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Magical and mysterious folktales from around the world
* * * * *
PADDY CORCORAN’S wife was for several years afflicted with a disease that nobody could properly understand. Nobody could tell what the matter with her was. She lay a bedridden invalid, trying doctors and quacks of all sorts, sexes, and sizes, till Paddy at last had just one comfort: she wouldn't be long with him—long troubling him.
The seventh year was on the point of closing, when, one harvest day, as she lay moaning over her hard condition a little woman who was dressed in a neat red cloak, came in and sat down by the hearth, saying, “Well, Kitty Corcoran, now you have been lying on your back for seven years, and just as far from being cured as ever. But you may be blamed for it.”
“How is that?” asked Kitty bewildered. “You see, for the last seven years you have been annoying us, the good people, and since I have a regard for you, I have come to let you know why you have been sick so long.
While you have been ill, your children have thrown your dirty water out of the door after dusk and before sunrise, just when we are passing your door, which we do twice a day. Now, if you avoid this, if you throw it out in a different place and at a different time, your disease will leave you, and you will be as well as ever before. If you don’t follow this advice, why, remain as you are, and all the arts of man cannot cure you.” She then bade her good-bye, and disappeared.
Kitty, who was glad to be cured on such easy terms, at once complied with the injunction of the fairy; and next day she was in as good health as ever, enjoying life once again.
– Ireland
A TAILOR heard that during the night between the last of April and the first of May witches gather on Glocker Mountain and perform incredible dances there. Being curious, on the preceding day he set forth and climbed Glocker Mountain. He hid himself among the branches of a willow tree and saw for himself how many hundred witches flew there through the air, had a lovely feast, and then danced joyfully.
One of the witches noticed him and shouted to another one, “See what a large burl that willow branch has. I’m going to drive my ax into it, so I can find it again next year.” And she drove her ax into his back. He only felt a single stab, but from that moment onward his back was very heavy, and when the sun came up he saw with terror from his shadow that he was now a hunchback.
Nevertheless, the following year when the first of May was approaching he could not restrain his desire to return to Glocker Mountain, because the dances had pleased him so much.
Seated once again in the willow tree, the witch saw him, as before, and said, “I want to pull my ax out of the willow burl, so I won’t lose it.” She reached for his back, and he felt a light stab. From that time onward his hump was gone. When the witch pulled her hand back, she was holding an ax.
– Germany
OGUNFUNMINIRE, the famous hunter, lived to such a great age that he was no longer able to go into the forest and chase the deer and the leopard.
Life had no other pleasure for him than hunting, so he went to a magician and asked for some charm which would enable him to continue his occupation.
The magician gave him two pots, each containing a charm. Every day Ogunfunminire dipped his head into the first pot and was at once transformed into a boa-constrictor, in which form he glided into the forest and hunted to his heart’s content. At night he returned and dipped his head into the second pot, and so became a man again.
This went on for a long time without the knowledge of the old hunter’s family, but when at last they chanced to discover the secret, they were filled with horror, and his son in a rage kicked at the pots and overturned them both.
Ogunfunminire was at that moment hunting in the forest, and when he returned to his house and found the magic pots overturned and empty, he was filled with dismay, for he had no means of regaining his human form. For some days the boa-constrictor glided about near the house, seeking a few drops of the charm, but in vain, and at last he disappeared into the forest and was never seen by his family again.
– Yoruba, Nigeria
A FARMER was once ploughing his field located near a cavern called Dwarf Cave, when his wife came to bring him freshly-baked bread for breakfast in the field. She had brought it in a little towel and laid it on the edge of the field.
Soon thereafter a little dwarf woman came and asked the farmer for his bread: Her bread was also then in the oven, but her hungry children could not wait for it and she wanted to replace the farmer’s borrowed bread with her own baked bread at midday.
The farmer agreed and the little woman indeed came again at midday and spread out a very white sheet and set on it a loaf of bread that was still warm, adding many a thanks and beckoning the man to eat freely of the bread. She wished to retrieve her sheet later that day.
When she came to retrieve her sheet the dwarf woman stopped to converse with the farmer. She said that since so many hammer mills were being constructed she, being disturbed by that, had to move away and leave this dear place. Also the swearing and great cursing of people, as well as the disregard for Sunday, where farmers went to their fields before church, a great sin, drove her away.
Shortly thereafter on a Sunday several farmhands went into the cavern with lit torches, finding inside a collapsed low-lying passage. They finally found a broad industriously-constructed place, four-cornered, higher than a man’s height, with many doors on each side. Then a great fear came over them and they left without looking in the little rooms behind the doors.
– Germany
Esbern Snare and the Kalundborg Church
WHEN ESBERN Snare was about building a church in Kalundborg, he saw clearly that his means were not fully adequate to the task. But a troll came to him and offered his services; and Esbern Snare made an agreement with him on these conditions, that he should be able to tell the troll’s name when the church was finished; or in case he could not, that he should give him his heart and his eyes.
The work now went on rapidly, and the troll set the church on stone pillars; but when all was nearly done, and there was only half a pillar wanting in the church, Esbern began to get frightened, for the name of the troll was yet unknown to him.
One day he was going about the fields all alone, and in great anxiety on account of the perilous state he was in; when, tired, and depressed, he lay down on the Ulshøj bank to rest awhile. While he was lying there, he heard a troll-woman within the hill saying these words:
Lie still, baby mine!
Tomorrow cometh Fin,
Father thine,
And giveth thee
Esbern Snare’s
eyes and heart
to play with.
When Esbern heard this, he recovered his spirits, and went back to the church. The troll was just then coming with the half pillar that was wanting from the church; but when Esbern saw him, he hailed him by his name, and called him “Fin.” The troll was so enraged at this that he went off with the half pillar through the air, and this is the reason that the church has only three and a half pillars.
– Denmark
A MAN once brought home to his wife a very old cooking-pot, and told her to use it every day when preparing the evening meal.
The woman was not pleased at the idea of using such a battered vessel, and feared that her friends would ridicule her, but she dared not disobey her husband, and began to use the pot as he demanded.
Little did she guess that the pot was a magic one, and had the power of turning the ashes of the fire, on which it rested, into gold. Every night the husband crept out, when all were asleep in the huts around the compound, and gathered together these golden ashes, which he stored safely away.
One day a young man in the village was about to set off on a journey; he came to the woman while her husband was absent, and asked a favour of her. He said that he had taken a fancy to her old cooking-pot, and would give her a fine new one in exchange for it. The woman hesitated, but she was ashamed of the ugly old pot, and was glad of an excuse to get rid of it.
When her husband found what she had done, he was very angry, and beat her soundly; but it was now too late to recover the pot, as the young man was already far away in the forest. Naturally he had not obtained the pot without knowing its secret, for he had observed the actions of the man who so mysteriously collected the ashes every night; and it is said that from that day the young man spent his life cooking!
– Yoruba, Nigeria
Sir Godfrey Macculloch and the Fairies
THE SCOTTISH Fairies sometimes reside in subterranean abodes, in the vicinity of human houses; in which situation, they sometimes interact with men, by borrowing and lending, and other kindly actions.
In this capacity they are termed ‘the good neighbours,’ from supplying privately the wants of their friends, and assisting them in all their transactions, while their favours are concealed. The story of Sir Godfrey Macculloch is a case in point.
As this gentleman was taking the air on horseback, near his own house one day, he was suddenly accosted by a little old man, in green attire, and mounted upon a white horse. After mutual salutation, the old man gave Sir Godfrey to understand, that he resided under his house, and that he had great reason to complain of the direction of a drain, or common sewer, which emptied itself directly into his drawing room.
Sir Godfrey Macculloch was a good deal startled at this extraordinary complaint; but, guessing the nature of the being he was dealing with, he assured the old man, with great courtesy, that the direction of the drain should be altered; and caused it to be done accordingly.
Many years afterwards, Sir Godfrey had the misfortune to kill, in a fight, a gentleman of the neighbourhood. He was apprehended, tried, and condemned to hang. The scaffold was erected on the Castle-Hill of Edinburgh; but hardly had he reached the spot, when the old man, upon his white horse, pressed through the crowd, with the rapidity of lightning. Sir Godfrey, at his command, sprung on behind him; the ‘good neighbour’ spurred his horse down the steep bank, and neither he nor the criminal were ever again seen.
– Scotland
THREE WORKMEN were mowing a meadow. Noon came, but no one had brought them their meal yet, so they agreed to mow one more round and then to lie down beneath a bush until the food arrived. And that is what they did. Two of them fell asleep immediately.
The third workman, however, tied a wolf strap around his waist and crept up to a herd of horses that was grazing there. The best foal was just right for him. He grabbed it and killed it. The remaining horses and the herder ran off. The other harvesters saw what had happened, but they pretended to be asleep, for they were frightened and horrified.
After the werewolf had satisfied his hunger, he took off the strap, came back, and lay down to rest.
Their food soon arrived. As the two harvesters were helping themselves with their wooden spoons, the werewolf said, “Earlier I was terribly hungry, but for some reason I don’t feel like eating now.” The two others said nothing.
The rest of the afternoon the werewolf complained about cramps and a stomach ache, and often went to the brook to quench his burning thirst. The two others said nothing. That evening, as they were on their way home, he said once again that he had never felt so stuffed, to which one of the harvesters replied that it could happen to anyone.
When they arrived at the town gate, and he was still complaining, the other workman said, “A person who eats an entire foal should not be surprised to feel stuffed and have stomach cramps”. To that he replied, “If you had said that earlier, you would not now be walking home on your own legs”. He then threw his scythe away, tied the strap around his waist, turned into a wolf, and was never again seen in that place.
– Germany
IN A CERTAIN village no children had been born for many years, and the people were greatly distressed. At last all the women of the village went together into the forest, to the magic tree, the Iroko, and implored the spirit of the tree to help them.
The Iroko-man asked what gifts they would bring if he consented to help them, and the women eagerly promised him corn, yams, fruit, goats, and sheep; but Oluronbi, the young wife of a wood-carver, promised to bring her first child.
In due course children came to the village, and the most beautiful of all the children was the one born to Oluronbi. She and her husband so greatly loved their child that they could not consent to give it up to the Iroko-man.
The other women took their promised gifts of corn, yams, fruit, goats, and sheep; but Oluronbi took nothing to propitiate the tree.
One day as Oluronbi passed through the forest, the Iroko-man seized her and changed her into a small brown bird, which sat on the branches of the tree and plaintively sang:
“One promised a sheep,
One promised a goat,
One promised fruit,
But Oluronbi promised her child.”
When the wood-carver heard the bird’s song, he realized what had happened, and tried to find some means of regaining his wife.
After thinking for many days, he began to carve a large wooden doll, like a real child in size and appearance, and with a small gold chain round its neck. Covering it with a beautiful native cloth, he laid it at the foot of the tree. The Iroko-man thought that this was Oluronbi’s child, so he transformed the little bird once more into a woman and snatched up the child into the branches.
Oluronbi joyfully returned home, and was careful never to stray into the forest again.
– Yoruba, Nigeria
A LONG time ago a noblewoman from Oberland was engaged to marry a very handsome officer. Shortly before their marriage he was called to the field of battle, where he remained. The noblewoman was so beside herself that in her despair she cursed God.
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