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Dear Reader,

There is so much we can learn from history, both our own and others’. I come from Småland, a Swedish province full of (what were considered to be) peculiar farmers famous for their parsimonious attitudes towards business affairs.

In reality, the Smålanders were probably no stingier than anyone else. Like everyone else, for instance, they didn’t skimp when it came to brännvin, a distilled liquor similar to vodka. At that time, in the nineteenth century, Sweden was one of the very poorest countries in Europe, and for a time Swedes were on their way to drinking themselves to death.

But then came regulations from king and parliament, and home stills were banned. Eventually, between this development and Sweden giving up the bad habit of declaring war on just about every other country, the economy whipped itself back into decent shape.

The tale of Algot, Anna Stina and the Water of Life begins in the year 1852, in destitute Småland – an insignificant corner of our vast world, if you will. But even then, the world was not so big that newfangled inventions like thermometers hadn’t reached places as tiny as Aringsås. Not to mention a new pamphlet entitled The Communist Manifesto.

Rumours spread about a revolution in France in 1848. About unrest all over Europe. And about the paradise called America on the other side of the vast ocean. When our tiny settlement is visited by Englishmen, Germans and Dutchmen, when a noble count of Småland marries French, when even the king and his court have reason to pop by, it becomes clear that even small actions can have a massive effect on the big picture.

Crop failure, starvation, drunkenness and a world rumbling with change! Plenty of misery to go around, right?

So let’s have some fun along the way! And let’s let love in, for even back in the olden days, romance was always lurking in the wings.

Stockholm, June 2024

Jonas Jonasson
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A Stinky Neighbour

1852

Algot had no reason to think he was about to lose all he had and then some as he shovelled dung in the pigsty among his father’s many hogs. He was twenty-one years old, but he was not ready to take over his father’s life work, not yet. But perhaps in a year or two?

Nor could he know, or even suspect, that before those two years had passed, he would be involved in more drama than would typically occur in a nineteenth-century Swedish parish in a whole lifetime. But he did know – for his ailing mother had taught him so – that after rain comes sunshine.

It all started when the countess at Kronogården Castle wished to have more space for her purebred Arabians. She was enraptured by the outstanding creatures and it tortured her to know they didn’t have room to stretch their legs properly in their paddock. Hogs, sheep and farmers suffered no ill effects from a bit of crowding, but the Arabians! It was absolutely beneath them. Besides, the number of these extraordinary horses in her possession was likely to increase in time. Partly because each new animal brought joy to her soul; partly because … well, no need for the count to know about that.

Now, the fact was that the hectare of land owned by Algot’s father, hog farmer Olsson, bordered on Kronogården’s holdings and wasn’t terribly far from the castle itself. The countess imagined him and his family out of the picture, and with that she had her plan. The farmer’s pigsty would become a stable for her purebreds. Her husband could turn the slaughterhouse into a smithy. The farmhouse would surely do for a feed store, if they took out a wall or two. It so happened the property adjoined the Arabians’ existing paddock. In one fell swoop, the size of the paddock would increase threefold.

All she had to do was convince the farmer to sell. Owners’ rights were something everyone must respect, highborn or low. Unfortunately.

The countess knew the count considered her to be feeble-minded. She had not tried to disabuse him of this notion over the years. It would have led only to his heaping greater responsibility upon her, and she preferred the way it was now – she was, for all intents and purposes, left to her own devices. Antoinette had also learned just what to do to get her way. 

Even so, this time she decided to handle negotiations with the hog farmer on her own. The count was out of sorts. Something must be troubling him – the forest, the sawmill, the crofters or tenant labourers. Or all of these together. Fortunately, Gustav never shared his concerns with her, but after twenty-seven years of living under the same roof, she knew how to read the frown lines on his forehead.

The walk from castle to creatures was not a long one. Antoinette dressed down before she set off to locate the farmer; she didn’t want him to feel self-conscious. 

After a short while she found what she was looking for. And more besides. The farmer and his son came rambling down the path between pigsty and farmhouse. 

‘Bonjour, Monsieur Olsson!’

The countess was pleased with herself for having learned his name and devoted it to memory. Even simple folk deserved respect. However, she pretended not to see the man’s son.

Sven and Algot had just fed the hogs, and now they were on their way home to see the third member of the family and put something in their own bellies. Esther had been ailing for some time, but she was a fighter. Today she had promised them blood pudding with lingonberry preserves.

But what was this? Was the countess out for a constitutional on Sven’s land? She was welcome to do so if she wished, but now she was calling out to him. And shouting his name. And approaching!

The hog farmer muttered to his son: ‘What do we think this is all about?’

For surely farmers in general, and hog farmers in particular, were the last people (after paupers, crofters and tenant labourers) a real live countess would wish to speak to.

‘Some sort of devilry, Father,’ Algot said. ‘If you’ll allow me to venture a guess.’

The countess was in trouble from the very start. The farmer didn’t speak French, of course. The countess herself had spent almost three decades in Sweden and had never been inclined to learn the local language. On this occasion, though, it wouldn’t have hurt.

Even so, she explained the reason for her visit in her own language, all the while gesticulating that she wanted to purchase that building, and that one, and that one, along with all this land. In conclusion, she indicated with her fingers that there might be a lot of cash in it for them.

Sven asked his son if he understood what she was saying.

‘You and all your languages.’

Algot had received more schooling than most, or perhaps any, presumed heirs of a Swedish farmer in the 1850s. But French was a difficult one to grasp. He turned to the noblewoman and articulated as clearly as he could:

‘Could … the countess … try … to explain … in Swedish?’

The countess could not. In fact, nothing about her expression suggested that she had any idea what Algot had just said. Aside, perhaps, from a hint that she was annoyed at his interference.

‘This is going well,’ Sven observed.

Algot dared to venture a guess: ‘Wonder if she doesn’t want to buy everything we own.’

‘Really? Is she feeling hemmed in?’

Antoinette Bielkegren said something else in the language father and son Olsson did not comprehend. And she repeated the gesture that suggested ‘money’.

‘You don’t suppose she needs a loan?’ Sven said.

Algot did not suppose so. He was leaning ever more toward his original guess.

But by now the hog farmer was tired of standing around and being of no use. He had more important things to do. Such as eating his midday meal, for instance. Besides, he felt awfully lightheaded. What was that terrible stench? If it spread to the hogs, they might take sick.

Algot said it was coming from the noblewoman, that it was called perfume, and that he figured no woman wanted to be told that she stank. Not even in a language she didn’t understand.

Oh dear! The hog farmer hadn’t meant any disrespect. He turned to Countess Bielkegren and apologized.

‘I’m sure there is nothing wrong with the way you smell, Countess, it’s just that my hogs and I aren’t used to it. Please know that you are always welcome on our land, but it would be kind of you to stay as far away from the pigsty as possible, for the sake of the hogs. Now, you’ll have to excuse us, for our blood pudding awaits us at home. I bid you a good-day. Adjö.’

And he went on his way.

His son offered an apologetic smile to the countess and followed.

Antoinette Bielkegren was left behind. She was entirely uncertain whether her message had made it through. Had the youngster perhaps understood? As for what his father had uttered near the end there, she had not a clue. Except for the very last word, because it had sounded exactly like adieu.







Sven took a seat at the kitchen table; Algot followed suit, and his mother Esther joined them. She thumped heavily into her chair after what had been a toilsome hour in the kitchen. Still, it felt good to be of use, and not just lie in bed wracked with pain.

The hog farmer and his son didn’t enquire as to how she was feeling, because they knew she didn’t want to be asked. Instead, Sven told her between bites about their unexpected encounter with the countess.

‘It was right outside, just a little while ago.’

‘Well, I never,’ his wife Esther said. ‘What was on her mind, do you suppose?’

‘According to Algot, she wants to buy our house – pigsty, slaughterhouse and all – and send us packing with our pockets full of riksdaler.’

‘That is, if I understood her correctly,’ Algot hedged. ‘Perhaps she just wanted to buy a pig.’

But Sven shook his head. She already had one of those, in the form of the count.

Algot smiled and agreed.

Esther didn’t let it go. She wanted clarity, so she turned to her son.

‘But isn’t there a difference between wanting to buy everything we own, or just one of our three hundred hogs? Algot, you studied languages!’

‘Not that one in particular, Mother,’ he said. ‘I can speak a little English,’ he said in English.

Sven clarified: ‘There are many different languages out there. The countess, that fool, speaks only French.’

‘Does she wish to become a hog breeder?’ Esther mused.

Sven didn’t expect so. But of course she did import horses that were good for nothing but looking at.

‘Purebred Arabians, for God’s sake! Well, the hog farm is where it is: perfect for giving those bastard horses more space.’

‘Don’t you swear!’ Esther said. ‘Never in front of the food God has blessed, you know that.’

‘Would you consider selling, Father?’ his son wondered.

He was the only heir, of course, and figured it would be interesting to know whether he could expect a hog farm one day, or just a sack full of silver.

‘Not on my life!’ said Sven Olsson.

Esther knew her beloved husband all too well. She anxiously enquired about what he had told the countess.

‘You didn’t say anything to bring misfortune on us, did you?’

Sven cast his eyes down at the blood pudding.

‘I happened to make a comment about how she smelled …’

Esther was horrified.

‘How she smelled?’

‘Algot says it’s called perfume.’

‘Did you curse at her?’

‘No, dammit!’ (said Sven, and in so doing happened to curse at the dinner table again). ‘I just asked her to stay away from the hogs so they don’t get sick.’

‘Oh, dear God!’

But now Algot wanted to put things right.

‘Father wasn’t unpleasant, not at all! Then again, he did bring up that smell, but for one thing it was true, and for another I’m sure the countess didn’t understand a word.’







‘I only understood one word,’ said Antoinette Bielkegren to her Gustav at supper that same evening.

The count wasn’t interested, but he had the good sense to behave as though he was. 

‘Which word was that?’ he said.

‘Adieu,’ said the countess.

At which point she began to wheedle him. She knew how busy Gustav was with his many important duties. But couldn’t he lend her a hand even so? It was this tiny little language issue.

‘Please?’ she said.

She pleaded in her sweetest tone.

Gustav Bielkegren sighed. He despised the countess’s sweetest tone and deeply disliked the rest of them. All the same, he always did as she asked for the sake of domestic peace. But really – this? The family already had twenty-six thousand hectares to worry about. Wasn’t it reasonable, then, to let the damn farmer hold on to his single hectare?

The count wanted nothing more than to finish his meal in peace and quiet. Even so, he allowed himself to pose the aforementioned question to the countess.

Antoinette’s smile grew wider and friendlier than ever as she explained that she feared her darling Gustav hadn’t quite grasped the problem. This was a matter of geography! For instance, it wouldn’t do to keep the Arabian horses as far away as where the crofters lived. Otherwise they could simply cancel a leasehold or two, perhaps pass the crofter in question a riksdaler for the trouble, tear down his miserable shack, build a stable, and turn the crop field into a horse paddock.

Just tear it down and build anew? Gustav thought. And replace the crofter? But why?

Among the many things his wife didn’t understand was that everything had a cost. Besides if he evicted a family or two of crofters and sent them to the poorhouse, he would lose a number of monthly rent payments equal to the number of evictees!

Better, in that case, to chase off Olsson and his hogs.

But how? The farmer had probably turned down the offer once already. Did his suet-brained wife expect Gustav to go down there only to be refused once more?

Yes, as he soon learned.

‘You can at least talk to him, can’t you? Since you understand what he’s saying?’

Followed by another ‘Please!’

The truth was that Gustav Bielkegren wanted nothing more to do with hog farmer Olsson than was strictly necessary. Olsson was a big man in the parish, and he must have had three hundred pigs by now. A few years ago he’d expanded his operation and built a slaughterhouse. On the heels of this success came an insolence that was highly unsuitable in a relationship between a farmer and a nobleman. And wasn’t it irritating that Olsson had such a well-mannered son, one who was not much younger than Gustav’s own first-born, who it seemed would never amount to much?

Then again, what about Gustav’s desire for domestic peace? Antoinette would not stop nattering on about the hog farmer’s land until her husband did as she wished. Thus he capitulated (yet again!) in the hopes of being able to enjoy the last bites of his supper in peace and quiet – and then he sneaked down to his wine cellar and the secret it contained.

‘All right, my love,’ he said to the woman for whom he did not feel a shred of love. ‘I promise to speak with Olsson on one of these coming days. But right now I want to finish this pike-perch before it has cooled completely.’

The countess thanked him while their youngest daughter, Sophia, glanced up. She had been lost in her own thoughts, aware that her parents were arguing about something, as was their custom – although what that something might be, she did not know. Now she noticed that the bickering had ceased.

‘Father, I need new shoes.’

‘You certainly do not,’ her father said between bites, thinking It never rains but it pours. ‘For you have forty pairs already. At least!’

His seventeen-year-old daughter rolled her eyes.

‘Father, you truly do not understand a thing.’

Sophia was skilled in the same techniques as her mother. The two of them got along very well and were equally disinclined to become Swedes even though one of them had been born in the country. Antoinette considered it a given that her daughter should have a new pair of shoes if that was what she desired. The usual path to success was to raise the matter at the breakfast table one morning and bring it up repeatedly until the count’s resistance was worn down. After all, mother and daughter were doomed to an eternity of living in this land so full of darkness, misery and cold – not to mention a three-day ride from Stockholm where at least there were some signs of civilization.

But on this particular occasion, Antoinette couldn’t take her daughter’s side, not fully. There was too much at stake when it came to her Arabians. Gustav was riled enough as it was. The countess decided to intervene.

‘Perhaps you don’t need to order them from Paris this time, Sophia. There are some nice ones to be had in Växjö as well. Or at least in the royal capital city.’

This didn’t land quite as intended.

‘Well, Mother, you ordered another purebred Arabian from Paris, so why can’t I order a couple of measly pairs of shoes?’

The count looked up from his pike-perch.

‘You’ve ordered another purebred?’ he demanded of the countess.

Woe is me! His wife thought.

‘Don’t worry about it, my lovely. I think it’s about time to turn in, it’s getting late.’





Algot and the Scholar

Ten years earlier

When son-of-a-farmer Algot was a child (long before the count got his claws into him and his father) there was no such thing as compulsory school in Sweden. And those schools that did exist were more concerned with religion than facts. But as the hog farm grew more and more successful, Sven and Esther Olsson decided to invest in their only son and give him something they themselves had never got to enjoy.

Thanks to their close proximity to Kronogården, they saw with their own eyes how a private tutor arrived by horse and carriage once a week, hired to teach the noble couple’s three children. In the summertime, when the weather allowed, lessons were undertaken in the nearby mock orange grove.

After one of these lessons, the hog farmer sneaked up to the tutor after he’d climbed up onto the carriage behind his horse to travel the twelve miles back to Växjö.

‘Pardon me,’ Sven said, making him stop the carriage.

‘What for, if I may ask?’

The farmer introduced himself and said that he had noticed, in recent days, that the gentleman had repeatedly come by to instil knowledge into the three noble children.

The man behind the horse nodded and remarked that in this regard he had been doing his best for some time already. He spoke with a candour that Sven found perfectly delightful:

‘Alas, I have been expected to instill said knowledge in French, and that is not a language I parlay without some difficulty. Yet I accepted the assignment in spite of this because two plus two equals four even in Paris, just as Gustav III was shot in Stockholm in 1792 no matter the language. So I’ve made do, although now and again I must rip the riksdaler I’m owed from the hands of the count or countess. They like to keep a firm grip on their money.’

The man spoke the same dialect as Sven, which felt reassuring. Initially, the hog farmer had approached him for advice on who might be able to teach his son following a similar arrangement. But now he pivoted to a bolder plan.

‘How about exchanging those three pupils for one with whom you can converse plainly, preferably twice a week and for remuneration double whatever the count offers – and paid in advance?’

The man climbed down from his carriage and approached the proposer.

‘How old is this pupil you speak of?’

‘Eleven.’

‘How is his intellect?’

Sven wasn’t sure. Might as well be honest.

‘He can tell the time, he can both add and subtract when measuring feed, and he can already shovel manure like a grown man. However, I don’t suppose he knows much about when Gustav III died. He was shot, you say? Goodness me.’

At this, the man stuck out his hand and introduced himself.

‘I am Scholar Henriksson from Växjö. Countess Bielkegren just sent me packing because I gave an honest answer when she asked how I felt her children’s education was progressing. As such, I am available to take on a new student, and what could be more suitable than a boy who can both speak Swedish and shovel manure like a grown man?’

So it came to be that Sven, Esther and eleven-year-old Algot sat down with Scholar Henriksson in the farmhouse kitchen. The latter explained that his degree was in law, but that languages, society, literature, politics and history had always interested him. And he believed he could become a worthy mentor to the boy.

‘What I want to learn most of all is how Father’s still works,’ Algot said. ‘Could that be included in the assignments?’

Here, Sven broke in with an ‘All in good time.’ One had to be fifteen before handling brännvin. Or at least fourteen. 

‘Then we’ll start with Christian doctrine instead,’ said the scholar.

He shouldn’t have said that.

‘Like hell!’ said the hog farmer.

‘Watch your tongue, Sven!’ Esther protested. ‘At the kitchen table and everything!’

She was sick, after all, and didn’t dare to hope she’d get better. When it was time for her to meet her maker, in the not-too-distant future, she didn’t want to have to make apologies for her husband.

The hog farmer buttoned his lip. Esther knew he couldn’t stand Dean Sikelius. The idea that Algot might turn out like the dean had caused Sven’s tongue to slip.

A priest? thought Algot, aged eleven. Hell no. He was going to become a hog farmer. But this conversation was between the adults. He continued to say nothing.

However, the scholar then offered some reassuring information regarding religion. He himself held some serious doubts when it came to certain portions of the Bible. It was just that a man who knew his catechism could expect to have a much easier time in life. Because the fact was – with all due respect to the nobility, the burghers, and the farmers – second to the king, it was the clergy one must grovel before.

‘Did you say, by the by, that the dean in this parish is called Sikelius? I am vaguely acquainted with him. As a very young boy, I was forced into the pew in Växjö when he was posted there. He was awfully harsh and then some back in those days.’

‘Nothing has changed in that regard,’ said Sven, who had the ability to listen to a sensible argument and change his mind when necessary.

And so it was agreed that Sven would (not without some reluctance) send his son to school as arranged by the Church twice a week, while the scholar travelled the twelve miles from Växjö to the hog farm with equal frequency.

Thus on Mondays and Wednesdays, the dean taught Algot that God had created Heaven and Earth in six days, while the scholar used Tuesdays and Thursdays to explain that this same Earth is a sphere, that it revolves around the sun rather than the other way around, and that it is impossible to give a scientific explanation for how water might be turned into wine.







Algot and the scholar had regular lessons together for seven long years, and they grew to become very fond of one another. When they said farewell on Algot’s eighteenth birthday, the scholar had long since progressed from a scholar to a lawyer, and he was on his way to even greater things. Still, to Algot, he remained ‘the scholar’.

‘Thank you very much, Scholar, for our years together,’ he said.

‘Gustav III was shot at the Opera in 1792,’ said his father Sven, who remembered the very first time he and the scholar had met and wanted to demonstrate that he had picked up a thing or two along the way as well.

‘And who did the shooting?’ the scholar enquired with a smile.

‘Off with you,’ said Sven.





The Many Concerns of the Count

1852

The count and countess agreed on one thing, and one thing only. It wasn’t something they ever spoke about, because it had to do with one’s opinion of the other, and the other’s opinion of the one.

Gustav Bielkegren was feeling sorry for himself. He had produced three children (with a certain amount of assistance from his wife). And all three took after her and her alone! Their names were Mauritz, Désirée and Sophia, though Gustav considered them dumb, dumber and dumbest (not necessarily in that order).

He had long since resigned himself to the fact that he alone would have to care for the castle, the twenty-six thousand hectares of forest and field, and Sweden’s most modern sawmill. For his purposes, the rest of the family were nothing but expensive items, mood-ruiners and problems.

Building the sawmill, incidentally, had been the count’s own idea. He was surrounded by naysayers left and right. Kronogården Castle and estate were too far from the coast, they said; he should devote his efforts to the iron ore in the nearby waterways instead, they said. As if it was up to the count where his forest grew! The timber could travel to the Baltic Sea via rivers and lakes, after all. The extra cost of transport he would incur, compared to his competitors, had to be weighed against Gustav’s visionary mind for organization and efficiency. And it was all the fault of the weather that, even decades later, these slanderers hadn’t been proved entirely wrong. How many hard winters could there be in a row?

Finances were one constant concern among many. The count was a count, a nobleman – not some old broom maker. And not just any count! He was the most important person in the district and had few, if any, superiors in all of southern Sweden. Each time the king and his court came south from Stockholm on royal business, they spent the night at Kronogården before travelling on to Denmark. Often the journey ended there – the Swedish and Danish kings always had things to talk about. Alternatively they would continue towards the German states, and perhaps all the way to Paris. Bielkegren was especially pleased that there were never additional royal stops on Swedish ground in the vicinity of Kronogården. He was, once and for all, the only man of consequence in the region.

Accordingly the eighth-generation count must defend the honour of his family name. He hardly dared to think about what would happen in generation nine. How could building his family have gone so wrong?







It all started when Karl XIV Johan, early in his time as regent, made his first of two visits to the estate. Among his retinue was a young woman of both French and high noble origin. His Majesty introduced her to Gustav’s father and encouraged an arrangement between her and Gustav. Gustav had no choice but to become interested in the woman. Since his French was rather limited at that time, he was not able to gauge the level of her intellect until it was too late. Not that it would have mattered; after all, a royal suggestion could not be understood as anything less than an order.

This arrangement led to a son, Mauritz, followed by a daughter, Désirée. When Gustav’s father died, the new count wished to secure his bloodline with yet another son and reluctantly devoted a considerable amount of time to the matter.

It took a while but another child arrived eight years after Mauritz. She was named Sophia, and with her Gustav felt that he’d had enough. He ceased to share a bedchamber with his countess, citing permanent insomnia.







The years went by. One day Mauritz was old enough for the count to realize that he and the countess had produced a halfwit. He blamed the countess first and foremost, but Mauritz wasn’t without some responsibility himself. Their first-born undertook nothing at all. And when he did, it all went amok. It was therefore especially vexing that their closest and only neighbour (hog farmer Olsson) had a boy who seemed to help his father more in a single day than Mauritz had helped Gustav in all his life. And the farmer’s boy was several years younger!

In the hopes of whipping his heir into shape, the count shipped him off to officer training in Kristianstad as soon as he was old enough. From where he was promptly sent home. Another try, in Skövde, brought identical results.

It wasn’t until they considered Stockholm that Gustav found a regiment commander with an elastic conscience and finances poor enough to make Mauritz a lieutenant despite his many irremediable shortcomings.

Things went better with their middle child, Désirée. Gustav managed to marry her off to a not-too-choosy Danish baron and from then on only had dumber and dumbest to think of.

His daughter Sophia was now of an age to marry, but as luck would have it, she was the spitting image of her mother – that is to say, free of both charisma and good sense. It wasn’t going to be easy!

Mauritz, at least, had the advantage of being economical to maintain. After the thorough bribery in Stockholm, all it took was a reasonable infusion of riksdaler each year to make sure the general hadn’t forgotten what he’d been paid to remember. The amount was practically nothing next to the cost of a single one of his daughter’s many purchasing whims. Beyond that, the Crown was tasked with supporting Mauritz. It remained to be seen whether that devil would ever amount to anything.

And speaking of the devil: how about his wife Antoinette and her confounded horses, good for nothing but running fast. Which could have been a valuable trait if the countess ever went anywhere. But she never left the grounds. Alas!

Their daughter was just as bad. Already seventeen and no suitor in sight, no matter which shoes and dress she picked out for the day. They’d come close on a few occasions. But things fell apart when the aspiring beau insisted on speaking with the intended first.

‘Ugh!’ the count summarized, and sneaked down to his wine cellar. He always locked the door behind him to be safe, even though he had fooled his wife and daughter into believing that huge, carnivorous spiders lived down there. Not that he had ever seen such a thing, and not that they even existed in Sweden, but it kept the womenfolk away.

Finally on his own, among barrels and bottles, he sat down for a moment. He needed to slow his heart rate after the evening meal, given that the topics of conversation initiated by countess and daughter over pike-perch seldom revolved around anything but expenses. This evening had been no exception.

Then he stood up (at least it was a Wednesday!) and cautiously opened the small door in one corner, the one next to the oak barrel of cognac, the one that led to the rear of the castle. There, as ordered, foreman Björk awaited him with a saddled horse.

‘I wish the count a pleasant ride,’ Björk smiled.

He might have been insinuating something by that.

‘You can take the rest of the evening off,’ the count replied curtly.





The Many Concerns of the Countess

1852

Antoinette Bielkegren was feeling sorry for herself. She had produced three children (with a certain amount of assistance from her husband). In a stroke of great misfortune, her first-born son had grown up to be exactly like his father. Antoinette felt that one of them was one too many. Now she was plagued by two.

She also couldn’t quite make sense of their older daughter. Gustav had married her off to a simple baron in Denmark, and in Désirée’s latest letter she waxed on and on about how happy she was.

Happy? In Denmark?

At least the baron spoke French. But that didn’t stop him from being Danish. And his fortune essentially consisted of forty-eight windmills for grinding flour. Flour that led to bread! Who wants to live on bread and Danish beer when there’s foie gras and Loire Valley wine? thought the woman who had felt homesick every day for over twenty years.

That left Sophia. Seventeen now, and still aglow with merry youth. But how long would that last? Abominable Sweden was slowly sucking the lifeblood from both of them.

It was Antoinette’s father’s fault that it had turned out this way. Although he was a marquis, he allowed himself to be dazzled by that son-of-a-burgher Jean Baptiste Bernadotte, who had climbed all the way to the rank of general in the French army. The two of them were already undeniably close friends by the time the latter suddenly became the crown prince and eventually the king of Sweden. To this day, Antoinette could not understand how Burgher Bernadotte voluntarily went from a decorated officer in the world’s noblest army to a regent ruling over little more than scoundrels, drunks and starving peasants who kept coming down with both dysentery and typhus. But he would have been welcome to it, if only he hadn’t also convinced his friend that he should marry off his daughter to the son of a Swedish count.

Still, her father and the burgher had meant well. There was no denying that a count outranked a marquis. And so things went as they did. At which point both the burgher king and Antoinette’s father died – and Antoinette was left to her fate.

Vulgar Gustav’s fortune, as it happened, did not even consist of windmills but trees! At least bread – in contrast to timber and planks – was edible, provided you dipped it in olive oil.

The countess missed her brother and the family’s French estate more than anything. To think that she had exchanged the Loire Valley – the Garden of France! – for spruce and pine, pine and spruce: winters with snow a metre high and a hog farmer one couldn’t even speak to for a neighbour. Although why would one even want to speak to him, unless one wished him gone?

Then add the fact that it was two hours by carriage to the nearest city.

Växjö. The very name put a sour taste in her mouth. Antoinette promised herself she would never set foot there, a promise she’d had reason, over the years, to break very few times. Most recently during the rededication of the cathedral. Everyone who was anyone was invited; all of them were expected to attend – and to be impressed!? As if Notre-Dame didn’t even exist! Five hundred years older, and at least that many times better.

Antoinette dreamed of fleeing the country with Sophia before things went as badly for her as they had for Désirée. Alas, a dream it would remain, for how could they ever get away from the freezing cold North? The count was eternally chained to his twenty-six thousand hectares of cursed forest. And noble couples didn’t divorce, not without a scandal.

All she could do was stay in this rut: keep acting dim-witted in front of her dim-witted husband and reaping what few advantages there were. Such as the delightful Arabians.

‘Ugh!’ Antoinette synopsized Sophia’s and her situation, and she went to her chamber, sat down at her desk, took out paper and quill and began to compose the next letter of an endless stream.

‘Frère bien-aimé. Beloved brother … have I got a tale for you …!’





Algot Helps His Father Think

1852

Sven Olsson couldn’t have had better neighbours. Secretly, it amused him to watch the count and countess be tormented not only by the fact of his family’s existence, but also the fact of their success. Both of them wanted him gone, and all because Bielkegren’s stinky wife needed more room for her horses!

First Countess Bielkegren came by to try to convince him in French. A few days later, it was the count’s turn. He, at least, spoke a language that made sense, and he offered a hefty sum of riksdaler for the premises and property. But that was as far as the conversation got, because he had no answer to provide as to where Sven was supposed to go with all his hogs, his ailing wife, and his soon-to-fledge son.







Sven and Gustav Bielkegren were the same age. They never spent time together as children, of course, and never saw one another at school. Partly because the future count received his education at the castle, and partly because Sven didn’t receive any education whatsoever.

Running a hog farm, however, was best done by someone with a nose for business, and that had little to do with reading the catechism or a familiarity with what all the French philosophers in the world had thought and reckoned over the years.

Incidentally, Sven had discovered that the French language had certain similarities to the sounds the hogs made when they were happy about something, like for instance when he and Algot brought them buckets full of rotten apples.

Sven had taken over the farm after his father’s death in 1825. From that day on, the operation expanded rapidly, for Sven was a fast learner who also possessed the enthusiasm of youth. Thirty hogs became fifty, one hundred, and two hundred, until the present day, when there were two hundred and ninety-nine. And several of the sows were with young.

By 1830 the farmhouse had an addition, and so did the family – it was Algot, who would turn out to be their only child. A new pigsty was finished by the boy’s eighth birthday, and it had room for four hundred hogs (it was important to plan ahead). Not long after that a slaughterhouse was built, and it turned a profit from the start, since it was large enough for Sven to process his closest neighbours’ livestock as well.

After a few decades, hog farmer Olsson was considered an important man! So much so that other important men in the area (albeit not as important) had recently chosen him to represent the farmers at the parliament in Stockholm. In the near future, Sven would be given the opportunity to speak and declare his political views in front of His Majesty and the assembled! And King Oscar would even understand what he said, because, unlike his predecessor – and the countess of Kronogården, for that matter – he spoke Swedish.

By this point, Sven was approaching fifty years of age. It was not unreasonable to imagine that in the not-too-distant future, he might be pushing up daisies. But he wasn’t too concerned, since his son was already grown and showing promise.

‘We should train you to be the new hog farmer while I’m still kicking,’ mused the man who had himself been thrown into the role at the tender age of twenty. ‘That way I could devote my last years on earth to politics.’

‘What do you think, then, Father?’ Algot said.

‘What about?’ Sven wondered.

‘About everything! If you’re going to declare your political opinions in front of His Majesty, wouldn’t it be a good idea to have an opinion at the ready? Or better, two.’

The hog farmer considered this. Yes, what did he think? He thought that winters were too harsh, the count was an idiot, the countess smelled, and it was a little too far to Växjö.

Sven was aware that none of these would form the basis of a political platform.

‘I had better start thinking something else as well, hadn’t I?’







And so future parliamentarian-cum-hog farmer Sven Olsson began to visit farmer after farmer in the area to find out what those he would represent had to say about their existence. To be on the safe side, he took Algot along for an extra set of ears.

What he and his son learned was that everything was rubbish: taxes, weather, the laziness of maids and farmhands, and compulsory churchgoing. One of the farmers added that his wife was entirely too surly, as if the parliamentarian-to-be could do anything about that.

But Andersson on the hill took a broader view of this misery than others. He invited Sven and Algot in for coffee and reminded them about the revolution in France a few years back, and how much unrest had ensued: in the German states, in the Austro-Hungarian Empire, Poland, Venice, Bohemia, and basically everywhere else. Even Stockholm had seen rocks thrown at those in power. But only until the rocks ran out, and then everyone went back home again.

The well-read farmer explained that honourable French burghers and farmers had entirely lost their minds and joined forces with the socialists to increase their numbers and have a better chance at success in their revolution.

Sven sat patiently as Andersson travelled all over Europe. But Algot gathered his courage and asked what the farmer’s objection to socialists might be. At which point he was informed that they wanted to depose the king, introduce a republic, and allow practically every last person to vote in elections!

‘What would happen if any old tramp got to have a say?’ the well-read farmer went on. ‘Surely the least we can ask of someone who wishes to introduce changes to the law is that he be able to read the law as it already exists!’

Thus prompted by his son, parliamentarian-elect Sven Olsson from the District of Allbo (comprising sixteen parishes!) promised his home district that he would fight for the continued monarchy and the requirement that one must prove he could read in order to participate in a general election.

That Sven himself could neither interpret nor produce written letters and words was something Algot saw as a surmountable barrier. Father would just have to talk even more. Including in the presence of the king they absolutely would have done just fine without.





The Count Does the Farmer a Favour

1852

Gustav Bielkegren was immediately overcome by nausea when he heard the news that the wilful hog farmer had been elected to the Swedish parliament (where, of course, the count himself also had a seat).

And then Olsson had the nerve to pay a visit to ask the count for a favour!

‘A favour?’ he said, flabbergasted. ‘Why would I be inclined to offer such a thing to you, Olsson, when you keep refusing to accommodate me? The countess has been crying herself to sleep every night.’

The hog farmer confessed that he didn’t feel particularly optimistic that the count would grant the favour, but posing the question cost nothing in this country. In contrast to many other things. 

‘So what is this favour?’ the count snapped.

Well, the fact was, the hog farmer’s son had already turned twenty-one, while the farmer himself was getting on in years. One day, in the not-too-distant future, young Algot would take over the farm from his father.

‘Just like your boy Mauritz, Herr Count.’

‘That’s Lieutenant Bielkegren to you, Olsson,’ the displeased count said as he shuddered at the thought.

‘In any case,’ Sven continued, ‘Algot is still Algot, even to you, Herr Count. What I’m thinking is that it’s time for Algot to learn to stand on his own two feet before I draw my last breath. Just like Lieutenant Bielkegren – and I must say, he’s certainly climbed the ranks quickly! Of course, he’s still behind King Oscar, but not many others!’

The farmer’s implication was not lost on Count Bielkegren. Before ascending the throne, King Oscar had become a lieutenant colonel at the age of thirteen, colonel at sixteen, and major general on his eighteenth birthday. An extraordinary military career, even if it wasn’t based entirely on qualifications.

‘Are you suggesting, Olsson, that my son didn’t earn his rank?’ the count asked as he reminded himself that it was almost time to pay the annual bribe to the general.

‘Certainly not!’ Sven said, making it sound like the opposite.

Soon, only the countess would be more irritating to the count.

‘Olsson, could you get to the point now?’

He could.

The favour Sven wanted was for young Algot to lease one of the count’s many croft-holdings, each of which consisted of a dwelling and a crop field. Times were tough, thanks not least to the harsh winters. The boy would have to toil day and night to make ends meet. Sven couldn’t imagine a better lesson to prepare his boy for the hard work of life as a hog farmer and potential future member of parliament. 

Future member of parliament? thought Count Bielkegren. That wasn’t the kind of position a man inherited, dammit! (Unless he was a count.)

But he didn’t say so, because at that very moment he realized that in fact, one of his thirty-six croft-holdings was without a tenant. The reason for this was that the croft itself was dilapidated and that no one had ever seen a field so stony and inhospitable to crops.

What if this farmer-oaf’s son were to lease the croft and fail in every way, including paying the rent in a timely fashion? Perhaps it was a far-fetched notion to think that this might lead to the hog farmer’s downfall too, but oh well. At the very least, Olsson – like Gustav himself – would get a taste of what it was like to have incompetent offspring.

‘Kråketorp is available,’ he said. ‘But he’ll have to patch the holes in the roof on his own, and I will have the rent in cash on the last day of each month.’

And he tossed out a sum well beyond what any of his other crofters paid.

‘Many thanks!’ said hog farmer Olsson.





Time to Grow Up

1852

Sven found Algot in the pigsty, where he was shovelling manure.

‘Put down the spade, my son, for it’s time for you to grow up.’

‘How exciting!’ said his son.

What awaited him were two or three hard years as a crofter, after which he would be welcomed home to carry on with his inherited hogs.

‘As I understand it, the dwelling isn’t in the best shape, and I don’t think the quality of the soil has ever made a crofter happy,’ said Sven.

‘That’s all right,’ said his son.

What Algot got to take with him on the day of his departure was a colt called Brunte, a cart, a couple of books, a small starting capital, and the still he’d had his eye on all these years – with an accompanying set of handling instructions.

‘Nothing is more important than the temperature, Algot,’ his father said.

His son promised to keep this in mind.

‘There now, off with you! Mother sends her good wishes. She didn’t have the energy to get out of bed today.’

Father and son shook hands and exchanged serious gazes. Both of them knew which way the wind was blowing when it came to Mother.





The Count Has an Idea

1852

The countess couldn’t stop tormenting herself over how much the hog farmer’s land was in the way of her horses. The purebred Arabians now numbered eleven, each one more elegant than the last. She thought it was positively dreadful to see them crowding one another in the paddock.

Of course, the count had to hear about this at every meal, and perhaps he would have been completely confounded if not for the fact that he’d realized his simple wife knew what she was talking about. Not that he cared about the Arabians, but the hog farmer’s land was positioned such that it could allow the sawmill better access to the river, which flowed to the lake and eventually to the sea where the timber ships awaited. In other words if he managed to run Olsson off, he would placate the countess and lower the cost of the mill that still, after decades, had not managed to turn a profit.

Gustav Bielkegren’s hope was renewed when Sven Olsson’s wife became ill with cancer and died. It was over in a matter of months. It was possible that the hog farmer loved his wife, since common folks were apt to pursue marriage with such ideas. And now that his son had moved out and become a crofter … well, perhaps Olsson was sitting around in his house just wishing he could get away?

So Bielkegren went to visit him yet again and offered a handsome sum for the hectare that stood in the way of the count and countess. The same sum as last time …

‘Plus ten per cent, Olsson!’

When the hog farmer’s only response was to gaze vacantly at the count, Gustav decided to sweeten the deal a bit more.

‘In addition you may have your pick from the sawmill to make a proper coffin for the wife!’

This time Sven showed a reaction. But not the kind the count had expected.

Esther was still lying upstairs with hands folded. The nerve of this count, to sit in Sven’s kitchen, haggling over the farm and using her coffin as a bargaining chip! 

Slowly, the hog farmer rose to his feet.

‘Now listen here, Bielkegren, you bastard. I see you’re still an arsehole. You leave my house and my property this instant, or I will help you on your way!’

Gustav decided not to make a big deal out of the hog farmer’s behaviour. It was clear he was grieving, and in the throes of grief anything might come out of a person’s mouth. There were no witnesses to the incident, either, so it wasn’t as if the count must hurry to defend his honour in front of a third party.

There was, however, a new thorn in his side now. For each time he had the misfortune of running into the hog farmer in the future, both would know what Olsson had said and that Gustav hadn’t protested. The balance of power between the two men had been disrupted. In short, the hog farmer must go!







To think that there followed a great stroke of luck! It came in the form of an outbreak of hog cholera near the border between Småland and Blekinge. It was too much to hope that the sickness would spread all the way to Kronogården, but the count realized he could help it along.

Thus he made haste to Fridafors, where apparently the disease was raging at its worst. At last he found what he was so desperately seeking: a family of crofters with a pitiful potato patch, a field of failed crops – and a coughing, obviously dying pig!

The young couple even had roots in Gustav’s home region, which made simple work of the deal. The count offered the crofter a position as a tenant labourer at Sweden’s most modern sawmill. He added a few non-binding words about future opportunities for advancement, perhaps all the way up to foreman!

A wife was, of course, primarily meant for bearing children, but the count noticed that this one had ambitions. So he hinted that the young wife might also be able to find employment at the castle.

When all was said and done, both crofter and crofter’s wife followed the count back to the manor to be installed in the labourers’ quarters. By the time they arrived at Kronogården, Bielkegren had completely forgotten his vague promise of household employment for the woman.

The crofter couple could not understand why the count insisted that their mortally ill hog should be brought along. Gustav replied that as long as there was life, there was hope. During the long journey from Fridafors to Kronogården, of course, the hog grew even sicker. When they arrived, Gustav struggled to put on a sorrowful expression and said that all hope seemed to be gone. He offered to take care of the dying animal for the couple. The simple husband expressed gratitude, but the even simpler wife actually shot him an odd look. Perhaps she hadn’t entirely understood what he’d said? She was a woman, after all.

It was already dark outside. The count sneaked onto Farmer Olsson’s land and let the dying hog loose among the farmer’s hale and hearty ones. It took no more than a few seconds for one of the old sows to take note of the stranger in their midst. She lumbered over to sniff the newcomer, probably to decide whether it should be chased off or not. With that, the count’s work was done. All he had to do now was bide his time.

Sure enough! The old sow fell ill before she even had time to decide how she felt about the new addition. She died before the original dying pig could do the same. Gustav couldn’t remember the last time he’d experienced anything but setbacks. Perhaps his luck had turned!







In the span of two weeks, all of Sven Olsson’s three hundred pigs suffered the same fate. The farmer, who had always settled his debts promptly when it came to suppliers and wholesalers, was suddenly insolvent!

The creditors lined up, but only until the count bought up all of Olsson’s debt in order to – as he put it – gather it all under one roof. Then he sat down to wait.

And sure enough it didn’t take long for the hog farmer to come to him, hat in hand.

‘I understand it’s you alone, Count, I should speak to about postponing payment on my debts. I know we have exchanged harsh words now and then, but to my mind this is a tragedy that rises above such matters – wouldn’t you say so?’

It was looking like a good day for Gustav Bielkegren. The farmer bastard had even brought his crofter-clod of a son with him.

‘I’ve helped father run the calculations for reorganization,’ said the son. ‘Could we look through it with you, Count?’

Reorganization?

‘I don’t recall any harsh words between us,’ said the count.
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