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Eglė. The Story of Spruce 
(translation from Lithuanian by Violeta Kelertas) 
 
 

Once upon a time, long, long ago, there lived 
an old man and an old woman. They had twelve sons 
and three daughters. The youngest daughter was  
called Eglė or Spruce. 

One summer evening all three sisters went to 
the lake to bathe. They splashed to their hearts’ 
content, and having washed themselves, went ashore 
to dress. The youngest one saw that a serpent had 
coiled itself inside her shirtsleeve. The oldest 
one grabbed a stick and was about to chase it away, 
when the serpent, turning toward the youngest sis- 
ter, began to speak in a human voice. “Little 
Spruce,” it said, “promise that you will marry me, 
and I will leave of my own accord.” 

Spruce began to cry. How could she marry a 
serpent! Then she said angrily, “Hand over my 
shirt and be off with you.” But the serpent held 
his ground, repeating, “Promise that you will marry 
me, and I will crawl out by myself.” 

What could Spruce do? She finally promised to  
marry the serpent.  

Three days went by and her parents saw a horde 
of serpents gliding into their yard. They became 
frightened, writhing and wrapping themselves around 
everything. Their matchmakers slipped straight 
indoors to have a talk with Spruce and her parents. 
 At first her parents shook with horror and 
refused to agree to the match, but what could they 
do when surrounded by such a throng of serpents! 
They were forced to give away their youngest and 
most loved daughter. 
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 Having gained a daughter-in-law, the serpents 
departed immediately, talking noisily among them- 
selves. The members of the household mourned for 
Spruce and bewailed her fate, and that was the end 
of that.  
 Meanwhile Spruce and all her followers made 
their way to the seashore. There she met a hand- 
some young man who was waiting for her. He told 
her that he was the very serpent who had been in 
her shirtsleeve. So they all crossed over to a 
nearby island, and then descended to a place under 
the sea where the serpent had a splendid castle. 
Here the wedding took place. They drank and  
danced and made merry for three weeks. 
 In the serpent’s castle Spruce had everything 
that she could desire. She settled down and became 
quite content and finally completely forgot her 
home. 
 Nine years went by. Spruce became the mother 
of three sons—Oak, Ash and Birch—and one 
daughter, Aspen, who was the youngest of them all. 
Once the oldest son, while playing, asked Spruce, 
“Mother, where do your parents live? Let us go to 
visit them some time.” 
 Then she remembered her parents, brothers, 
sisters and all her kin and became anxious about 
how they were: were they alive and well, or were 
they long dead? So she prepared for her visit, 
explaining to her husband that she had not been 
home for so many years and longed to see her own 
people. 
 The serpent did not want to give his consent. 
 “Very well,” he said, “I will let you go on 
your visit, but first spin up this skein of silk,” 
and he showed her to the spinning wheel. 
 The serpent’s wife set to work eagerly, and the 
spinning wheel turned and sang for several days. 
She spun and spun, but the silk skein did not grow 
smaller. Then she realized that it was a trick. 
The skein had a charm on it and no matter how hard 
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she tried, she would not be able to finish spinning 
it. So Spruce went to see a wise old woman, a 
sorceress, to whom she said, “Mother, dear heart,  
tell me how to spin this silk skein.” 
 The old woman told her what she had to do. She 
said, “You must throw it into the fire or else you 
will never finish spinning it.” 
 Returning home, Spruce started a fire in the 
oven to bake bread and threw in the skein. The 
silks burned down with a hissing sound immediately, 
and Spruce saw a toad writhing in the fire. The 
toad had been producing silk as fast as Spruce had 
been spinning it. 
 Having thus successfully completed her task, 
Spruce again asked the serpent for permission to 
spend a few days with her family. This time her 
husband pulled out some iron slippers from under a 
bench and said, “As soon as you wear these out,  
you may go.” 
 She put the slippers on and wore them every- 
where. She rubbed them on bricks and on rocks, 
wherever she could, but the slippers had thick, 
heavy soles, and no matter how hard she tried, 
they would not wear out. She realized that they  
would last a lifetime. So again she went to the old 
sorceress for advice. The old woman said, “Take 
the slippers to the blacksmith and ask him to burn 
them a little in his forge.” 
 Spruce did so. The slippers burned well and 
in three days she wore them out. Then again she 
begged her husband to let her visit her parents. 
 “Very well,” said the serpent, “but at the 
very least you must bake yourself some sweet bread 
to take as a treat. Whatever will you give to your 
brothers’ and relatives’ children?” 
 And he himself gave orders to hide all the 
dishes so that Spruce could not bake any bread. No 
matter how hard she tried Spruce could not think of  
a way to bring water without a pail nor a way to 
stir up dough without a dish. And again she walked 
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slowly to the old woman’s. The old woman said,  
“take some leaven which is left over from mixing 
bread and smear the sieve well with it. Then scoop 
up some water with the sieve and stir up the bread 
in it.” 
 The serpent’s wife did so. She smeared the 
sieve with the leaven, brought some water back in 
it, stirred up the dough and baked her bread. Then 
she said goodbye to her husband and left for her 
home, leading her children by the land. The ser- 
pent escorted them himself, set them on the sea- 
shore and ordered them to stay at her home no more 
than nine days and to return home with the children 
immediately after their visit. “When you are on 
your way back,” he said, “come alone with the chil- 
dren, and when you reach the seashore, call me in 
this way: 
 
 Žilvinas, little Willow! 
 If you are alive, come milky foam, 
 If you are dead, come bloody foam.” 
 
 “And if,” he said, “you should see a milky 
foam come floating on the sea, then you will know 
that I am still alive; if you should see a bloody 
foam, then you will know that I have met my end. 
And you, my children, must not reveal how I am to 
be called under any circumstances.” 
 When Spruce arrived at her home, there was 
inexpressible rejoicing: all her relatives and 
neighbors assembled to look at her. One by one 
they asked her questions about her life with the 
serpents, and they could not get enough of her 
stories. They all treated her as a guest, talked 
to her lovingly, and she did not realize how nine 
days flew by. 
 Meanwhile her brothers, sisters and parents 
were trying to think of a way to prevent her return. 
They agreed that it would be best to force the chil- 
dren to tell them how their mother would call her 
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husband, when she went back. Then they would go to 
the seashore, call him and kill him.  
 So they first led Spruce’s eldest son Oak away 
to the woods, surrounded him and began to question 
him, but he pretended not to know anything. They 
whipped him, they tried everything, but they could 
not find out anything. Finally, his uncles let him 
go home, warning him to say nothing to his mother.  
The second day they led Ash away and then Birch, 
but could get nothing from them either. Finally 
they lured Spruce’s youngest daughter Aspen away. 
At first she also said she knew nothing, but 
when she saw them pulling the whips out from under 
their coat-tails, she blabbed everything. 
 Then all twelve brothers, taking their scythes 
set off for the seashore. They stood of the bank 
and shouted: 
 
 “Žilvinas, little Willow! 
 If you are alive, come milky foam, 
 If you are dead, come bloody foam.” 
 
 As soon as the serpent came swimming, all the 
men attacked together and chopped him to death. When 
they came home, they did not say a word to Spruce 
about what they had done. 
 Nine days had passed, and Spruce said goodbye 
to all her family, went to the seashore and called Willow:  
 

“Žilvinas, little Willow! 
 If you are alive, come milky foam, 
 If you are dead, come bloody foam.” 
 
 The sea started to bubble and move from the very 
bottom, and Spruce saw a bloody foam come floating 
and surging near with the waves. And she heard from 
the depths her husband’s voice: “Your twelve 
brothers chopped me to death with their scythes. 
Our most loved daughter Aspen betrayed my call to 
them!” 
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 Grief-stricken, Spruce burst into tears and 
turning to Aspen said: 
 
 “May you turn into an aspentree,  
 May you tremble night and day, 
 May the rain wash out your mouth, 
 May the wind comb out you hair.” 
 
 And to her sons she said: 
  
 “My sons, may you stand as strong trees— 
 I, your mother, will stay a sprucetree.” 
 
 No sooner had she spoken than her words came 
true. And now the oak, the ash and the birch are 
our strongest trees, while the aspen even today 
starts to tremble at the slightest breeze because 
she trembled before her uncles and betrayed her 
true father and mother.  


