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And we do so like the journey to church.
We have to get up such a steep slope before we reach 

the level ground in front of the church, but the stable 
hand cracks his whip at the horses so we arrive at a full trot. 
There is usually a collection of people sitting on the low wall 
that runs round the church, waiting for the service to start, 
and when they see the Mårbacka party approaching, they all 
get up and give a bow or bob, and we think that is a pretty 
courtesy. There are also a lot of people standing in front of 
the church or in the road itself, and they have to move aside 
at some speed as we drive up. And Mama shouts to the stable 
hand to go carefully, but Papa sits there with his hat in hand, 
greeting one and all and laughing, for he knows very well that 
Jansson will not run over anyone.

We stop outside the parish hall, where there is a little room 
set aside for those who want to tidy their hair or shake out 
their clothes after the journey, although it is only ever the 
gentry who trouble to go in there. And there we generally 
meet Aunt Augusta Wallroth with Hilda and Emilia and Mrs 
Nilsson from Visteberg with Emilie and Ingrid. And for as 
long as we are there in the room in the parish hall, we are so 
merry and chatter about all manner of things. But as soon as 
we come back out of the church, we go so quiet and solemn, 
because that is the custom in Östra Ämtervik.

Mama always brings a big bouquet of flowers with her to 
church, and after her visit to the parish rooms, she goes into 

The Church Visit
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the churchyard to lay it on Grandmother’s grave and Anna 
and I go with her, of course. Mama clears away the dead leaves 
lying on the grass and tidies up the white briar rose that 
grows on the grave, and finally she says a prayer and lays the 
bunch of flowers.

I had a little sister who died, and who I never saw, and 
Papa and Mama loved her very much. She is buried next to 
Grandmother, and Mama always takes a couple of the prettiest 
flowers out of the bouquet and puts them at one corner of the 
grave, pushing their stalks into the grass.

I understand who they are intended for, of course, but I 
cannot help wondering whether Mama really does wish she 
had another little girl still living. It seems to me that she has 
so much to do, all that darning and mending and knitting and 
sewing for Anna and Gerda and me, that she should not have 
to cope with any more. 

From the churchyard we walk straight to the church, and as 
soon as Mama sees some farmer’s wife she knows, like Katrina 
in Västmyr or Mother Britta in Gata or Mother Katrina who is 
the daughter of Jon Larssa in Ås, or Mother Maja in Prästbol 
or Mother Kerstin Down There in Mårbacka, she stops to say 
hello and exchange a few words. Mama has been at their farms 
for funerals and weddings and knows how they are faring, so 
she is never short of something to say to each of them.

Then, when we get into the church, we take our seats in 
the front pew of the gallery, because that is where the gentry 
always sit. Our place is on the left side of the gallery. It simply 
will not do to sit on the right, because that is the men’s side. If 
all the pews on the womenfolk’s side were full but there was 
plenty of room on the other side of the aisle with the men, 
it would still not be appropriate to go and sit over there. We 
would rather stand all through the service.

When we get into the pew, we bend our heads and say 
a prayer, and then we sit and look around us. We look to 
see whether Melanoz the cantor is sitting at the organ 
and whether Mr Alfred Schullström, who keeps the shop 
in Älvsvik, is sitting beside him as usual, and whether the 
churchwardens have taken their seats on the little bench in 
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the chancel and whether Mrs Lindegren at Halla is sitting in 
the vicarage pew just below the pulpit. We also take note of 
whether Jan Asker the verger is standing at the door of the 
vestry, watching to see when the churchgoers have arrived 
and the service can begin. We also look to see whether the 
hymn numbers have been put up on the black hymn boards 
and whether the organ-blower’s shirt is sticking out behind 
the organ, so that we know he is in his place. And once we 
have looked around us and made sure everything is in order, 
we have nothing else to do for the entire service.

For see, it is very genteel to sit in the front row of the 
gallery, but the trouble with those seats is that you cannot 
hear anything of what the clergyman says, down in the 
church. Well, the first part of the service at the altar, you can 
hear all right, up to the confession of sins, but then it is as 
if everything is swallowed up by the walls and ceiling. You 
can hear that more words are being spoken, but you cannot 
distinguish between them. Or we children cannot, at any rate.

When the organ sounds, we can certainly hear it, but 
there is not much joy to be had from that either, for no one 
ever dares to sing in Östra Ämtervik church. We sit there 
with our hymnbooks in our hands and follow along, but none 
of us dares to sing a note. Once when I was little, I did not 
understand how things were meant to be, and I sang a whole 
verse as loudly as I could, because I like singing, and at home 
I sing all day long. But when the next verse was about to start, 
Anna leant down to me and asked me to stop. ‘Can you not see 
how Emilie Nilsson is looking at you, because you are singing,’ 
she said.

The only person who sings in church is Jan in Skrolycka, 
who is not really in his right mind.

And I sometimes wonder whether Melanoz the cantor loses 
his temper with the congregation for making him sit there 
and play hymn after hymn and making no attempt to sing, 
because sometimes, all of a sudden, he will do something with 
the organ to make it rumble and roar and howl so violently 
that we think the church roof is about to crash down on us. 
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Cantor Melanoz is such fun and so full of mischief that it 
would be just like him.

But not being able to hear the sermon, that is a real 
disappointment to me, because Pastor Lindegren lives at 
Halla, very close to Mårbacka, and we are good friends with 
him. He is always so kind to us children, and he is so splendid. 
He is always splendid, but never so much as when he stands in 
the pulpit to give his sermon. He speaks so eagerly and flicks 
the big handkerchief that he holds in his hand, and the longer 
he speaks, the more splendid he looks. And almost every time 
he preaches, he is so moved that he starts to weep.  And then I 
wonder if he weeps because we are not improving and finding 
our way to God, however long his sermons are. But for those of 
us in the front pew of the gallery, at least, it is not that easy to 
follow his guidance, for we cannot hear a word he says.

The grown-ups are so used to being bored that they 
probably do not mind, but for us children it is very hard to 
make the time pass. Emilia Wallroth has told me that she 
counts the heads of the nails in the church roof, and Ingrid 
Nilsson says she looks down at the old farmers to count how 
often they offer each other moist snuff* to put under their 
top lip. Emilie Nilsson, she adds up the numbers on the hymn 
board, and when she has finished her addition, she subtracts 
and multiplies and divides. She says that as long as she keeps 
busy with that, she can have no sinful thoughts in her head. 
It would be worse if she were to sit there gazing at Hilda 
Wallroth’s lovely hat and wishing she had one like it. But 
Anna says she sits there learning hymns off by heart, and 
we all think that is still to be preferred to multiplication and 
subtraction.

I do not do sums or watch people’s snuff habits. I sit and 
think about what would happen if the church tower were 
struck by lightning and set the church on fire. Everyone 
would be scared and want to get away, and they would very 
nearly trample each other to death. But I would raise my 
voice from up in my seat at the front of the gallery, and urge 
them to calm down. And then I would make them all stand 
in a long line, just like it says in Frithiof’s Saga: ‘Now from the 
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91  moist snuff: snus, or smokeless tobacco, inserted in portions 
behind the top lip, was reportedly first introduced into 
Sweden in 1637, initially among the aristocracy. The Oxford 
English Dictionary has dated the earliest use of snus as a word in 
English to 1916.




