shall marry a moving-picture hero actor" 

(70). An offer from a circus man of two thousand dollars 

"spot cash greenbacks money" persuaded him to sell the 

rats, and his daughters indeed married as predicted. As 

for the whincher, "the lucky vest with the gold buckskin 

whincher was stolen from Rags Habakuk by the taxicab 

driver " ( 7 2 ) . 

These stories are funny, they are full of fantasy, 

and they have some subtle comments on human nature. There 

is an imaginative logic in which improbabilities are 

understandable. Pride and greed are mentioned, but with

out ponderous moralizing. The language and plot mesh to 

create a sense of fun. The components of these 

stories--the moving-picture hero actor, popcorn, hayrack 

rides, a taxicab driver, the gunnysack ragbag--all invoke 

a time and place far removed from the emperors, princes, 

swineherds, castles, and tinderboxes of the fairy tales 

that Sandburg himself read. All, however, have in common 

the suspension of belief in reality as we know it and the 

dealing with the decrees of fate. 

Some of the stories depend more on the sounds of 

language than on plots or themes for their appeal; the 

pleasure of reading or hearing them is derived from Sand-
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burg's obvious enjoyment of the sounds of words. From the 

set of "Four Stories About the Deep Doom of Dark 

Doorways," the first story, "The Wedding Procession of the 

Rag Doll and the Broom Handle and Who Was in It," is 

itself a procession of words and sounds; the structure of 

the story mirrors the ideas. The Musical Soup Eaters 

furnish the music for the procession, a description North 

Callahan viewed as a takeoff on bad manners (106): 

They marched with big bowls of soup in front of 
them and big spoons for eating the soup. They 
whistled and chuzzled and snozzled the soup and 
the noise they made could be heard far up at the 
head of the procession where the Spoon Lickers 
were marching. So they dipped their soup and 
looked around and dipped their soup again. (78) 

There is an almost hypnotic repetition of the last line 

that is repeated at the end of each description of the 

marchers in the procession; for the Clean Ears, for in-

stance: "they wiggled their ears and looked around and 

wiggled their ears again" (78). In addition, the alliter-

ative and onomatopoetic qualities of the language, with 

words like "chuzzled" and "snozzled," enhance the pageant-

ry of the procession. That the Broom Handle and the Rag 

Doll are getting married is less noteworthy than the array 

of attendants: the Spoon Lickers, the Chocolate Chins, the 

Dirty Bibs, the Tin Pan Bangers, the Clean Ears, the Easy 

Ticklers, the Chubby Chubs and the Sleepyheads--all per-

sonifications of childhood with its gaiety and messiness. 
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"How the Hat Ashes Shovel Helped Snoo Foo" explains 

how the Sniggers children determined among themselves what 

kind of hat Snoo Foo, the snow man, should wear. The fun 

comes from the riddles and the sounds made from the words, 

almost like a tongue-twister. There are six Sniggers 

children; Blink, Swink, and Jink are the three biggest 

ones and Blunk, Swunk, and Junk are the three littlest. 

The decision of whether "to put a crooked hat on crooked" 

or "to put a straight hat on straight" (81) causes a great 

fuss. The setup with the names and the controversy over 

crooked and straight are the catalysts for the kind of 

joking that nonsense songs or cumulative songs encourage. 

The decision to put on two hats, a straight hat put on 

straight and a crooked hat put on crooked, is unimportant 

by the time the meanderings with the names and hats are 

completed. The fun of it is the point, and Sandburg 

showed this with the last sentence: 

That was the end of the fuss between the Snig
gers children and it was Jink, the littlest one 
of the biggest, and Junk, the littlest one of 
the littlest, who settled the fuss by looking 
clean into each other's eyes and laughing. If 
you ever get into a fuss try this way of set
tling it. ( 82) 

This story and the next one, "How Bimbo the Snip's 

Thumb Stuck to His Nose When the Wind Changed," are both 

nonsense tales that heap absurdity upon absurdity, while 

drawing the reader into the ludicrous reasoning. "Clever 
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Elsie" from the Grimms' collection used a similar device: 

when Elsie was sent to the cellar to fetch a glass of beer 

for Hans, her suitor who was searching for a clever bride, 

she spied a pick-axe stuck in the ceiling and said, "If I 

get Hans, and we have a child, and he grows big, and we 

send him into the cellar here to draw beer, then the 

pick-axe will fall on his head and kill him" (Arbuthnot 

284). As Elsie elaborates on her fears, her foolishness 

grows more and more ridiculous. 

Like Elsie and like the Sniggers children, Bimbo the 

Snip has a problem whose solution is more far-fetched than 

the problem itself. The story is a takeoff on a supersti

tion Sandburg remembered being told to him and his brother 

by his mother: "When Mart or I thumbed the nose and wig

gled the fingers, we heard from mother, 'You be careful. 

If the wind changes, your thumb will stick there and you 

can't get it loose'" (Strangers 87). In this story Bimbo 

the Snip wiggles his fingers at the iceman and the wind 

changes, his thumb sticks to his nose. His father, Bevo 

the Hike, proceeds through a comical hierarchy to learn 

the solution: from the ward alderman to the barn boss of 

the street cleaning department, to the head vaccinator of 

the vaccination bureau of the health department, who 

directs him to the man with the answer, "the big main 

fixer of the weather bureau where they understand the 

61 



tricks of the wind and the wind changing" (94). The 

solution, to hit the thumb six times with the end of a 

traffic policeman's club, requires a series of involved 

steps: the traffic policeman must leave the street corner 

to lend his club and therefore requires a monkey to take 

his place. The monkey needs a ladder and a whistle that 

Bevo the Hike is able to acquire only from the umbrella 

handle maker who requests that the ladder and whistle be 

back by midnight. Finally, his finger unstuck, Bimbo the 

Snip says to his father, "I will be careful how I stick my 

thumb to my nose and wiggle my fingers the next time the 

wind changes" ( 9 8) . 

In this story Sandburg used a traditional motif of 

arranging a sequence of events to create a journey of 

absurdity; he used ideas that were current with the time 

but put the components together to form a curious fellow

ship. Is there a head vaccinator of the vaccination 

bureau of the health department? Would we find him in one 

of the Grimms' stories or in one of Andersen's? Is the 

traffic so thick that the policeman can not leave without 

a replacement? The setting of the story suggests a de

veloping town in the early part of the century, similar to 

the towns Sandburg visited in his travels; but the design 

of the story--the predicament and the search for a 

remedy--has a history much older than those towns. 
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The last story in the set, "Three Boy with Jugs of 

Molasses and Secret Ambitions" is another with name im

provisations. Eeta Peeca Pie, Meeny Miney, and Miney Mo 

are three young men with a secret ambition to go railroad

ing and who have a bizarre adventure after stepping in the 

molasses spilled from the shattered molasses jug. They 

shrink to the size of potato bugs and actually go to 

Potato Bug Country where they meet the Potato Bug million

aire who gives them some money, known as "fleems" in 

Potato Bug Country. When their money, or fleems, run out, 

as luck would have it, they are returned to normal size 

and come home. The refrain in this story, repeated a last 

time after the safe return of the boys from their adven

ture, is an invitation to reconsider some events of the 

story: "And a secret ambition is a little creeper that 

creeps and creeps in your heart night and day, singing a 

little song, 'Come and find me, come and find me'" (92). 

Like so many of the refrains in the stories and like so 

many of the musings of the Potato Face Blind Man, this one 

has a reflective dimension; balanced with the caprices of 

names and ingenious adventures, there is in the stories a 

subtle suggestion of thoughtfulness. 

With the four stories in this set, Sandburg seemed to 

be speaking directly to children. The language is snappy, 

the action is energetic, and some of the situations--the 
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Sniggers children and the wedding procession, for 

example--have a child's outlook. 

The set of stories, "Three Stories About Three Ways 

the Wind Went Winding," has a different tone; there is a 

rhapsodic lilt to the imagery and the language. These 

stories do not have the cleverness with riddle and rhyme 

that we see in some of the previous ones. Instead there 

is a lushness of imagery in both language and thought. 

The problems of the changes created by a newly industrial

ized society and the survival of the landscapes that are 

so grand are concerns Sandburg addressed in much of his 

poetry; the same themes are woven into the fabric of these 

stories. Whether the stories have qualities that are 

allegorical, exuberantly poetic, or simply entertaining, 

their rhythms and accents are those of America. 

"The Two Skyscrapers Who Decided to Have a Child" 

has the feel of a parable. The two skyscrapers talk to 

each other high above the city "the same as mountains 

talk" (101). Each has a weather vane--one a tin brass 

goat, the other a tin brass goose--both "looking out 

across prairies, and silver blue lakes shining like blue 

porcelain breakfast plates, and out across silver snakes 

of winding rivers in the morning sun" (102). The North

west Wind, a friend to the skyscrapers, declares in the 

manner of an oracle that the weather vanes will be blown 
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off when bad luck has struck and it is somebody's funeral. 

The two skyscrapers decide to have a child--a free 

child--and their child is the Golden Spike Limited, the 

fastest long distance train in Rootabaga Country. The 

skyscrapers were glad "to have a free child running away 

from the big city, far away to the mountains, far away to 

the sea, running as far as the farthest mountains and sea 

coasts touched by the Northwest Wind" (104). Some time 

later the tin brass goat and the tin brass goose are found 

lying on the ground as the newspapers tell of the Golden 

Spike disaster with many lives lost. It is a story that 

is distinguished for its lyricism and for its construction 

of images; more than some other stories, this is easily 

identifiable as Sandburg's. Sandburg was troubled by what 

he saw as the incongruity between city and prairie. He 

was attracted to both--the pace and power of the city, and 

the peace and beauty of the prairie. The balance between 

the image of the skyscrapers in the city and the serene 

and beautiful landscapes they look out onto is upset by 

the train. Sandburg created the same tension in much of 

his poetry. In "Skyscraper" from his Chicago Poems he 

wrote, 

By day the skyscraper looms in the smoke and 
sun and has a soul. 

Prairie and valley, streets of the city, pour 
people into it and they mingle among its 
twenty floors and are poured out again 
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back to the streets, prairies and valleys. 
(Complete Poems 31) 

In "The Dollar Watch and the Five Jack-Rabbits," 

there are several skyscrapers. The highest was built with 

the money left in the will of a man who wanted "a building 

so big it would scrape the thunder clouds and stand higher 

than all other skyscrapers" (109). Sandburg is more 

obviously critical in this story; he notes that the rich 

man wanted "the building high in the air because the 

higher it goes the longer I will be remembered and the 

longer the years men will mention my name after I am dead" 

(110). Young Leather and Red Slippers have values differ-

ent from those of the rich man--they are walking across 

the Rootabaga Country "because it made their feet glad to 

feel the dirt of the earth under their shoes and they were 

close to the smells of the earth" (106). With the aspira-

tions of Young Leather and Red Slippers compared to those 

of the rich man, Sandburg has made a contrast between 

urban and rural. Young Leather and Red Slippers laugh 

when they see the skyscraper and ask permission from the 

mayor to give a show: to jump their five jack-rabbits over 

the highest skyscraper. It seems that Sandburg could not 

resist an acerbic jab at politics in his description of 

the mayor as one who speaks "in the manner of a politician 

who has studied politics" (110). Young Leather and Red 

Slippers jump their long-legged spider jack-rabbits over 

66 



the skyscraper; four go higher and higher, over the sky

scraper, and then back down into the arms of their care

takers. The fifth kept going and going till he was out of 

sight and never came back. Young Leather and Red Slippers 

seem to know where the fifth jack-rabbit went, and why, 

but it is left to the mind of the reader to answer those 

questions. 

Like the fifth jack-rabbit, the Wooden Indian and the 

Shaghorn Buffalo take an excursion out of town, but unlike 

the fifth jack-rabbit, they return. The picture of the 

Wooden Indian stepping off his stand in front of the cigar 

store joined by the Shaghorn Buffalo vacating his post in 

front of the haberdasher shop and running "like a prairie 

wind straight west on Main Street" (115) is vividly drawn. 

Relying on color images of blue and white, Sandburg set a 

peaceful scene. In its midst, in the middle of the night, 

is the thundering exit of the Wooden Indian and the Shag

horn Buffalo to the exquisite and peaceful beauty of the 

Clear Green River where they stand and look for a long 

while. After returning as thunderously as they left, they 

are again frozen in their spots. The contrast here is 

between the calm of the city in the middle of the night 

and the serenity of the vista they steal off to savor, if 

only for a short time. 

Sandburg used unanswered questions and provocative 
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juxtapositions as invitations to imaginative excursions. 

In "The Two Skyscrapers Who Decided to Have a Child" and 

"The Dollar Watch and the Five Jack-Rabbits" the skyscrap

ers have their majesty and power. They are either monu

ments to pride and vanity or unique opportunities to see 

the panoramic wonders of our land. At the same time that 

the Golden Spike celebrates the potential of industry, it 

speeds away from the city, the emblem of what created it. 

There is an implication that the Wooden Indian and the 

Shaghorn Buffalo are more in tune with the surroundings of 

the Clear Green River than their posts in front of the hat 

store in the middle of town, but that they can tolerate 

their city environment if they can periodically renew 

themselves with nature. The poetic language that sketches 

the landscapes--"the silver snakes of winding rivers in 

the morning sun" (102)--and the tenderness Sandburg shows 

in describing the jack-rabbits with their strong legs and 

long, smooth ears show Sandburg's affinity for the world 

of nature. The tall skyscrapers stand in contrast to this 

poetically beautiful world, yet Sandburg's image of their 

strength and solidarity invites respect and appreciation. 

Sandburg seemed to be unresolved in his own mind regarding 

the urban-rural balance and the vignettes created in the 

stories reveal his ambivalence and invite a variety of 

evaluations. 
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"The White Horse Girl and the Blue Wind Boy" from the 

set of stories entitled "Four Stories About Dear, Dear 

Eyes" could be explained as a love story, a fantasy, a 

color collage. It is one of the best of them all for its 

language, imagery, idea, and style. Its beginning gives 

the feeling of a legend; there is a sense that this story 

has been told many times: 

When the dishes are washed at night time and the 
cool of the evening has come in summer or the 
lamps and fires are lit for the night in win
ter, then the fathers and mothers in the Roota
baga Country sometimes tell young people the 
story of the White Horse Girl and the Blue Wind 
Boy. ( 121) 

Sandburg used this introduction again as a conclusion, 

framing the story--a technique of many of the stories. 

The evocative descriptions of the White Horse Girl and the 

Blue Wind Boy display the fun Sandburg had with color and 

the aura he could create. The White Horse Girl has three 

horses, "one horse white as snow, another horse white as 

new washed sheep wool, and another white as silver. "And 

she could not tell because she did not know which of these 

three horses she liked best" (122). Sandburg used incon

clusive phrases like "and she could not tell" skillfully 

to create not so much a feeling of mystery as an aura of 

expansiveness. The Blue Wind Boy liked to "put on strong 

shoes and go hiking among the hills and along the rivers 

of the west Rootabaga Country, listening to the winds" 
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(122), and he could not say which of the many winds he 

heard he liked best. The descriptions of the winds show 

their many aspects--the blue wind of day time, "the night 

wind of blue summer stars in summer and blue of winter 

stars in winter. And there was yet another, a blue wind 

of the times between night and day, a blue dawn and 

evening" ( 122). 

The White Horse Girl and the Blue Wind Boy meet and 

leave to go "where the white horses come from and where 

the blue wind begins" (124). The only news comes from a 

Gray Man on Horseback who has seen them in a place so far 

away it would take years to ride to where they are: 

They were sitting together and talking to each 
other, sometimes singing, in a place where the 
land runs high and tough rocks reach up. And 
they were looking out across water, blue water 
as far as the eye could see. And away far off 
the blue waters met the blue sky. (125) 

They were watching "the place where the white horses come 

from and where the blue wind begins." These two who in 

their farewell note had written "keep a corner in your 

hearts for us while we are gone" (124) appear to plan to 

stay there. The Gray Man on Horseback gives no more 

information. 

Several things about the story are appealing. The 

language, poetic and evocative as it is, is better suited 

to the prose of a story than verse of a poem; in poetic 

form it would lose its expansiveness and seem thin. Like 
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facets reflecting light, the images in the story show a 

variety of perspectives on the landscape Sandburg de

scribed. The collage lends itself to a variety of levels 

of interpretation and enjoyment. 

In "The White Horse Girl and the Blue Wind Boy" 

Sandburg experimented with different ways of looking at 

blue and white; "What Six Girls with Balloons Told the 

Gray Man on Horseback," is another story that explores 

ways of seeing. The Gray Man on Horseback (a brother to 

the Gray Man on Horseback from the previous story) meets 

six girls, each with six balloons tied to her braids, and 

asks, "Tell me why are balloons--that is what I want you 

to tell me--why are balloons?" (129). Each girl gives a 

description of her balloons; to one "a balloon used to be 

a flower," to another "a balloon is foam," and to another, 

"balloons are to make us look up" (131). Like descrip

tions of white horses and blue winds, these descriptions 

are imaginative and vivid. As Sandburg had intended, they 

"allure but baffle" (Sutton 6-7). 

Each description of balloons is alluring in its 

challenge to add to a variety of viewpoints; similarly 

this country's vastness and potential have been alluring 

in the variety of both physical and experiential offer

ings. That place "where the blue wind begins" (124) is as 

baffling as the destination of the fifth jack-rabbit--both 
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require imaginative journeys. Those imaginative journeys 

that Sandburg provided in these stories mirror the oppor-

tunity for discovery of the wonders and potential offered 

by this land that has been so alluring to Americans. 

The stories, "How Henry Hagglyhoagly Played the 

Guitar with His Mittens On," and "Never Kick a Slipper at 

the Moon," each explain a tradition based on an event in 

Rootabaga Country. Henry Hagglyhoagly had purchased a 

"Spanish Spinnish Splishy guitar" (136) with which to 

serenade Susan Slackentwist, the daughter of the rutabaga 

king. Because it was so cold, Henry had to play with his 

mittens on, and because Susan Slackentwist "opened her 

window and threw him a snow-bird feather to keep for a 

keepsake to remember her by," it remained a custom that 

"for years afterward many a sweetheart in the Rootabaga 

Country told her lover, 'If you wish to marry me let me 

hear you under my window on a winter night playing the 

guitar with wool yarn mittens on'" (138). The next story 

adds another caveat to life in Rootabaga Country: 

Never kick a slipper at the moon if it is the 
time for the Dancing Slipper Moon when the slim 
early moon looks like the toe and the heel of a 
dancer's foot because your slipper will go 
straight up on and on to the moon, and fasten 
itself on the moon as if the moon is a foot 
ready for dancing. (139) 

The subject matter of these two stories is whimsical 

and the language reflects that lightness with a style that 
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is more clever than elevated. The Blue Wind Boy looks at 

the sky and sees the "night wind of blue with summer stars 

in summer and blue of winter stars in winter" (122), and 

Henry Hagglyhoagly sees stars "fixed like numbers and the 

arithmetic writing of a girl going to school learning to 

write number 4 and number 7 and 4 and 7 over and over" 

( 138) . 

A refrain from the story "Sand Flat Shadows"--the 

only story in the set, "Only the Fire-Born Understand 

Blue"-- shows the perception of the stars as a constant 

and distant presence: "Over everything and always last and 

highest of all, were the stars" (145). This story seems 

like a creation myth. When Fire the Goat and Flim the 

Goose sleep side by side on the sand flat shore, Fire the 

Goat explains the shadows they see on the horizon to Flim 

the Goose. The shadows are the failed attempts of the 

Makers of the World to make creatures for the earth. 

Along with some specific descriptions of the shadows, 

Sandburg suggested--as he did in some of his other sto-

ries--that there are many ways to see things: 

"People say they are shadows," began Fire 
the Goat. "That is a name, a word, a little 
cough and a couple of syllables. 

"For some people shadows are comic and only 
to laugh at. For some other people shadows are 
like a mouth and its breath. The breath comes 
out and it is nothing. It is like air and 
nobody can make it into a package and carry it 
away. It will not melt like gold nor can you 
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shovel it like cinders. So to these people it 
means nothing. (150) 

This story is carefully constructed; there are ca-

dences, repetitions that become choruses, and as in the 

majority of his stories, a coda that slightly refashions 

language from the chorus. While the tempo of the language 

and the beauty of some of the phrases--"silver blue, sheet 

blue," "the rim curve of the Big Lake of the Booming 

Rollers," and "front legs thrown in two curves like har-

vest sickles" (146-50)--appeal to a child, the story 

probably has a greater appeal for an older reader, one 

with an experienced and sophisticated appreciation of 

langauge and imagery. 

The corn fairies appeal to the imaginative minds of 

any age. In "How to Tell Corn Fairies If You See 'Em" 

Sandburg spoke directly to his older two daughters, using 

his nicknames for them, Spink and Skabootch. His concept 

of the corn fairies is charmingly drawn. They are quiet 

and not always able to be seen or heard, but it is possi-

ble "if it is a wild day and a hot sun is pouring down 

while a cool north wind blows" to see them, and if "you 

listen with your littlest and newest ears" they can be 

heard (158). They are small and wear overalls made from 

corn gold cloth that they stitch themselves; you can tell 

what state they are from by the stitches in their clothes: 

the farther west they live, the more stitches per inch 
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there are across the woven corn leaf cloth. They must sit 

cross-legged with their big toe pointed at the moon while 

they sew their harvest moon clothes. "They sing soft songs 

that go pla-sizzy pla-sizzy sizzy, and each song is softer 

than an eye wink, softer than a Nebraska baby's thumb" 

(158). Each one carries a mouse brush to "brush away mice 

that get foolish" and a cricket broom to "sweep away 

crickets that get foolish" (162). 

These fairies inhabit corn country, maybe Rootabaga 

Country, maybe the American Midwest, and they do their 

jobs of nailing the corn down to keep it from blowing away 

and making sure that at harvest moon the crop is as good 

as it can be. Beyond their function in the story, they 

create an American folklore, furnishing elfin counterparts 

to the gnomes and fairies from other countries. Sandburg 

painted them with the colors and sounds of poetry but put 

them in prose--a medium more suited to fairy tales. 

The reappearance of the Potato Face Blind Man and 

Blixie Bimber in another set of stories, "Two Stories Told 

By the Potato Face Blind Man," gives an opportunity to 

hear more from the Potato Face Blind Man about the history 

of Rootabaga Country. These stories display less of Sand 

burg's lyrical side and more of his ingenious imagination. 

In "The Skyscraper to the Moon and How the Green Rat with 

the Rheumatism Ran a Thousand Miles Twice," Blixie Bim-
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ber, on an errand for her mother to buy a new hash hatchet 

for chopping hash, stops to see the Potato Face Blind Man 

who is sitting on his corner playing his accordion with 

his pet rat beside him. In the story that Blixie over

hears, the rat explains that when he ran a thousand miles 

south and west to the Village of Eggs Up to get help for 

his rheumatism, he was asked how to keep the moon from 

moving . There had been an attempt to build a skyscraper 

to the moon and those planning it said, "We will step in 

the elevator and go up to the roof and sit on the roof and 

eat supper on the moon" (5). They would build the sky

scraper halfway to the moon and then the moon would move, 

necessitating taking down the skyscraper and putting it 

back up again. Even though a baby alligator had told the 

rat the secret of how to keep the moon from moving, the 

rat ran a thousand miles home without telling the secret 

to the skyscraper builders. When the Potato Face asked if 

the rat's rheumatism was better, the rat replied, "Any 

rheumatism is better if you run a thousand miles twice" 

(7). Blixie Bimber's comment on overhearing this bizarre 

tale is, "It is a large morning to be thoughtful about" 

( 7) • 

This story does not have the refrains that frame and 

punctuate as many of the other stories have, but there are 

repeated elements in the style of a cumulative tale. The 
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tone of this story is set by the non sequiturs of both 

plot and language that somehow add to the Potato Face 

Blind Man's image of sage and historian. Of the wisdom 

gleaned from the story, the idea of building and rebuild-

ing a skyscraper with such absurd motives adds to the 

history of the curious existence of skyscrapers in Roota-

baga Country. 

Blixie Bimber is the naive counterpart to the Potato 

Face Blind Man. In "Slipfoot and How He Nearly Always 

Never Gets What He Goes After," Blixie says goodbye to her 

dishpan, her dishrag, and her towel for wiping dishes and 

takes some flowers to the Potato Face Blind Man--pink and 

lavender peonies and yellow jonquils. The Potato Face 

tells Blixie about his most recent visitor, Slipfoot, who 

has constant bad luck because his foot always slips. Many 

of Slipfoot's business ventures went along prosperously 

until his foot slipped. Even some of his more fantastic 

endeavors were thwarted when his foot slipped; he told the 

Potato Face Blind man: 

I jump on a trapeze and I go swinging out where 
I am going to take hold of the rainbow and bring 
it down where we can look at it close. And I 
hang by my feet on the trapeze and I am swinging 
out where I am just ready to take hold of the 
rainbow and bring it down. Then my foot slips. 
I am all right always till my foot slips. (11) 

Blixie wonders about Slipfoot's problem and the Potato 

Face tells her, "I tell him all he needs is to get his 
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slipfoot fixed so it won't slip. Then he'll be all right" 

(12). As Blixie leaves to go back to her dishrag, dish

pan, and dish towel for wiping dishes, the Potato Face 

cautions her, "Look out you don't get a slipfoot" (12). 

The whole idea of a slipfoot remains as curious at the end 

as it was at the beginning of the story. 

The Potato Face Blind Man is noted for having some 

odd people in his circle of friends and some rather uncon

ventional ideas too. As the Potato Face gives Blixie 

things "to be thoughtful about" (?)--building skyscrapers 

to the moon, getting a slipfoot fixed, a weird secret

keeping rheumatism-ridden rat--Sandburg gives to the 

reader some challenges to the imagination. The experimen

tation with logic in the stories persuades the reader to 

look at the world from a different angle, to experience 

reality in different ways, and to fashion a conclusion. 

"Two Stories about Bugs and Eggs" are stories more 

obviously conceived with a younger audience in mind. 

"Many, Many Weddings in One Corner House" is a story 

similar to "The Wedding Procession of the Rag Doll and the 

Broom Handle and Who Was in It" in that it, too, is a 

procession of objects. In this case, the bugs in the 

corner house where the Rag Doll and the Broom Handle came 

after their wedding are the omniscient observers who know 

when there is to be another wedding. Other inhabitants of 
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the neighborhood include Hammer and Nails, with all the 

little Hammers and Nails; Hot Cookie Pan, who served hot 

cookies every Saturday morning; and the Ice Tongs, the 

Coal Bucket, the Potato Sack, and the Bushel Basket. 

These characters figure into the festivities surrounding 

the wedding of Jack Knife and Kindling Wood, and later the 

marriage of their child, Splinters, to the Hot Cookie Pan. 

Hot Cookie Pan and Splinters had many children--and here 

Sandburg has built a pyramid of events that allows this 

explanation from the bugs to make sense: 

Whenever you find a splinter or a sliver or a 
shiny little shaving of wood in a hot cookie, it 
is the child of the Hot Cookie Pan and the girl 
named Splinters, the daughter of Jack Knife and 
Kindling Wood, who grew up and married the Hot 
Cookie pan. (19) 

The "Eggs" mentioned in the title of this set of 

stories refer to those that the Shush Shush, the big buff 

banty hen, laid in a curious variety of places: "pianos, 

clocks, hats. But she always comes back to the coop" 

(22). The highlight of the story "Shush Shush, the Big 

Buff Banty Hen Who Laid an Egg in the Postmaster's Hat" is 

the roundabout route one of her eggs takes. Through an 

involved series of coincidences that border on slapstick, 

the egg goes from the postmaster's hat, to the hardware 

man, to the policeman and back to the postmaster whereupon 

the egg cracks and runs down the postmaster's face and 

neck. 
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These stories are like childhood games. The aim of 

the personification of bugs, household objects, and ani

mals is not to teach a lesson but to coax the imagination. 

These stories are distinguished more by their events than 

by poetic language or stirring imagery. 

The stories in the set, "Five Stories about Hatrack 

the Horse, Six Pigeons, Three Wild Babylonian Baboons, Six 

Umbrellas, Bozo the Button Buster," each feature Hatrack 

the Horse who is not a horse, but a horse-faced person 

living in the Village of Cream Puffs. He is called Hat

rack because "when Hatrack the Horse took off his hat he 

reached his hand around behind and hung the hat on a 

shoulder bone sticking out" (25). The description of him 

repeated throughout the story originated with a little 

girl: "His eyes look like lightning bugs lighting up the 

summer night coming out of two little doors" (25). A 

prominent characteristic of such brief epithet-type de

scriptions is that the images equate some characteristic 

to an image from nature. 

Hatrack the Horse, like the Potato Face Blind Man, is 

a teller of stories. In the story of "How Rag Bag Mammy 

Kept Her Secret While the Wind Blew Away the Village of 

Hat Pins," Hatrack tells of going to the Village of Hat 

Pins and meeting the Rag Bag Mammy, whose favorite activi

ty seemed to be to distribute candy to the "Gimmes," those 
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children who say "gimme" all the time. Sandburg's objec

tive with this story was to catch some strips and stripes 

of color; his descriptions of the rag bag mammy's candy, 

the gimmes, the hat pins, become repeated refrains within 

the story. 

Another story in the set, "How Bozo the Button Buster 

Busted All His Buttons When a Mouse Came," is a story 

typical of Sandburg's technique of making a crescendo of 

plot and image. In telling the story of Bozo the Button 

Buster to three young ladies, Hatrack the Horse recounts 

absurdity upon absurdity to illustrate why people remember 

Bozo the Button Buster. There is a feeling of legend to 

Hatrack's story; along with the story of Bozo the Button 

Buster himself are tidbits of lore and custom that Hatrack 

weaves in. Perhaps a description of Bozo himself is a 

comment on human habits: "Isn't it queer how buttons fly 

loose when Bozo fills his lungs with wind to go on speak

ing?" (48). It seems that in addition to leaving lots of 

buttons in his path, Bozo the Button Buster is responsible 

for some of the phenomena of the Village of Cream Puffs: 

"when it rains now it rains umbrellas first so everybody 

has an umbrella for the rain afterward" and "It was me, it 

was me picked the bluebirds and the blue pigeons to get 

the blue to fix the sky" (49). The repetition of phrases 

and the building of the story increase together so that 
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the final paragraphs are logical only because of the 

context that has been established by the repeated images 

and the establishing of prevailing customs. 

"How Six Umbrellas Took Off Their Straw Hats to Show 

Respect to the One Big Umbrella" is a story Hatrack the 

Horse made up when Dippy the Wisp said to him, "You have 

traveled all over the Rootabaga Country, you have seen so 

many umbrellas, and such wonderful umbrellas. Make me up 

a big elegant story about umbrellas" (42). The story 

Hatrack invents seems like an allegory: six umbrellas are 

sitting in a kitchen, wearing straw hats, telling about 

themselves. In prose that has the cadence of a folk song 

with a repeated pattern of refrain, Sandburg described the 

attributes of the various umbrellas, appealing not only 

for its chorus form of presentation, but also for the 

imaginative imagery. Each umbrella defines its function 

and makes a statement of its purpose; one says, "I am the 

umbrella that fixes clocks free of charge." Another: "I 

am the umbrella that peels the potatoes with a pencil and 

makes a pink ink with the peelings" (42). After each 

umbrella has spoken, "there comes a big black stranger of 

an umbrella, walking into the kitchen without opening the 

door, walking in without knocking, without asking anybody, 

without telling anybody beforehand" (44). This umbrella 

assumes the head position in the pecking order of umbrel-
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las and all are in obeisance; thus ends Hatrack's story. 

Its charm comes from the language, the imaginative notions 

and a freedom from conformity. 

Freedom from conformity marked the beginnings of this 

country and was a trait that Sandburg valued. Rootabaga 

Country has that same feeling of freedom--there is a sense 

that all viewpoints have validity and that the possibili

ties for a variety of perceptions and experiences continue 

to unfold. 

"How Six Pigeons Came Back to Hatrack the Horse after 

Many Accidents and Six Telegrams" details with tender 

sympathy and admiration the long journey of six pigeons 

who, because their wings had been clipped, had to walk the 

whole of the six hundred miles home. Hatrack recounts the 

saga to Wiffle the Chick as Wiffle listens to Hatrack's 

prized yellow roses climb round the six crooked ladders. 

The names of the pigeons show Sandburg's ingenuity with 

names: three named themselves by where they came from: 

Chickamauga, Chattanooga, and Chattahoochee, and three, as 

Hatrack tells it, "got their names from me when I was 

feeling high and easy. This is Blue Mist, here is Bub

bles, and last of all take a look at Wednesday Evening in 

the Twilight and the Gloaming" (33). The pigeons took 

turns so that, on each of the six days of their journey, 

Hatrack received a telegram with information that was more 
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philosophical than eventful: "Feet are as good as wings, 

if you have to," or "Anybody can walk hundreds of miles 

putting one foot in front of the other" (35). 

The story's appeal, like that of all the stories 

Hatrack tells, is in the peculiar and unusual situations. 

These are not "everyday" pigeons, umbrellas do not usually 

speak, and people like Bozo the Button Buster are not 

responsible for the blue of the sky. The stories are not 

filled with adventure, but with detail. A description of 

the pigeon, Wednesday Evening in the Twilight and the 

Gloaming, has the stamp of a poet and the glimmer of his 

country: 

And if you look deep in her eyes when her eyes 
are open you will see lights there exactly like 
the lights on the pastures and the meadows when 
the mist is drifting on a Wednesday evening just 
between the twilight and the gloaming. (34) 

Reading this description, like reading so many of 

Sandburg's allusions to nature, is a journey to the unex-

plored and the exquisite. The prevalence of such images 

throughout the stories accentuates the vast and intricate 

possibilities of perceptions. 

In "Two Stories About Four Boys Who Had Different 

Dreams," the subject is growing up and seeing the world. 

The stories suggest different outlooks that are engendered 

by urban and rural surroundings. One of the stories, "How 

Googler and Gaggler, the Two Christmas Babies, Came Home 
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with Monkey Wrenches," is actually a meandering descrip

tion of boyhood in the Midwest. The details are repeated 

throughout the story to form a nostalgic ballad of Googler 

and Gaggler, boys who "went barefooted and got stickers in 

their hair and teased cats and killed snakes and climbed 

apple trees and threw clubs up walnut trees and chewed 

slippery ellum" (57). As they got older their wanderings 

took them far from home, but they always came back to the 

Village of Liver-and-Onions, to the pace of life they 

liked. When their parents would wonder what was to become 

of them, the family doctor would give his cryptic yet 

oft-repeated opinion, "they will go far and see much but 

they will never sit with the sitters and knit with the 

knitters" ( 62). 

Johnny the Wham and Joe the Wimp are the two boys 

from the second story in the set, "How Johnny the Wham 

Sleeps in Money All the Time and Joe the Wimp Shines and 

See Things." As urban counterparts to Googler and Gag

gler, these boys are a little rougher and tougher, and 

have more definite ambitions. Both go away and realize 

their ambitions: Johnny the Wham sleeps in a room full of 

money over the big bank in the Village of Eggs Over, and 

Joe the Wimp shines the doors in front of the bank. As 

Johnny lies in the midst of the money, the bills speak to 

him, and as Joe polishes, things jump out of the shine of 
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the brass and speak to him; from their sources Johnny and 

Joe hear the same things. 

Typically, Sandburg does not tell what it is they 

hear. The wanderings of Googler and Gaggler and the 

ambitions of Johnny the Wham and Joe the Wimp reflect the 

breadth of possibilities that Sandburg found attractive 

about this country. In these two stories the disparity of 

the urban and rural influences is not marked by tension; 

the urban and rural are simply different. The doctor's 

opinion of Googler and Gaggler is as open-ended as what 

Joe and Johnny hear. 

Blixie Bimber appears again in "Two Stories Told by 

the Potato Face Blind Man about Two Girls with Red Hearts" 

to coax more stories from the Potato Face Blind Man. 

About "How Deep Red Roses Goes Back and Forth Between the 

Clock and the Looking Glass" Blixie says, "It is a strange 

story. It has a stab in it. It would hurt me if I could

n't look up at the big white clouds shouldering their 

shoulders, rolling on the rollers of the big blue sky" 

(76). Deep Red Roses is a young lady who is confused 

because she has been deserted three different times by 

three different men who had promised to marry her. Deter

mined to find the reason, she decides to take a journey to 

find answers from the women who became the wives of the 

men who deserted her. Her dilemma is whether to pack the 
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clock or the looking glass. She reasons, "My head tells 

me to carry the clock so I can always tell if I am early 

or late," she said to herself. "But my heart tells me to 

carry a looking glass so I can look at my face and tell if 

I am getting older or younger" (74). Because she simply 

cannot decide, she never gets beyond the gate, as she is 

always switching between the clock and the looking glass, 

and then finally deciding to start over the next day. Is 

it, in Blixie's words, "a strange story" because it asks a 

question about the balance between head and heart, or is 

it strange because there is no answer? The "stab in it" 

is that the indecision of Deep Red Roses is both pitiful 

and comical. Human idiosyncrasies are as strange and 

penetrating in Rootabaga Country as they are to any reader 

of Rootabaga Country. 

In "How Pink Peony Sent Spuds, the Ballplayer, Up 

to Pick Four Moons," Pink Peony is luckier in love than 

Red Roses. One summer evening, when Blixie tells the 

Potato Face Blind Man about the "summer moon in the tree

tops, the lisp of the leaves, and the shine of the moon 

trying to tell something to the lisp of the leaves," (77), 

the Potato Face is reminded of another love story. On a 

night like the one Blixie has just described to the Potato 

Face Blind Man, Pink Peony, driving with a ballplayer 

named Spuds, sees several moons that are caught in tree 
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branches and asks Spuds to pick them for her. Four times 

she asks him and four times he obliges, yet each time, 

what he picks turns out not to be a moon at all, but an 

unusual treasure: "a silver hat full of peach-color 

pearls," "a circle of gold with a blood-color autumn 

leaf," "a brass pansy sprinkled with two rainbows," and 

"an Egyptian collar frozen in diamond cobwebs" (80). In 

addition to working in the story as the objects they are, 

the descriptions--each a description of the moon--add to 

the tone of this story that is more richly poetic than 

some others. They place each treasure on the back seat of 

the car and drive home as "the spray of violet dawn was on 

the east sky" (80). The treasures are gone when they 

return and on the back seat there are four oranges, and i n 

each orange is a yellow silk handkerchief; the cause of 

this magic remains a mystery. The Potato Face Blind Man 

tell us that today Spuds and Pink Peony are the parents of 

four moon-face children who have moon names and who each 

have a "yellow silk handkerchief tied around the neck in a 

mystic slip knot" (81). To complete the symmetry of the 

story, what Spuds and Pink Peony "look longest at is a 

summer moon hanging in the treetops, when there is a lisp 

of leaves, and the shine of the moon and the lisp of the 

leaves seem to be telling each other something" (81). 

What the leaves tell each other, how it is that the 
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big white clouds comfort Blixie Bimber, and the plucking 

of moons from trees are all mysteries Sandburg savored for 

their stimulating possibilities. He saw a variety of ways 

of perceiving the natural world that excited him both for 

the marvelous beauty and wonder of it all, but also for 

the implications to all ways of seeing. 

"Three Stories about Moonlight, Pigeons, Bees, 

Egypt, Jesse James, Spanish Onions, the Queen of Cracked 

Heads, the King of Paper Sacks" are stories that share 

some of the same characters even though each story is a 

far-fetched tale in itself. "How Dippy the Wisp and Slip 

Me Liz Came in the Moonshine Where the Potato Face Blind 

Man Sat with His Accordion," unfolds like a set of nesting 

dolls--reading it uncovers a story within a story within a 

story. The Potato Face Blind Man listens to, rather than 

tells, a story this time. Dippy the Wisp and Slip Me Liz 

are "two tough pony girls, two limber prairie girls" who 

hum "little humpty dumpty songs" (86). From her bee-bag 

Dippy the Wisp withdraws some bees to balance on her 

thumb; they too sing a humpty dumpty song. Each blue

violet bee has a silk white ribbon tied around its knees 

and each has a story to tell of bee journeys. Their 

stories are flights of fantasy that are both illogical and 

engaging--effects Sandburg accomplished by giving free 

rein to onomatopoetic nonsense. At one point the takeoff 
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on hat rhymes must have seemed irresistible to Sandburg 

because the play with hats, bats, and rats takes over 

until finally the Potato Face says, "Put the bees back in 

the bee-bag--they buzz too many secrets, syllables and 

snitches" (92). Reading this story aloud magnifies the 

sound qualities in the words Sandburg chose; as the struc

ture of the story becomes more involved, the words repro

duce the effect. It seems that for the Potato Face Blind 

Man to stop Dippy the Wisp's energetic narrative gives the 

readers and listeners an opportunity to catch their breath 

before continuing to the next story. 

One of the idiosyncrasies of Rootabaga Country is 

that "whenever a girl crosses the Shampoo River to come 

back to where she used to be, she changes into a 

pigeon--and she stays a pigeon till she crosses back over 

the Shampoo River" (96). This is explained in "How Hot 

Balloons and His Pigeon Daughters Crossed Over into the 

Rootabaga Country," a story with outlandish situations and 

some of the cleverest language of all the stories. Hot 

Balloons needs to cross the river in his car but is per

plexed to find that the steel bridge he would drive across 

has been washed away by the rain; he says, "Now there is 

only an air bridge to cross on, and a steel car drops 

down, falls off, falls through, if it runs on an air 

bridge" (97). In a tangent of words characteristic of 
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Sandburg's list-making, the snoox and the gringo, who set 

to work to change the steel car into an air car, took 

"hammers, jacks, flanges, nuts, screws, bearings, ball 

bearings, axles, axle grease, ax handles, spit, spitters, 

spitballs and spitballs and spitfires, and worked" (98). 

A conversation between the snoox and the gringo has the 

sound of lingo that so intrigued Sandburg: 

"We'll give this one the merry razoo," said the 
snoox to the gringo, working overtime and double 
time. "Yes, we'll put her to the cleaners and 
shoot her into high," said the gringo, answering 
the snoox, working overtime and double time. 
(99) 

The car is changed, the pigeons turned back into girls, 

and Hot Balloons and his daughters get in his car--"start-

ing with a snizz and a snoof till it began running smooth 

and even as a catfoot"--and ride off not into the sunset, 

but to "where the birds wear rose and purple hats on 

Monday afternoons up in the skylights in the evening" 

(100). Sandburg liked to punctuate his crisp, rhythmical 

colloquial passages with occasional impressionistic curli-

cues. 

Sandburg's ear for the nuances of language, observed in 

the previous stories, is joined with his attraction to 

baseball in the story "Why the Big Ball Game Between Hot 

Grounders and the Grand Standers Was a Hot Game" from the 

set, "Two Stories Out of the Tall Grass." Sandburg de

scribed a "string of ball towns hiding in the tall grass 
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up near the Village of Cream Puffs"; towns that used to 

have names like names in books but now have names like 

"Chest Protector," "Home Plate," "Slide Kelly Slide," 

"Bases Full and Two Out," and "Paste It On the Nose" 

(121). The story tells of the tension and preparation 

surrounding a game between the Grand Stand ball team and 

the Hot Grounders ball team; the outcome of the game is 

not revealed. Butter Fingers, the heavy hitter for the 

Grand Stand Ball team, has a home run shirt, made for him 

by the snoox and the gringo. The shirt "makes you knock a 

home run every time you come to bat," but Butter Fingers 

has to return it to the snoox and the gringo since "they 

only rented it to him for the championship game" (121). 

Three Strikes, the "left-handed southpaw pitcher" for the 

Hot Grounders team, has a spitball shirt that was also 

made and rented for one game by the snoox and the gringo. 

According to Three Strikes, "a spitball looks easy, but it 

has smoke and whiskers and nobody can touch it" (121). 

The question that remains unanswered is now that both 

shirts have been returned, who will win the game between 

the Hot Grounders and the Grand Standers? Sandburg pre-

sented a more challenging conjecture in the final para-

graph: 

And ever since then when they talk ball talk in 
the ball towns hiding in the tall grass they say 
the only sure way to win a ball game is to have 
a pitcher with a spitball shirt and over that a 
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home run shirt, both made by a snoox and a 
gringo. ( 122) 

The story captures the allure of baseball; the conjecture, 

the speculation, and the jargon itself can be as engross-

ing and captivating as the winning of a game. 

The wonder of these miraculous shirts, like the 

wonder of that place "where the birds wear rose and purple 

hats on Monday afternoons up in the skylights in the 

evening" (100), coexists in the stories with the ethos of 

the baseball game and with the building of an air bridge 

to provide inconclusive and alluring imaginative excur-

sions. Reality blends with fantasy, possibilities chal-

lenge limitations; definitions the reader has held with 

are ingeniously challenged. 

For the final set of stories, "Three Stories about 

the Letter X and How It Got into the Alphabet," with a 

mode suggestive of the Grimms and a format resembling 

myth, Sandburg wrote this Preface: 

There are six hundred stories told in the Roota
baga Country about the first time the letter X 
got into the alphabet and how and why it was. 
The author has chosen three (3) of the shortest 
and strangest of those stories and they are told 
in the next and following pages. (148) 

In these stories Sandburg has looked at one fact or 

phenomenon from a variety of perspectives. The format he 

chose here is a more structured one than those of his 

previous stories, but marked by his distinctive phrasing 
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and outlook. 

The first story, "Pig Wisps," explains that when the 

oyster king told the men who change the alphabets a story 

about his son, the men decided "to put in a new letter, 

the letter X, near the end of the alphabet" (151). Pig 

Wisps, a "girl with two braids of hair twisted down her 

back and a face saying, 'Here we come--where from?"' (150) 

had a way of remembering her task of fetching a soup bone 

from the butcher shop twice a week: she kept her fingers 

crossed like the letter X all the way to the shop. When 

she met Shovel Ears, she taught him to cross his fingers 

like the letter X to remember to remove the pearls from 

the oysters. The men who change the alphabets were so 

impressed with this story that they added the letter X t o 

the alphabet. Pig Wisps and Shovel Ears get married, as 

happens in many fairy tales, and Sandburg's version of 

"and they lived happily ever after" reads, "and Pig Wisps 

had two ropes of pearls twisted down her back and a sweet 

young face saying, 'Here we come--where from?'" (151). 

"Kiss Me" uses the familiar fairy tale theme of the 

"The Prince" arriving to alleviate the problems of the 

heroine. In addition to being the title of the story, 

Kiss Me is the name of the "quick and wild" girl whose 

father, the king, says that she is "a daughter who is a 

dancing shaft of light on the ax handles of the morning" 
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(152). One day Kiss Me ventures off to hunt wildcats and 

gets lost in a snowstorm. When Flax Eyes, referred to by 

the king as "the laziest careless man in the river lumber 

country," is sent to find her, he says, "I am the hero. I 

am the man who knows how. I am the man who has been 

waiting for this chance" (153). Flax Eyes finds Kiss Me 

and she is fending off snarling, scratching wildcats. As 

he repels them one by one, throwing them into trees, over 

big rocks, and away into the snow and wind, the wildcats 

covered the skin of his face, his shoulders, his chest, 

and his arms with cross marks like the letter X. He 

brings Kiss Me safely back on his horse and says to her 

father, "lazy and careless, 'This is us'" (155). The 

lumber king went to the men who change the alphabets and 

"they put the cross marks of the wildcats' claws, for a 

new letter, the letter X, near the end of the alphabet" 

(155). Predictably, they get married, and at the wedding 

"the men who change the alphabets came with wildcat claws 

crossed like the letter X" (155). 

The tone and tempo of the third story, "Blue Silver," 

is different from the other two. The story unfolds slowly 

and majestically; the imagery is of winds and rain and 

sleeping and the colors are blue, silver, and black. The 

setting is long ago "when the years were dark and the 

black rains used to come" (156). The beloved daughter of 
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a rich man fell asleep into a deep sleep "one night .when 

the black rain came with a strong wind blowing off front 

porches and picking off chimneys" (56). She keeps sleep

ing while people come in with music and flowers--men and 

women and her playmates. The days pass by and she still 

sleeps, not hearing the music, not smelling the flowers. 

All the time her arms are "crossed on her breast --the 

left arm crossing the right arm like a letter X" (157). 

They dress her in a blue silver dress, blue silver shoes 

and blue silver headband and put her in a long silver box. 

Singing songs she used to sing, they take the box to her 

favorite corner of the garden, and dig a hole for it. 

When it was all over and they went away, what they remem

bered most were "her arms in the soft silk and blue sliver 

sleeves, the left arm crossing over the right arm like the 

letter X" (158). The king then decreed, "We shall put the 

crossed arms in the alphabet; we shall have a new letter X 

so everybody will understand a funeral is beautiful if 

there are young singing playmates" (158). 

The sentences proceed in as stately a fashion as a 

funeral procession. The reader is carried along by the 

language and the dignified setting as the understanding 

of the occasion becomes apparent. The poignancy of the 

story is both sad and beautiful. 

These stories are filled with implications. Sandburg 
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stated that these are only three of the six hundred sto

ries about the letter X getting into the alphabet. The 

suggestion that there are many more ways of seeing the 

letter X echoes the way Pink Peony and Spuds, the Ball

player, see the moon differently each time it appears. 

The stories beckon in the manner of the secret ambitions 

of Eeta Peeca Pie, Meeney Miney, and Miney Mo that sing 

"Come and find me, come and find me" (Stories.! 84). 
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CONCLUSION 

Many of the features of the Rootabaga Stories put 

them in the genre of fairy tales; they are filled with 

lore, legend, supernatural happenings, philosophy, and 

cultural identity. What distinguishes them is the way 

Sandburg superimposed American experiences on the tradi

tional genre. Bernard Duffy described that impetus in 

Sandburg's work stating that he "fashioned and for the 

most part held fast to a close and living sense of the 

native" (296). 

As tales with what Sandburg called, "American fool

ing in them" (Detzer 155), they speak of a place that 

exists in the imaginative landscape and circumstances of 

Rootabaga Country, but a place whose description suggests 

a familiar environment. Baseball games, an accordion 

player who parks himself by the post office, corn fairies, 

talking umbrellas, skyscrapers, jumping jackrabbits, and a 

gold buckskin whincher all have an existence rooted in a 

history that Sandburg created. Even though it is a ficti

tious history, the details strike a chord of recognition. 

William Sutton wrote that Sandburg "had a great 

mystical feeling about the Middle West--it shows up in 
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everything he does, even the children's stories. It 

involved the effort of the immigrant to prove that he 

belonged to America" (149). The Rootabaga Stories fill a 

void in American fairy tale literature in the same way 

Sandburg's American Songbag provided the beginnings of a 

chronicle of American folk songs. The difference is that 

with the American Songbag, Sandburg collected the songs 

that represent the history, and with the Rootabaga Stories 

he created tales in order to create an American heritage 

in the image of lore, legend, and tales. As such, the 

stories realize that essential of fairy tales--to be 

purveyors of a cultural identity. In calling Sandburg's 

work "a touchstone of America," Archibald MacLeish defined 

that quality of Sandburg's work that reflects an American 

sensibility (xx). 

Janet Lynn was not alone in her belief that in the 

Rootabaga Stories "Sandburg seems to have found the near

perfect medium for his message, to have resolved the 

problems he failed to solve in his poetry" (120). With 

the stories he sketched small vignettes in prose form that 

have the essence of poetry in them. He gave free rein to 

his finesse with images from nature; the stories sparkle 

with small epithetical descriptions that are gems better 

suited to the prose of the stories than his longer poems. 

North Callahan wrote that "these delightful stories demon-
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strate perhaps more than anything else the originality and 

remarkable versatility of Carl Sandburg" (105). The 

conundrum of the engineering of the Round House of the Big 

Spool in the Village of Cream Puffs, the journey and 

destination of the Blue Wind Boy and the White Horse Girl, 

Dippy the Wisp's bee-bag, and Blixie Bimber's conversation 

with the Potato Face Blind Man are examples of different 

and ingenious scenarios in Rootabaga Country. If fairy 

tales are to "speak simultaneously to all levels of the 

human personality, communicating in a manner which reaches 

the uneducated mind of the child as well as that of the 

sophisticated adult" (Bettelheim 5-6), Sandburg's fulfill 

the requirement. His manner was to orchestrate thought-

provoking excursions into imaginative minds, to tease a nd 

to charm, to delight and inspire, and to give American 

literature its own fairy tales. 
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