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    In a village far from here, that neither you nor I have ever seen, lived an old 
squire. He was a very rich and very cross old fellow, who never by any chance 
spoke pleasantly to anyone, least of all to those who worked for him and made him 
wealthy. He owned all the surrounding fields and houses and barns and living 
things; indeed, everything that was ownable in the village of Humperdunken was 
his, including his work folk. Among the latter was a lad named Cheukari, or Chuck, 
as he was more often called.

By day the boy would feed the animals belonging to his master, and toss hay 
into the big, lumbering hay-carts. He was supposed to make himself generally 
useful; what he actually did, however, was to get into everybody's way and plague 
the life out of the poor farm hands so that they could scarcely attend to their duties.

Chuck was a very genius of misadventure. He was born to mischief and prank 
playing. Should he carry a message he would most certainly forget what it was 
about, and have to come back to find out what it was he had gone for; when he 
went again he would remember the message but forget for whom it was intended; 
and the third time he would find the person and deliver the message wrongly. 
Squire Humperdinck reaped little profit from his employment of young Chuck.

Years before Humperdinck had been poor like other people. One evening it 
happened that he strolled towards some woods that were near his farm. The day's 
work was over, and he was feeling glad within him at the thought of his thriving 
little crop, and the hard work his hands had done that day. The birds were singing 
in the woods, and this added to his content. Suddenly a queer-looking red figure 
confronted him. It was laughing, and it leaned against a tree stump looking with 
wicked eyes full at the young farmer. The smile of it was most unpleasant. 

"Who are you?" asked Humperdinck. But he seemed to know already, for he 
trembled horribly.

"I'm the Devil," answered the other, still smiling. He appeared to be in a 
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frivolous mood.

"What do you want with me?" inquired the farmer nervously.

"Don't be afraid, friend Humperdinck," said the other; "I merely wish to make 
you a business offer. I find that this village is capable of development; now I want a 
representative. I can't keep pace with things alone, you know, and I'm no great 
believer in work myself. Be my agent, and I'll promise you excellent and liberal 
returns."

"What shall I have to do?"

"Just what I tell you, and no more; as my accredited representative you would 
simply follow out my instructions, and grow rich and prosperous."

"And---and, afterwards?" inquired the farmer, who was of a very superstitious 
nature.

"When you die?" laughed the other. "Ha! Ha! Leave that to me, Humperdinck. 
I'll make you my doorkeeper in Paradise as likely as not."

In the end the farmer's scruples were overcome. At the thought of the rich 
reward his fears vanished. He promised to do all the Evil One desired, and in the 
course of time the Devil's words came true. Humperdinck grew rich and 
prosperous.

It was nearing Christmastime in Humperdunken. The spirit of Christmas was 
stealing into all honest souls, filling them with the warm, lovely feelings of 
friendship and brotherhood. One morning the observant Chuck, who never missed 
seeing anything it was not intended that he should see, perceived a strange-looking 
crow perched upon the wicked squire's window-sill. He watched it creep through 
the slightly open window into the squire's bedroom, and presently voices reached 
him from within.

"Tell your master," said the squire's voice, "that I have raised the rents, as he 
ordered."

"Master! master!" repeated Chuck, who was listening intently, "who can he 
mean, I wonder?"

"And that I now make them work an hour longer each day," went on the voice 
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of Humperdinck.

"That's us!" gasped Chuck, in amazement. "The beast!"

"And that I've taken away the bushel of corn usually allowed them for 
Christmas baking."

The boy waited no longer. "I'll just catch you, my beauty," he said, referring to 
the crow.

Young Chuck swarmed up the ivy that grew thick about the squire's window; 
presently the black messenger reappeared. In a trice he was gripped by a deft hand, 
and thrust under Chuck's coat.

"Don't kill me," whined the crow.

"Why shouldn't I?" asked Chuck.

"I'm only a crow."

"I've hear that excuse before," answered the boy: "what's the good of you, 
anyway?"

"Look here, boy, I'll tell you all about it if you'll spare me."

"Right," agreed Chuck. "First, then, who is your master?"

"The Devil."

"Where does he live?"

"In the woods."

"How long has he lived there?"

"Years and years."

"How far is it?"

"Twenty miles, crow-measurement." And finally, the crow told him the whole 
story.

"So Squire Humperdinck is the Devil's servant; and you are their messenger, 
eh? You nasty black thing!"

"I ran away once," whispered the creature.
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"Ugh! I ought to kill you," remarked Chuck; "but I cannot."

Now it happened that young Chuck possessed a crow of his own. All crows 
are alike in appearance; in nature, of course, some are nobler than others. Chuck 
had found his crow one winter's day lying upon the ground half-frozen with cold, 
and almost starved. The tender-hearted boy had shared his breakfast with the bird, 
and laid it gently inside his rough shirt, so that his warm body might restore it. 
Since that day the two had lived together in friendship.

"I want you to do me a service," said the boy to his black comrade.

Chuck's crow had been waiting for this for years, never doubting that some 
day his opportunity would come.

"Anything in the world for you, Chuck," he answered.

"In yonder woods," said the boy, "stands an old house, and in that house the 
Devil lives. Go to him and say, 'Squire Humperdinck has put the rents up as he 
ordered, and lowered the wages, and taken away the bushel of corn from his 
workpeople, and what is your Majesty's pleasure for Christmas?' Bring the answer 
to me."

Next day the crow came back.

"Old woman Künd is to be turned out," he reported, "she and her children. The 
Devil is quite upset about it. He keeps raving and shouting loudly, 'No rent, no 
house-room!' He nearly struck me because I said she was old."

"Go to Humperdinck," said Chuck, "and say, 'Your master tells you to prepare 
a present for Widow Künd at once. He is to fill a hamper with tea, sugar, currants, 
bread, cake, raspberry jam, and toffee sticks, and the Squire's boy is to deliver it.'"

Next morning the faithful crow crept through the Squire's window. 
Humperdinck had been sleeping unsoundly, and tossing restlessly in his bed. 
Perhaps he had been dreaming of paradise. The crow's voice woke him abruptly.

"The Devil's compliments," began the bird, who observed his ill-humour.

"Confound the Devil," said the farmer crossly.

"Yes, sir," agreed the crow, thinking it better to keep on the right side of him. 
Then he delivered his message.
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"Fill a hamper with what?" gasped the amazed Humperdinck.

"Good things, sir," said the crow. "I'll mention them all again, if you like. I 
remember every one."

"The Devil has gone raving mad!" cried Humperdinck; "I know he has!"

"He was when I left him, anyway," said the Crow.

Humperdinck dared not disobey the command. He dismissed the Crow, who 
made his way as quickly as possible to Chuck.

"Now go to the house in the woods," said the boy, "and tell the Devil that old 
widow Künd is out of doors in the cold."

Next morning was Christmas Day in Humperdunken. Cheeks were ruddy and 
smiles were plentiful as flowers in the spring. Good-fellowship filled the little 
village with laughter and hearty greetings.

The Crow again returned. This time he appeared to have had adventures. His 
feathers were ruffled, and he was all a'tremble with fear. "The Devil's in an awful 
rage," he began. "Last evening he happened to go to a town house of his, to stay the 
night, and the bells outside began to ring like anything."

"Bells always get on the Devil's nerves," explained the captive crow.

"Then some children came beneath his window," continued the other, "and 
commenced to sing something about 'Herald Angels.' The devil rushed out in a 
temper, and the 'Herald Angels' scattered in all directions. I think they thought he 
was the real Devil," remarked the Crow.

"Well, so he is," said the boy.

The Crow went on, "The Devil says that no one in Humperdunken is to sing 
carols, or make merry; the bells must not ring; there's to be no Christmas trees; and 
everyone must be in bed by eight. I'm to stay and watch."

"And supposing no one does it?" asked the boy.

"The Squire Humperdinck will have to go away with the Devil."

"Go to the Squire," said the boy, "and tell him the Devil orders the big barn to 
be made ready at once. He is to entertain the village folk. Say that he is 



Squire Humperdinck and the Devil, F. G. Grundemann (1913)

6

commanded to roast an ox, and boil a hundred plum puddings. After the supper 
there must be music and dancing. Say that on Christmas morning all the churches 
must ring their bells as hard as they can, because it's Christmas. And tell the Squire 
that the boy Chuck is to take the big wagon into town and load it with oranges and 
crackers and distribute them among the village folk, with the compliments of Squire 
Humperdinck and the season's compliments."

Here the boy and two crows had to stop and laugh. They were all quite good 
friends by this time. "And tell Humperdinck," said Chuck, "that on New Year's 
morning all the villagers are to have their houses given them as a New Year's gift."

"And never pay rent any more?" asked Chuck's Crow.

"Never more," said the boy---"now that we've caught the Devil. And tell the 
farmer," he added, "that his master will explain everything later on." Again the three 
conspirators were convulsive with joy. The Crow flew away on his mission.

Never before was so gay a feeling abroad in Humperdunken. Everybody was 
smiling, and nobody knew why. Everybody was happy, and everybody's heart was 
just bursting with good will for everybody else. It was gracious to be alive, and to 
feel the sweet touch of the keen morning wind and to see the honest faces all 
aglow.

Then the bells started to ring out; they crashed and clanged and jangled and 
argued. Now at any time, bells pealing one against the other are bad enough, but 
this time they were worse. It was as though the bells understood and were doing it 
on purpose. From all quarters the noise arose, and the violent peals reached the 
Devil in his home in the woods.

The Crow had spoken truly. If there was one thing Old Nick hated more than 
another it was bells---church bells. He could tolerate---from interested motives---the 
slow, regular toll that sometimes woke the solemn echoes of the evening, but this 
violent, joyous jangling nearly drove him frantic.

He leapt up as the sound reached him. With a single bound he was out of the 
house, and racing in the direction of Humperdunken. He did not even stop to close 
the door. He was in such a hurry.

Squire Humperdinck saw the bounding figure coming straight towards him. 
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Peeping from behind the window blind, he observed that something had put the 
Devil seriously out of countenance. He guessed it must be himself. There was rage 
in every bound. The Squire flew to the window and fastened it. He barricaded the 
door with chairs and tables. He set a heavy chest against it to make it doubly 
secure---but it was of no use. The Devil came through as though nothing were in 
the way. Humperdinck crouched beneath the bed; his craven heart filled with fear, 
and his limbs were trembling as they had trembled long ago in the woods when he 
had sold himself to the Evil One---for money.

A long red arm reached under the bed, there was a stifled cry from the squire, 
followed by a wicked chuckle of Satanic mirth, and Squire Humperdinck's soul left 
the merry village of Humperdunken. Where it went the Devil alone knows.


