The Wind in the Willows, Kenneth Grahame

Throughout our life, particularly in adolescence, we seem to experience a great tug between a call to ‘home’ and a call ‘away’ from it.  This tension can be described in many other ways, like a tug between safety and adventure or between the familiar and the wild.  Ultimately, they are mysterious and wonderful calls, and I think that both come from the same pipe, or rather, reeds. 

Kenneth Grahame’s Wind in the Willows carries the image and theme of home and adventure throughout it’s pages.  Each chapter is really a story in itself demonstrating the right and wrong seasons to stay or to go.  The following essay explores how these images are described and developed.   


The story opens in the literal season of spring.  Spring is calling mole out of his hole, up into the new world above.


“Spring was moving in the air above and in the earth below and around him, penetrating even his dark and lowly little house with its spirit of divine discontent and longing.  It was small wonder, then, that he suddenly flung down his brush on the floor, said ‘Bother!’ and ‘O blow!’ and also ‘Hang spring-cleaning!’ and bolted out of the house without even waiting to put on his coat.  Something up above was calling imperiously…”

Considering the fact that the majority of the book revolves around mole’s adventures and new community, it appears that this was a right response to a call ‘away from home’.  Mole experiences a grand new world along the river and beyond, thanks to his friend Rat.  However, he was soon to find out that sometimes the call to adventure isn’t meant to be heeded.

Mole’s new friend Toad seemed to also have a passion for adventure.  Or perhaps it was really a lust for novelty and gadgetry.  Whatever it truly was, at the time of Mole’s making his acquaintance, Toad was already trying to recruit him and Rat on a new adventure aboard a canary-colored caravan.  As it happened, the two friends ended up being persuaded to join Toad on his adventure –but it ended shortly when a poop-poop (Toad’s pet name for motorcars) scared their horse and overturned their cart.

Mole’s next mis-adventure was much more clearly his responsibility in that he ignored the warning to not go to the wild-woods alone.  He becomes scared and lost and suffers somewhat, but his experience is redeemed (as grace tends to do) in that it results in his becoming acquainted with Mr. Badger and his home.

Each creature in the story is clearly fond of his home, whether present or away from it.  Grahame devotes many pages to wonderfully describing each creature’s abode.  The badger is clearly pleased that his underground home offers privacy, peace, security, weather-proofing, expandability or “If you feel your house is a bit too big, you stop up a hole or two, and there you are!” (p.59); Toad is clearly proud of his grand home (which results in an ironic adventure that will be discussed later);  Rat would have no other view than his waterfront home by the river; and even Mole, who has mostly left his home, is heartbroken when he smells it in the chapter Dulce Domum (sweet home),

“Home! That was what they meant, those caressing appeals, those soft touches wafted though the air, those invisible little hands pulling and tugging, all one way!…Shabby indeed, and small and poorly furnished, and yet this, the home he had made for himself, the home he had been so happy to get back to after his day’s work.  And the home was happy with him, too, evidently, and was missing him, and wanted him back, and was telling him so, through his nose…” (p.67)


Soon after this Mr. Toad, via his poop-poop obsession, takes another ill-fated adventure that ends in his imprisonment.  He then takes on another hilarious adventure, the “rightness” of which is questionable, which results (by good grace or luck) in his liberation and return to his friends.


However, in between these two adventures of Mr. Toad’s, another story takes place.  The original title for “The Wind in the Willows” was to be “The wind in the Reeds”, referring to the wonderfully numinous chapter called “The Piper at the Gates of Dawn”.  This chapter falls in the middle of the book and seems also to be the climax of the image/theme we have been following.  It seems that the young Otter, Portly, had attempted to embark upon an adventure away from home before it was his time and had become lost.  His family was worried, so Rat and Mole decided that they would help out as much as they could, though it was late in the evening.  While looking for Portly, Mole and Rat encounter the reed blower Pan, a demigod whose ‘otherness’ is awesome and who strikes to the ‘home’ of their hearts, producing a mixture of emotions, 

“ ‘Rat!’ he found his breath to whisper, shaking. ‘Are you afraid?’

‘Afraid?’ murmured the Rat, his yes shining with unutterable love.

‘Afraid! Of Him?  O, never, never!  And yet – and yet – O, Mole, I am afraid!

   Then the two animals, crouching to the earth, bowed their heads and did worship.“ (p.100)

Pan had been protecting Portly, for he is the good shepherd of the creatures.  Before leaving he gives the ‘gift of oblivion’ to Rat & Mole so that their normal life and ‘home’ is not forever haunted by their piercing encounter and experience of Pan’s ‘otherness’ –their true home.


The next chapter after this episode and after Toad’s adventure homeward, deals very explicitly with the image/theme of home and adventure.  Rat meets with the swallows who, he regretfully finds out, are already planning their trip southward.  He doesn’t understand this need and tries to persuade them otherwise, 

“ ‘Couldn’t you stop on for just this year?’ suggested the Water Rat wistfully.  ‘We’ll all do our best to make you feel at home.  You’ve no idea what good times we have here, while you are far away.’ ” (p.123)

One swallow replies that he had tried staying once, but that it didn’t work –he had to heed “the call” of the south.  

Thus begins the temptation of Rat, a temptation to find out about the wild beyond.  He jealously demands to know of them, if this south is so wonderful, why they would even bother coming back to “ ‘this poor drab little country?’ 

 ‘And do you think,’ said the first swallow, ‘that the other call is not for us too, in it’s due season?…”(p.124)  

 This answer is one of the most straightforward so far in resolving the tension we have seen throughout the book.  If the call is a good call, then “in it’s due season” it will come and should be heeded then and only then.  However, Rat was not listening for this kind of wisdom at the time, for he was too entranced by the general wonder of “beyond” and this was only to get worse.

Soon after this Rat is truly done for when a wayfaring Sea Rat happens to meet him by the road.  This scene is almost like Jesus’ being tempted in the desert except that, unlike our Saviour, by the end of the Sea Rat’s many tales of far off adventure, our Water Rat is fully under his spell.  Even upon returning to his home and good friend Mole, Rat’s heart, mind and imagination are still far abroad.  Thankfully, Mole notices that Rat’s eyes

 “were glazed and set and turned a streaked and shifting grey –not his friend’s eyes, but the eyes of some other animal!  Grappling with him strongly he dragged him inside, threw him down, and held him.”

Thanks to Mole’s “tough love” (as we would call it today) the spell is broken and, with Mole’s care and with the suggestion of writing poetry, Rat gradually returns to his senses –and to home.


The last great adventure of the book is ironically an adventure that takes place at home and that is involved with the restoration of a home –that of Mr. Toad’s.  His home had been taken captive by various creatures of the wild woods, who seemed to have the place quite in their control.  Toad, returning from his adventures and unknowing of this situation, is gracefully received by his friends.  After hearing the bad news (despite a few shows of humility, repentance, and obedience to his friend’s counsel) Toad tries one last adventure on his own power–only to have his boat sunk by some mocking stoats.


Finally Toad resolves to follow the plan of the wise Badger, and the group of friends bravely recapture Toad’s home by surprising the creatures in coming up within the house via a secret passage.

This final chapter is a wonderful climax showing the glories of both wild adventure and of familiar home.  Ultimately, the reader learns that there is a due season for both, and that only by listening to the wind in the willows (reeds) can we discern our present need. May songs and stories always be told and sung about both.

