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Betushka and the Wood Fairy



		At the edge of a birch wood, deep in the Czech Republic, there lived a poor widow with her daughter Betushka and their two nanny goats.



		Though they didn’t have much, Betushka always had a smile on her face and a kind word to say. Every morning, Betushka left their tumbledown cottage to take the nanny goats into the woods to graze. Her mother would give her a basket with some bread inside, and a spindle and some flax to spin.
Betushka would skip into the woods with her goats and, when they’d found a nice spot, she would sit down and spin until all the flax was used up. When the spinning was done, Betushka would fill her basket with wild berries and herbs and nuts and then, with the sun shining down on her, she’d sing and dance and twirl around the clearing.
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One morning, Betushka was just about to start spinning when a beautiful, elegant lady suddenly appeared before her. She was dressed in a delicate gown of pure white and her hair fell in long, golden ringlets to her waist. She wore a crown of woodland leaves and flowers, and had a radiant smile. The little girl was startled.
“Don’t be afraid,” smiled the lady. “Do you like to dance?”
“Oh, I love it very much!” said Betushka.
“Would you like me to teach you a special dance?” asked the lady.
“Yes, please!” grinned Betushka, as the lady took her by the hand.
Suddenly, music started up from nowhere and, when Betushka looked up, she saw a whole orchestra of birds sitting in the branches of the birch trees. There were song thrushes, larks, nightingales, robins, blackbirds and finches – all singing a wonderful merry tune in perfect harmony.
Betushka and the lady in white twirled round and round. The little girl had never felt so light on her feet – it was as though she was gliding through the air. At last, when the sun was setting, the music stopped and the lady disappeared as quickly as she had appeared.
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Betushka suddenly realised she had forgotten all about her goats and her spinning. She picked up her spindle and basket, and ran all the way home, feeling guilty. “I’ll work extra hard tomorrow,” she thought.
When she reached home, she looked so worried, her mother thought she must be sick.
“I’m not sick,” said Betushka, hiding the spindle behind her back. “I just feel tired.” Betushka didn’t say a word to her mother about the lady in white.
The next morning, Betushka skipped into the woods with her goats.
They found the perfect clearing and Betushka had just started to spin when the lady in white appeared before her. The little girl didn’t dare to look up.
“Betushka, why won’t you smile at me?” asked the lady.
“Because I am afraid that I will want to dance with you,” said Betushka, “and I can’t dance. I have to do my spinning.”
“Come and dance and we’ll find a way to get your spinning done later,” laughed the lady.
The bird orchestra struck up its song again and, before she knew what she was doing, Betushka was on her feet, swirling around with the lady in white.
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Once again, she forgot her spinning – all she wanted to do was dance, dance, dance.
When the sun began to set, the music went quiet and the mysterious lady stopped dancing. Betushka realised what she had done and burst into tears. “Oh, my spinning!” she cried. “I can’t let my mother down.”
But the lady in white sat down and began to spin. In no time at all, two reels were full. Betushka looked at them in amazement and, as she did so, the lady disappeared from sight.
Overjoyed, Betushka skipped home, singing cheerfully to her goats.
When she reached home, she gave the reels to her mother but didn’t mention the dancing lady in white.
The next day, Betushka set off again with her goats and found a good spot for grazing. She began spinning and, just as before, the lady in white suddenly appeared before her.
The little girl leapt up with excitement and the bird orchestra struck up its enchanting tune. Betushka held the lady’s hand and they danced and swirled until sunset. Betushka’s eyes shone with happiness.
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However, when the music stopped and they stopped dancing, Betushka again felt terrible guilt. “What will my mother say?” she sobbed.
“Give me your basket, my sweet,” said the lady. “I will give you something worth more than a reel, but you must not look at it until you get home!”
She handed the basket to Betushka and vanished in an instant.
That evening, Betushka walked home with an empty reel and a mind full of worry. “What could be in the basket?” she thought. “What if Mother is angry with me? I should never have danced all day!”
Betushka felt so worried, she couldn’t resist peeping inside the basket, and she was terribly disappointed to see that it was filled with nothing but dry old birch leaves. “What a fool I have been! I got just what I deserved,” she cried.
She crept into her cottage, filled with remorse, but her mother ran towards her, all excited. “You’re home!” she said, grinning. “Where did you get those reels from yesterday? I’ve been winding the yarn all day and the reels never seem to end – on and on they go, as if they’re enchanted! We’ll never have to spin again!”
Betushka was so relieved, she told her mother everything – about the beautiful lady in white and the dancing and the spinning. Her mother laughed. “Why, she must have been a wood fairy!” she said. “You are so lucky, Betushka!”
“She also put a gift in my basket,” sighed Betushka. “But I peeped inside when she told me not to, and it’s just full of old birch leaves. See …”
Betushka lifted the basket to show her mother and they both gasped and clapped their hands with glee when they saw that the leaves had turned to solid gold!
With such riches, Betushka and her mother were able to buy a nice house with some land and farm animals to keep their goats company – and they never went hungry again. Betushka remained the cheerful little soul she had always been, and, though she visited the birch woods many more times, she never saw or danced with the wood fairy again.
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Locate It!
See if you can find the Czech Republic on a map. Are there any birch woods there? Where do you think the wood fairy lived? Can you discover five interesting facts about this country?
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Spot It!
Can you spot this bird in the orchestra?
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    // a box the reader closes while it is being read stays closed (they chose to look at the picture)
    var reading = false, keepClosed = false;
    hit.addEventListener('click', function () { if (reading) keepClosed = true; });
    tab.addEventListener('click', function () { keepClosed = false; });
    if (window.MutationObserver) {
      var mo = new MutationObserver(function () {
        var now = false;
        each(function (f) { if (f.getElementsByClassName(ACTIVE).length) now = true; });
        if (now && !reading && !keepClosed && fold.classList.contains('pt-collapsed')) expand();
        if (!now && reading) keepClosed = false;
        reading = now;
      });
      each(function (f) { mo.observe(f, { subtree: true, attributes: true, attributeFilter: ['class'] }); });
    }
  }
  function run() {
    var panels = document.querySelectorAll('.pt-panel:not(.pt-extra)');
    if (!panels.length || document.querySelector('.pt-hit')) return;
    css();
    for (var i = 0; i < panels.length; i++) setup(panels[i].parentNode, panels[i]);
  }
  if (document.readyState === 'loading') document.addEventListener('DOMContentLoaded', run); else run();
})();
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