
 

The Orphaned Ducklings 
Book Two  

Stories about Man in Nature 
 

Story Summaries   
 

The Fox’s Last Stand (Continued from Book One)  
 

Having outwitted the nightingale in a 
previous encounter, the fox remains 
ever hungry for whatever prey he can 
find. Hunting grounds devoid of man 
are long-gone and he decides that it is 
within his power as an intelligent 
animal to take on the best of 
them…the local forest ranger and his 
entourage. Not that this is a new 
experience for either fox or ranger. 
They have been sparring with each 
other for years. 

 

It becomes a matter of wits and wills, and while the fox is very clever, indeed,  
he eventually runs into trouble. I will not give away here what ensues, suffice 
to say, it is both funny, and heart-wrenching.  
 

In this story, we learn how the clever fox thinks, how he maneuvers against 
unbelievable odds and uses his instinctive faculties to stay alive as long as he 
can. Man, in the guise of the forest ranger, represents the unstoppable force 
that in the end robs wildlife of a fair share of its natural habitat.  
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The Forest and the Heath 
 
A Walk in Nature. It sounds so calming, reassuring, and healthy! It is all of 
these things, but there is always more than meets the eye. Beyond these 
glowing feelings, in the deepest and unseen aspects of nature, competition 
always lurks; it simply varies in its intensity.   
 

A forgotten desert with little or no significant rain will not show the same 
types of competitive forces, nor the propensity for change as, for example, a  
forest that is clear-cut. The kinds of new plant and animal life that appear 

consequently, and how the denuded space progresses through time, is vastly 
different from an unperturbed desert landscape.  
 

In this story, we see how the needs of two different kinds of plants—a ground-
crawling heather and a large forest—compete for the same space. It’s an 
example of what is occurring all the time in natural environs, even as it exists 
unobserved and unsuspected.  
Sometimes, man intercedes with this natural process, for better or for worse. 
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The Orphaned Ducklings 
 

 
 
Do you feel warm under your down comforter? Of all our fine feathered 
friends, the soft breast feathers of the female Eider Duck—the ‘down’—are 
the most highly prized for their unusual insulating qualities. It is for this 
reason that these ducks were once targeted by man some 100 plus years ago in 
Norway.  
 

Against the backdrop of feather-seeking humans, this story reveals the less-
known behaviors of ducks in nature, and their exceptionally strong mothering 
instincts. As for the drakes, well, they like the ladies, mostly. 
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The Weeds 
 
Man has been cultivating wheat, rye and other grains for thousands of years; 
Egyptian tombs have yielded wheat grains among their treasures.  
 

Man’s conversion from a nomadic hunter/gatherer to a settled farmer involved 
the cultivation of grains, improved through hundreds of generations for their 
deserved nutritional benefits, as well as their easy-to-harvest and long-life 
qualities.  
 

 
 
But such grains arose in competition for space with a plentitude of many 
different types of plants, and this story highlights the intersection of man’s 
desire for food sources with the normal character of other species who must 
spread their seeds wherever possible. 
 

There are always strong competitors everywhere the grains thrive, and it’s 
another case of the battles for survival in nature, but in this story, it’s between 
weeds and their major offender—man, as farmer 
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The Eel’s Unlucky Day 
 
In Danish, there is a famous expression—Man må sno sig— that is still in 
common usage today. Meaning ‘you need to wiggle’, it suggests that when 
you get into difficult circumstances, it is best to be flexible. The expression 
derives from this story that depicts the unfortunate fate of an eel… who gets 
caught in the grass! 

 
Caught in the grass? Yes! But don’t eels swim in the water, usually in an 
ocean? Yes, again, but the shape of eels, with their extremely slippery and 
flexible bodies, permits them to escape many of their predators in the ocean, 
and as well, to travel over land as they seek to reach their spawning sites in 
fresh waters.  
 

Alas, not all eels complete their journey, and, in this story, we learn how 
humans again interfere in the life cycle of another determined creature. 
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The Little Herring 
 
The herring has been seen on tables in northern Europe for hundreds of years, 
especially in Scandinavia where it is a revered at almost every festive 
occasion. It is preferably eaten raw, when pickled and spiced properly, and in 
older days, was often salted, stored and packed in wooden barrels, headed for 
export.  It was a fisherman’s cash crop! 
 

Carl Ewald had a special interest in explaining, in the simplest of terms, how 
particular species, plants and animals, experience life from birth to death.  
 

In this story, we see how herring are born in the ocean, the first obstacles to 
staying alive, how they learn to amass into large ‘schools’ to mitigate against 
the risks of predators, and finally the unusual pathway into a reproductive 
stage.  
 

And then it repeats this life cycle, over and over again…if it is lucky! Again, 
man had a large intrusion into that journey—and still does. 
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The Four Cousins  
 
Wood for home fires, peat to keep warm, coal and coke for power plants 
producing energy or making steel. These fuels are all forms of carbon, and 
have been around for much longer than man, but they’re still in use today. 
And did you know how related they all are? Today, some of these ‘fossil 

fuels’ are deemed harmful by environmentalists because their use gives off 
too much carbon dioxide which increases the dangers of climate change. But 
none of these issues were around when the story was written. 
 

Rather, the author was interested in teaching about the many different ways the 
same element, carbon, exists in nature in quite different forms. To do this, each 
carbon form tells its story of how it came to be. 
  
In just a few pages, we learn about the prehistoric earth, some geology, and 
some fascinating information about the industries of logging, coke production, 
coal mining, and digging in the ground for peat…when you were poor.  
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The Old Willow Tree 
 

 
 
Does nature design for man’s pleasure? The answer surely is a stern ‘no-way’! 
That idea is explored in this story, which tells of the objections of a row of 
proud, stately poplar trees lining the driveway of a rich man’s estate to a new 
replacement for one of its own. By mistake, the groundskeeper substitutes the 
blown-down tree with a near relative, a willow sapling. 
 

As the willow grows, in a way totally unlike its ever-complaining poplar 
neighbors, the disruption causes major concern, leading to contempt for the 
unattractive appearance that the new-start makes on the driveway.  
 

Recognizing the mistake, the master of the estate orders the groundskeeper to 
remove the willow, which he does… in part.  
 
The groundskeeper tops off the crown of the willow, and while this sets the 
willow back egregiously, it does not kill the tree. What is allowed to happen 
afterwards are a series of events that will surprise you. But what is Carl Ewald 
larger purpose in this story? He compares the motivations of nature’s ways to 
man’s… and shows that they are not always so different! 
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The Obedient Wind 
This very short story starts simply with a recounting of how annoying an 
unwanted wind can be for people, and even for creatures in nature. No sooner 

than the reader is asking where this story 
is going than the author demonstrates 
that the wind is but a slavish dependent 
of the sun. And in one short, amazing 
paragraph, with uncanny accuracy and 
elementary physics, the author brings the 
child into a clear understanding of 
exactly WHY the wind blows, and why 
sometimes storms tear across the 
landscape, reaping havoc and mayhem in 
its path.  

This story could just as soon be read by 
adults, as by children. I venture the 
thought that not one average adult OR 
teacher could offer an explanation to a 
child who might ask the simple question: 
What causes the wind to blow? I’ll even 

wager that you don’t know the answer. So, what are you waiting for? Find 
out; read the story! (How clever of Ewald to write stories for children from 
which even the adults would learn something). 
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Too Many Plums 
Is there a little boy anywhere in 
the world who can resist the 
taste of sweets? Ewald thought 
not, and in this story, he uses a 
little boy’s impetuous seeking 
after sweet, ripe plums 
growing in his parent’s 
orchard, to explain in a 
surprisingly accurate way the 
whole process of food 
digestion. Selfishly, the little 
boy makes a deal, a Hobson’s 
Choice  with his tummy, to do 
the tummy’s work for a 
day…digest all the food 
consumed… in return for 
which the little boy gets to eat 
as many of the low-lying 

plums on the tree as he wants, in great excess over the six that his tummy says 
is all it can handle at one time. The tummy, of course, has the day off; it 
doesn’t do any digesting. But, along with the plums, the little boy also has to 
eat his breakfast of warm milk and three dry biscuits. In the course of 
consuming all that food, needing to go to school, returning home for lunch, 
and needing to listen to the tummy lecture him on how the digestion system 
works, and worrying about how his parents are going to react when they 
discover how many plums are missing on the plum tree, the boy not only gets 
a tummy ache, he fears being scolded or worse. A child will easily learn from 
this story the essentials of the digestion system, and also a lesson to never 
make a Devil’s Bargain with the autonomous systems of the body! 

 


