
 

The Disobedient Owl 
Book One  

Story Summaries 
 

Don’t Mess with Lady Spider  

In nature, there can be little doubt that in most animal species, it is the male that 
rules the roost, even as they leave caring for the young largely to the female. But, 
not always, and so the author takes the child on a trip into the very special 
world of the spider, a world totally different from anything that a child could 
imagine. The child will learn from this story some amazing facts about how the 

strong female spiders get along. For 
example: how they build a web, with 
what material, what they catch in that 
web, how they bundle their prey up for 
later consumption, how much disdain 
they have for the courting process, how 
they treat the males coming to mate, the 
mating itself, and then—shockingly, 
well, better I hold back and let you get 
the rest of the story for yourself. (As for 
the little ones that come out of her eggs, 
she couldn’t care less.) Strong females, 
indeed!  
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The Cuckoo’s Dilemma 

The cuckoo is a strange bird. It doesn’t build a nest at all, and it doesn’t rear its 
young. Instead, the female furtively deposits her eggs in the nest of another 
species, usually one whose eggs nearly resemble the cuckoo’s. Nor does it play any 

role whatsoever in the feeding or caring of 
its young. Some would say that the 
cuckoos make poor parents…but not so 
fast, please. In nature, whenever there is a 
deviation from a normal expectation, 
whether it is in form or behavior, there is 
usually some sound reason for it, having 
often to do with the evolution of the 
species. And so it is with the cuckoo. This 
story explains why the cuckoos cannot 
rear their young: it has everything to do 
with fat, hairy caterpillars…so read on.  
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Why the Mighty Oak Fell 

In nature there is a web-of-
dependence among even very 
unrelated species. We accept this 
unhesitatingly because it would 
seem weird if fish preferred to jump 
onto land for their prey or food, 
instead of finding it in the waters 
they swim in. Equally, we enjoy that 
flowers and bees and butterflies also 
get along swimmingly. But in the 
forest the relationships between the 
various trees and all the other 
species that trees support is 
especially competitive for reasons 
that the author tries to make very 
clear to the child. He chose the oak 
tree as his protagonist because it is a 
tree that has historically…and 
practically…commanded the most 

respect among foresters and people for its fine wood. But the oak is not invincible; 
it too must compete; it has no choice. The author shows the consequences to the 
oak when it becomes too accommodating…that is the gist of the story. It’s also 
nature’s way of demonstrating that the ‘survival of the fittest’ reigns 
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The Disobedient Owl 
As already touched upon in the 
Translator’s Introduction to these stories, 
Carl Ewald was dedicated to bringing the 
ideas of evolution through natural 
selection into the child’s understanding. 
He wanted children to know how nature 
works, resulting in a better, if still 
incomplete knowledge of the vital 
processes that nature employs, resulting 
hopefully in the downplaying of religious 
and/or irrational notions serving only to 
confuse the child, not educate him. 
Nowhere in his writings is this made 
more explicit, and abundantly clear, than 
in this short story of how the owl came 
to be the incredible bird that it is. 
(Hint: the owl hunts at night. Why?) The story is pure, undiluted Darwinism, as 
well stated and explained as one might expect in an advanced biology text for 
students many years older than the children that are going to reads this story. 
Bravo. That was surely Ewald’s purpose 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 5 

 

The Man Who Wouldn’t Eat Strawberries 
The cat eats the mouse, the 
mouse eats the cheese, the bird 
eats the worm, and the man eats 
the chicken. How would you 
explain that to a child who likes 
to see the creeping mouse eat the 
cheese, likes the wiggly worm to 
squirm in her hand, and thinks 
that fat hens are just for making 
eggs? This story is about a man 
that decides to stow away in the 
countryside in order not to harm 

a living soul, neither plant nor animal, and so becomes a completely moral being.  
It takes a rude cat to bring some sense to the man, demonstrating to him why 
that strategy doesn’t work in the real world.  
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Why the Worms Left 
Surely, you have walked on the forest floor, felt the sponginess, the ‘give’ of its 
surface, noticed its blackness, and breathed in its special fragrance. Without a 
doubt, the abundance of verdant tree life around you, the sheer magic of the 
stillness, broken only by the occasional sounds of the cicadas and the crickets…all 

to remind you that the 
forest is indeed a special 
place. Carl Ewald, through 
his early training as a 
forester, must also have 
had this experience many 
times. And for that reason, 
he wrote a special story 
about how important 
cooperation is among all 
the parties in making a 
forest what it is. In this 
story he pays tribute to 
those contributors with a 
special ‘hats off’ to the 
lowly earthworm, and its 
role in creating the 
essential humus, that 
black topsoil, upon which 
the very health and 

survival of the forest is dependent. But there is a special poignancy as well to this 
story. During Ewald’s lifetime, Denmark was a leader in the building of 
commercial ships for the maritime trade, and throughout this period many a proud 
beech forest was ‘clean cut’ to provide the wood for these ships. In this story, he 
tells us of the consequences of that, causing a once huge forest on a ‘Beech Hill’ to 
become nothing but ever-spreading, ground-hugging heather, the trees having been 
all cut down, and now, for lack of earthworms to make humus, a deserted 
landscape, renamed ‘Heather Hill’. 
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The Coral That Built an Island 
There are no coral beds anywhere near Denmark. The ocean waters around her are 
much too cold for that. But Ewald, knowledgeable about nature in its entirety, was 
totally familiar with the important role that corals in the tropics play in the ecology 
of the ocean. So, of course, children must have a lesson about how coral life came 
to be.  

Before there were corals, there 
were huge stands of seaweeds 
around which swam all manner 
of sea life: cod, pike, eels, 
mussels, snails and so on. And, 
as it happened, four 
young…well, let Ewald say it:  

Right there four 
youngsters played 
every day with each 
other and chatted 
about things they 
could understand. 
[…they were so tiny 
that you couldn’t see 
them with the naked 
eye. And if someone 

had come with a magnifying glass and discovered them…because 
they were all round, transparent things with fine hairs, but 
lacking heads and legs and eyes and everything you expect to find 
in a common animal… 

Methodically, he builds the story in a most exciting way, until the corals are now 
enormous reefs that rise from the ocean bottom forming islands unto themselves. 
The child’s imagination soars as the coral meets problem after problem in its 
destined fate to dominate the waters it grows in. And the big lesson in this story? 
There is both life and unpredictable death in nature. One species thrives at the 
expense of another species; life goes on, of course, but it is not typically happening 
in a place where everybody ‘gets along.’ That is the Law of Nature, too.  
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Natural Enemies 
 

 
 
It comes as no surprise to us that in nature there is competition for food resources 
at every level, from the tiniest bacteria to the mightiest of the mammals, the lions. 
In the insect world, however, this competition is often that the larger preys on the 
smaller. The praying mantis loves to feed on lady bugs where it can, and the web-
building spider entraps the curious fly. 
 
In this story, we learn that there are some surprising strategies amongst some trees 
and their insect visitors that enable them all to coexist in a designated balancing 
act, understood best such that control of population is always maintained. 
Nature as it really is! 
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The Combatting Queens 

 
 
One of the more unusual spectacles in nature is to observe a swarm of bees hanging 
from a tree branch, resembling a buzzing football. (Not a good idea to try and take 
it down, however!)  

But, the very reason for the existence of that swarm is not usually appreciated, 
neither by adults nor children. It has everything to do with bee colony intrigue, of 
royal displacements…of a queen being rejected, kicked off her throne, and fleeing 
with her consorts.  

The ins and outs of bee colony life is certainly one of the more fascinating events in 
all of nature, and in this story, we learn a great deal more about how social bees 
order their society. Strangely, perhaps, it was not so different than the way that 
we—at one point in modern history—arranged our own 
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The Wily Fox  
This one competes for being my all-time favorite. I’m going to tempt Disney Studios 
to make it into an animated film!  

Ewald was a real conservationist at heart. Truly, a man who had the most enormous 
respect for the trade-offs that animals in nature had to make to live in a world that 
had been taken over by humans often to the indigenous animal’s extreme detriment, 

even death. Alas, man in his 
glutinous insistence on thinking 
shortsightedly, to ‘kick the can 
down the road’ makes the most 
calamitous of decisions regarding 
nature. In this story, Ewald pays a 
very comical respect to the 
legendary cleverness of the fox.  

The story starts out with a very 
funny passage as the fox outwits 
the ‘too-clever-for-its-own-good’ 
nightingale that he eventually 
consumes for breakfast. But then, 
the story takes a serious turn as 
man, in the guise of a forest 
ranger, sets out to catch the fox, 
who both in need from hunger 
and in revenge, has raided the 
ranger’s henhouse repeatedly. 
The length to which the fox goes 

to cover his tracks is more like a good detective story than a nature story. But 
don’t let me ruin it for you; it’s too good. Along the way, notice the manner in which 
Ewald uses the story line to poke sarcastic fun at the stupidities of governments to 
deal reasonably with the natural order, to live in concert with it. When will we learn?  

 

 
 


