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Folklore of journeys and adventure from around the world
* * * * *
ONE EVENING on his travels Ben Sikran ran out of provisions far from any town or village. Spying a Bedouin tent in the distance, he hurried toward it goaded by hunger. “A guest stands at your door, may God bless you!” he called into the tent. The Bedouin came out and welcomed him most hospitably.
The Bedouin’s wife, however, was not so pleased. She had been on the point of spreading her risen dough on the clay griddle to bake it and did not have enough for three. Sighing, she dug among the embers of her fire and hid the dough in the hot ashes where it could bake out of sight. “All guests are welcome,” she said, “but to our shame we have no food to offer this night.”
Ben Sikran, who had watched her bury the dough, sat with his host and entertained him with tales of his travels. Soon he said, “I feel cold; let me sit near the fire.”
“Give him a blanket!” said the Bedouin’s wife suspiciously.
“Look; I can hardly close my fingers,” said Ben Sikran.
So the Bedouin invited him to draw near to the hot embers. Stretching his legs comfortably and warming his hands, Ben Sikran went on with his talk.
“We are three brothers,” he said, “and when our father died he left us a piece of land hardly bigger than a sheepskin. How were we to divide it? We began by pacing it, so many paces from here to here.” As he spoke he demonstrated by tracing three furrows with his stick through the middle of the ashes in the fire.
“But my younger brother did not think it was just. So we measured the land with ropes from there to there.” He poked his stick through the ashes in the other direction.
“This time my oldest brother was dissatisfied. So we mixed it all up between us.” Here he stirred the ashes thoroughly round and round.
“May God upset your stomach as you have upset my yeast dough!” wailed the Bedouin’s wife in anger.
– Algeria
The Two Travellers and the Farmer
A TRAVELLER came upon an old farmer hoeing in his field beside the road. Eager to rest his feet, the wanderer hailed the countryman, who seemed happy enough to straighten his back and talk for a moment.
“What sort of people live in the next town?” asked the stranger.
“What were the people like where you’ve come from?” replied the farmer, answering the question with another question.
“They were a bad lot. Troublemakers all, and lazy too. The most selfish people in the world, and not a one of them to be trusted. I’m happy to be leaving the scoundrels.”
“Is that so?” replied the old farmer. “Well, I’m afraid that you’ll find the same sort in the next town.”
Disappointed, the traveller trudged on his way, and the farmer returned to his work.
Some time later another stranger, coming from the same direction, hailed the farmer, and they stopped to talk. “What sort of people live in the next town?” he asked.
“What were the people like where you’ve come from?” replied the farmer once again.
“They were the best people in the world. Hard working, honest, and friendly. I’m sorry to be leaving them.”
“Fear not,” said the farmer. “You’ll find the same sort in the next town.”
– USA
ONCE THERE was a parish in which the farmers complained that their parson wasn’t good enough, and they wanted another. So they sent for the bishop.
It so happened that the parson had a very beautiful wife, and the bishop went up to her and grabbed her breasts. “What do you call these?” he asked.
“The Bells of Bethlehem,” answered the wife.
Then he grabbed her a little farther down. “And what do you call this?” he said.
“Joshua’s grave.”
He wanted to put his staff into Joshua’s grave, and so he did. All the while the parson lay in the next room listening to everything.
Later, when the bishop was about to go to sleep, he checked to see if the parson was asleep, and accidentally singed his beard and hair with his candle. But the parson kept his eyes closed.
The next day was Sunday and the parson took his revenge. He started his sermon saying, “A strange man came to me last night. He singed my hair, he fried my beard, he rang the Bells of Bethlehem, he put his staff into Joshua’s grave. And this will be the subject for today’s sermon.”
The bishop stood up and said to the congregation, “This man is so learned that you’ll never be able to understand what he’s saying. But I understand him very well!”
And after that the parson was allowed to stay and continue his ministry.
– Sweden
PEOPLE IN Khelm didn’t know about cats, and they lived with mice crawling in and out of every nook and cranny. At mealtimes each householder had a rod at his table to drive the mice away.
Then one day a stranger came to Khelm and described a creature he had seen, an animal called a ‘cat’ which, if it was introduced into a house, drove the mice into their holes. The town of Khelm asked him to find such a creature, and then bought the cat from him for the enormous sum of eighteen zlotys.
But the Khelmites didn’t know that a cat could run away. Well, the cat was put on watch in a house, and the townspeople were delighted to see that it scared off the mice. But one day someone left a window open, and the cat took it into its head to leap out onto a roof.
So the Khelmites called a meeting to figure out how to catch the cat. They decided to set the house on fire to make the cat jump to the ground. So they burned the house down, but the cat sprang to the roof of the next house. So they burned the second house down. But the cat sprang to the roof of a third house.
So they burned the third house down. And so on, until they destroyed half their town.
– Jewish, Poland
THE RABBI of Aleksander used to say, “Many people think that when they come to the rabbi, they will be helped.” And he liked to tell this tale to young people who came to see him the first time.
One night, Ayzik, the son of Reb Yekl, dreamed that there was a treasure hidden under the Praga side of the Warsaw bridge. So he travelled to Warsaw. At the bridge he tried to reach the spot, but a soldier was standing guard there. So he paced back and forth as he waited for the soldier to go away.
The soldier meanwhile became aware of someone on the bridge, so he went up to Ayzik and asked what he wanted. Ayzik told him the truth: that he had dreamed about a treasure buried under the bridge. The soldier said, “Aw, go on. Just because I dreamed about a treasure in the oven at the home of Ayzik, Reb Yekl’s son in Krakow, doesn’t mean I have to go there.”
Ayzik turned around and went home, where he took his oven apart and found a treasure that made him a very rich man.
– Poland
I WAS sitting on a bench in a park in Vänersborg in the beginnning of the 1880s. Soon after I arrived, a couple of the town’s artisans came and sat down on the bench. They discussed social questions for a while, and finally one of them told this story.
In the Beginning it was decided that one person must labour for another. When Jesus walked on earth with His disciples, they came to a field where the grain was being cut. The servant boy cut the grain, but always rested when he got to one end of the field. The servant girl, on the other hand, worked so hard that the sweat poured off her without a minute's pause.
Then the disciples said to the Master, “You ought to give that girl a reward for all her hard work.”
“Yes,” said the Master, “she’ll get the lazy boy for a husband.”
“But isn’t that being unjust toward the girl?” the disciples asked.
“No,” said the Master. “You see, it’s the lot of one human to carry another through life.”
– Sweden
A JEW was travelling from his village to town. On the way he noticed a bound sheep lying in the road, bleating. The villager jumped down to load the sheep into his wagon.
Though the animal was very heavy, the man was not willing to untie it, so he heaved and hauled and laboured until at last he got it stowed away. Then he had to crack the whip because the horses could not pull the wagon unless they stretched and strained.
As they drew near town, the man felt the wagon moving more easily. Looking back, he saw the sheep standing on its hind legs, exposing its rear end to him. “Ha, ha, ha!” it bleated. “I sure made you heave and haul and sweat, didn’t I?”
Then it leaped from the wagon and disappeared.
– Poland
THERE WAS a king who had one daughter. She was of such astonishing beauty that when she reached the age to be married, suitors thronged her father’s court. Yet whenever the king mentioned marriage to her, she would say, “I shall be wed only to the man who can tell me a story whose beginning is impossible and whose end is untrue.”
News of the challenge spread and many were the princes who took it up. Time and again a suitor would begin in the traditional manner of storytellers with the words, “Let us profess that Allah is One and has no equal.” And there and then the princess would send him on his way, saying, “A story that is lies from beginning to end is no place for the profession of the unity of Allah!”
So it went on until one day a handsome and quick-witted traveller came before her and said, “I shall tell you a tale to fulfill your heart's desire.” And when she had invited him to sit before her, he began:
“Before uttering an untruth, I crave forgiveness from Allah Who alone is All-Knowing.
“When my grandmother gave birth to my grandfather, I was a child old enough to walk and run. So she called me and said, ‘Take these two pennies, my child, and fetch me eggs and cumin so that we can celebrate the cutting of your grandfather’s navel cord.’
“I ran to do her bidding and bought the eggs and the spice and put them in my pocket and hurried home. But on the way I stumbled, and one of the eggs dropped to the ground and broke, and out hopped a chick carrying a load of firewood on his back. I unloaded the wood off him so that I could ride him home, but found that the skin of his back had been rubbed raw. Filled with pity, I sat by the side of the road and wept.
“Then a man passing by comforted me and gave me a date stone, saying, ‘Roast this stone and crush it and rub it into the wound on your chicken’s back.’ I did as he advised me and all at once a date palm laden with red and yellow dates began to grow from the chicken’s back.
“‘It would be wrong to pass by such sweet fruit without tasting it,’ I said to myself, and shinned up the palm. At the top I found a date grove so vast that a harvester beating the fruit down from one tree could not hear his fellow’s blows at the next.
“Between the trees the earth was so rich and black that I ploughed it and sowed sesame seeds. After the seeds were ripe, I gathered them into sacks but found an ant stealing one sesame seed. When I seized an end of the seed and tried to pull it away, the ant held on tight. As I tugged on my side and he on his, the seed broke and out of it spilled a stream of sesame oil. I jumped into it and swam until I reached your presence!”
The princess laughed and was married to the handsome storyteller.
– Palestine
ONCE A rich farmer and a poor widow were neighbours. He was a mean old man, for after he mowed his hay early in the year, he let his cattle loose; as there was nothing but a broken-down fence between their farms, the animals would cross over and eat the widow’s uncut hay.
When she complained of this to the farmer, he just answered, “Well, if you don’t take better care of things, you have no one but yourself to blame!”
During haymaking time the next year, the farmer had just finished mowing when a strange man came to the widow and offered to cut all her hay.
“Of course it’s a fine thing to get some help,” she said, “but I have to be honest and tell you I’ve nothing to pay you.”
“Oh, that’s not so important,” the fellow said, and took off for the field with his scythe. Before he left, he told the widow to bring him his food, and she promised that she would.
When she brought his breakfast, however, she found him just resting. It was the same thing when she brought the other meals, but she said nothing. At the evening meal he finally stood up and said, ‘Go to your neighbour and tell him that if he hasn’t gotten his animals off your field before sunset, their legs will be chopped off.”
The widow told her neighbour, but he just laughed and left the animals where they were.
It went just as the mower had said, and after sunset he and his crew set to work, and a proper job they did for before the sun came up, the entire field had been cut.
And Old Nick wanted no payment.
– Sweden
ONCE THERE was a farmer who made a pact with the Devil. The Devil would help him become rich and powerful if he’d sell his soul to him after a certain number of years.
The farmer was lucky and successful at everything he did, and became wealthy and powerful. But when his time was growing near, the Devil came to remind him of his end of the bargain.
“But I still have so much to accomplish,” said the farmer. “Won’t you please give me a few more years?”
“On one condition,” replied the Devil. “If, on the day I come to claim you, you can meet me in a carriage harnessed to animals stranger than the ones I have, I’ll give you what you want. If not, you’ll have to come away with me down to Hell.”
And with that the Devil disappeared.
After a few days passed, the farmer began to grow uneasy. He didn’t know what animals to harness to his carriage. When the day finally came, he pulled out his carriage onto the road, jumped in, and ordered his wife and maid to come out and help him. He told them to grab hold of the crossbar and pull the carriage with their backsides facing front and their upper bodies bent down over their hands. Finally, he pulled their skirts all the way up to cover their heads, and told them to start moving.
He’d barely gotten settled in the carriage when a coach harnessed to two magpies pulled up. As soon as the two wagons met, the coach stopped and the Devil stepped out. When he saw the farmer’s draw horses, he said, “Never saw anything like those horses before! Because you’re so clever, I’ll give you the extension you want.”
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