
Right Move 

  
The great Zen teacher, Benzei had many pupils. One 
day, one of them was caught stealing by his fellow-
students and they reported him to Benzei. But he 
took no action against the boy.  
A few days later the same boy was again caught 
stealing. And again Benzei did nothing. This angered 
the other students who drew up a petition asking for 
the dismissal of the thief. They threatened to leave en masse if the boy was 
allowed to stay.  
The teacher called a meeting of the students. When they had assembled he 
said to them: "You are good boys who know what is right and what is wrong. 
If you leave you will have no trouble in joining some other school. But what 
about your brother who does not even know the difference between right and 
wrong? Who will teach him if I don't? No, I cannot ask him to go even if it 
means losing all of you."  
Tears coursed down the cheeks of the boy who had stolen. He never stole 
again and in later life became renowned for his integrity. 

 

 

Making a Difference 

  
Ryokan was a Zen teacher of repute. One day a 
fisherman saw him walking on the beach soon 
after a storm. The storm had washed up 
thousands of starfish on the shore, and they 
were beginning to dry up. Soon all of them would 
be dead. Ryokan was picking up starfish and 
throwing them into the sea.  
The fisherman caught up with the teacher and said, "Surely, you cannot hope 
to throw all these starfish back into the sea? They will die in their thousands 
here. I've seen it happen before. Your effort will make no difference."  
"It will to this one," said Ryokan, throwing back another starfish into the sea. 



 

Overcoming Anger 

  
A Zen student said to his teacher, " Master, I have an 
ungovernable temper. Help me get rid of it." 
" You have something very strange," said the teacher.  
"Show it to me."  
" Right now I cannot show it to you." 
"Why not?" 
" It arises suddenly." 
" Then it cannot be your own true nature," said the 
teacher, "if it were, you would be able to show it to me 
at any time. Why are you allowing something that is not 
yours to trouble your life?"  
Thereafter whenever the student felt his temper rising he remembered his 
teacher's words and  
checked his anger. In time, he developed a calm and placid temperament. 
 

Sleepy Teacher 

  
A schoolteacher used to take a short nap every 
afternoon. When his pupils asked him why he did 
so, he said that he went to dreamland to meet 
ancient sages. 
One extremely hot day some of the pupils fell 
asleep in the afternoon. When the school-
teacher chided them, they said:  
"We went to meet the sages in dreamland." 
"What did they say?" demanded the teacher. 
"We asked them if a school- teacher came there every afternoon, but they 
said they had seen no such person."  
 

 

 



The End 
  

A young student of Zen happened to break a 
precious vase belonging to his teacher. When he 
heard his teacher's footsteps, he quickly held 
the broken vase behind him. As the teacher 
walked up to him, he asked, "Why does one die, 
master?"  
 
"It's natural," said the teacher. "Everything has 
a beginning and an end. Everything has just so 
long to live and then has to die." 
 
The student held out the pieces of the broken vase and said, "The time for 
your vase to die had come."  

A Handful of Answers 
  

A young student of Zen was going to the market to buy 
vegetables for the monastery where he was studying. On 
the way he met a student from another monastery. 
"Where are you going?" asked the first student.  
"Wherever my legs take me," replied the other. 
The first student pondered over the answer as he was 
sure it had some deep significance. When he returned to 
the monastery, he reported the conversation to his 
teacher, who said: "You should have asked him what he 
would do if he had no legs."  
The next day the student was thrilled to see the same 
boy coming towards him. 
"Where are you going?" he asked and without waiting for a reply continued, 
"Wherever your legs take you, I suppose. Well, let me ask you . . ."  
"You're mistaken," interrupted the other boy. "Today I'm going wherever the 
wind blows." 
This answer so confused the first boy that he could not think of anything to 
say. 
When he reported the matter to his teacher, the old man said: "You should 



have asked him what he would do if there were no wind."  
Some days later the student saw the boy in the market again and rushed to 
confront him, confident that this time he would have the last word. 
"Where are you going?" he asked. "Wherever your legs take you or wherever 
the wind blows? Well, let me ask you . . . . "  
"No, no," interrupted the boy. "Today I'm going to buy vegetables." 

 
When Truth Dawned 

  
Ryokan, the Zen teacher, was requested by his sister-in-
law to come to her house and talk to her son. 
"He does no work, squanders his father's money in wild 
parties and is neglecting the estate," she complained. "If 
he does not reform, we will be ruined."  
Ryokan went to his brother's house and met his nephew 
who was genuinely pleased to see him. The two of them 
had spent many happy hours together before Ryokan had 
turned to Zen and entered the monastery. The young man 
knew why his uncle had come and braced himself for the 
scolding he was sure he would receive. But Ryokan said not 
a word in rebuke, the whole day. The next morning when it was time for him 
to go, he put on his garments and then said to his nephew: "Will you help me 
tie the thongs of my sandals? My hands shake and I cannot do it."  
His nephew helped him willingly. 
"Thank you," said Ryokan. "A man becomes older and feebler day by day. You 
remember how strong and robust I used to be?" 
" I do," said his nephew, thoughtfully. " I do indeed remember how you used 
to be."  
It was the moment of truth for him. He suddenly realized that his mother and 
all those who had looked after him had become old and that it was now his 
turn to look after them and to take on the responsibilities of the household 
and the community.  
He gave up his dissolute life forever. 
 
 

 
 



The Cabuliwallah 
 
My five years' old daughter Mini cannot live without chattering. I really 
believe that in all her life she has not wasted a minute in silence. Her mother 
is often vexed at this, and would stop her prattle, but I would not. To see 
Mini quiet is unnatural, and I cannot bear it long. And so my own talk with her 
is always lively.  
One morning, for instance, when I was in the midst of the seventeenth 
Chapter of my new novel, my little Mini stole into the room, and putting her 
hand into mine, said: "Father! Ramdayal the door-keeper calls a crow a krow! 
He doesn't know anything, does he?"  
Before I could explain to her the differences of language in this world, she 
was embarked on the full tide of another subject. "What do you think, 
Father? Bhola says there is an elephant in the clouds, blowing water out of his 
trunk, and that is why it rains!"  
And then, darting off anew, while I sat still making ready some reply to this 
last saying, "Father! what relation is Mother to you?" 
"My dear little sister in the law!" I murmured involuntarily to myself, but with 
a grave face contrived to answer: "Go and play with Bhola, Mini! I am busy!"  
The window of my room overlooks the road. The child had seated herself at 
my feet near my table, and was playing softly, drumming on her knees. 
I was hard at work on my seventeenth chapter, where Protrap Singh, the 
hero, had just caught Kanchanlata, the heroine, in his arms, and was about to 
escape with her by the third story window of the castle, when all of a sudden 
Mini left her play, and ran to the window, crying, "A Cabuliwallah! a 
Cabuliwallah!" Sure enough in the street below was a Cabuliwallah, passing 
slowly along. He wore the loose soiled clothing of his people, with a tall 
turban; there was a bag on his back, and he carried boxes of grapes in his 
hand.  
I cannot tell what were my daughter's feelings at the sight of this man, but 
she began to call him loudly. "Ah!" I thought, "he will come in, and my 
seventeenth chapter will never be finished!" At which exact moment the 
Cabuliwallah turned, and looked up at the child. When she saw this, overcome 
by terror, she fled to her mother's protection, and disappeared. She had a 
blind belief that inside the bag, which the big man carried, there were 
perhaps two or three other children like herself. The pedlar meanwhile 
entered my doorway, and greeted me with a smiling face.  
So precarious was the position of my hero and my heroine, that my first 



impulse was to stop and buy something, since the man had been called. I made 
some small purchases, and a conversation began about Abdurrahman, the 
Russians, she English, and the Frontier Policy.  
As he was about to leave, he asked: "And where is the little girl, sir?" 
And I, thinking that Mini must get rid of her false fear, had her brought out. 
She stood by my chair, and looked at the Cabuliwallah and his bag. He 
offered her nuts and raisins, but she would not be tempted, and only clung the 
closer to me, with all her doubts increased.  
This was their first meeting. 
One morning, however, not many days later, as I was leaving the house, I was 
startled to find Mini, seated on a bench near the door, laughing and 
talking, with the great Cabuliwallah at her feet. In all her life, it appeared; 
my small daughter had never found so patient a listener, save her father. And 
already the corner of her little sari was stuffed with almonds and raisins, the 
gift of her visitor, "Why did you give her those?" I said, and taking out an 
eight-anna bit, I handed it to him. The man accepted the money without 
demur, and slipped it into his pocket.  
Alas, on my return an hour later, I found the unfortunate coin had made twice 
its own worth of trouble! For the Cabuliwallah had given it to Mini, and her 
mother catching sight of the bright round object, had pounced on the child 
with: "Where did you get that eight-anna bit? "  
"The Cabuliwallah gave it me," said Mini cheerfully. 
"The Cabuliwallah gave it you!" cried her mother much shocked. "Oh, Mini! how 
could you take it from him?" 
I, entering at the moment, saved her from impending disaster, and proceeded 
to make my own inquiries.  
It was not the first or second time, I found, that the two had met. The 
Cabuliwallah had overcome the child's first terror by a judicious bribery of 
nuts and almonds, and the two were now great friends. 
They had many quaint jokes, which afforded them much amusement. Seated in 
front of him, looking down on his gigantic frame in all her tiny dignity, Mini 
would ripple her face with laughter, and begin: "O Cabuliwallah, Cabuliwallah, 
what have you got in your bag?"  
And he would reply, in the nasal accents of the mountaineer: "An elephant!" 
Not much cause for merriment, perhaps; but how they both enjoyed the 
witticism! And for me, this child's talk with a grown-up man had always in it 
something strangely fascinating.  
 



Then the Cabuliwallah, not to be behindhand, would take his turn: "Well, little 
one, and when are you going to the father-in-law's house?" 
Now most small Bengali maidens have heard long ago about the father-in-law's 
house; but we, being a little new-fangled, had kept these things from our 
child, and Mini at this question must have been a trifle bewildered. But she 
would not show it, and with ready tact replied: "Are you going there?"  
Amongst men of the Cabuliwallah's class, however, it is well known that the 
words father-in-law's house have a double meaning. It is a euphemism for 
jail, the place where we are well cared for, at no expense to ourselves. In 
this sense would the sturdy pedlar take my daughter's question. "Ah," he 
would say, shaking his fist at an invisible policeman, "I will thrash my father-
in-law!" Hearing this, and picturing the poor discomfited relative, Mini would 
go off into peals of laughter, in which her formidable friend would join.  
These were autumn mornings, the very time of year when kings of old went 
forth to conquest; and I, never stirring from my little corner in Calcutta, 
would let my mind wander over the whole world. At the very name of another 
country, my heart would go out to it, and at the sight of a foreigner in the 
streets, I would fall to weaving a network of dreams, --the mountains, the 
glens, and the forests of his distant home, with his cottage in its setting, and 
the free and independent life of far-away wilds. Perhaps the scenes of travel 
conjure themselves up  
before me, and pass and repass in my imagination all the more vividly, because 
I lead such a vegetable existence, that a call to travel would fall upon me like 
a thunderbolt. In the presence of this Cabuliwallah, I was immediately 
transported to the foot of arid mountain peaks, with narrow little defiles 
twisting in and out amongst their towering heights. I could see the string of 
camels bearing the merchandise, and the company of turbaned merchants, 
carrying some of their queer old firearms, and some of their spears, 
journeying downward towards the plains. I could see--but at some such point 
Mini's mother would intervene, imploring me to "beware of that man."  
Mini's mother is unfortunately a very timid lady. Whenever she hears a noise 
in the street, or sees people coming towards the house, she always jumps to 
the conclusion that they are either thieves, or drunkards, or snakes, or 
tigers, or malaria or cockroaches, or caterpillars, or an English sailor. Even 
after all these years of experience, she is not able to overcome her terror. 
So she was full of doubts about the Cabuliwallah, and used to beg me to keep 
a watchful eye on him.  
I tried to laugh her fear gently away, but then she would turn round on me 



seriously, and ask me solemn questions. 
Were children never kidnapped? 
Was it, then, not true that there was slavery in Cabul? 
Was it so very absurd that this big man should be able to carry off a tiny 
child?  
I urged that, though not impossible, it was highly improbable. But this was not 
enough, and her dread persisted. As it was indefinite, however, it did not 
seem right to forbid the man the house, and the intimacy went on unchecked.  
Once a year in the middle of January Rahmun, the Cabuliwallah, was in the 
habit of returning to his country, and as the time approached he would be 
very busy, going from house to house collecting his debts. 
This year, however, he could always find time to come and see Mini. It would 
have seemed to an outsider that there was some conspiracy between the two, 
for when he could not come in the morning, he would appear in the evening.  
Even to me it was a little startling now and then, in the corner of a dark 
room, suddenly to surprise this tall, loose-garmented, much bebagged man; 
but when Mini would run in smiling, with her, "O! Cabuliwallah! Cabuliwallah!" 
and the two friends, so far apart in age, would subside into their old laughter 
and their old jokes, I felt reassured.  
One morning, a few days before he had made up his mind to go, I was 
correcting my proof sheets in my study. It was chilly weather. Through the 
window the rays of the sun touched my feet, and the slight warmth was very 
welcome. It was almost eight o'clock, and the early pedestrians were returning 
home, with their heads covered. All at once, I heard an uproar in the street, 
and, looking out, saw Rahmun being led away bound between two policemen, 
and behind them a crowd of curious boys. There were blood-stains on the 
clothes of the Cabuliwallah, and one of the policemen carried a knife. Hurrying 
out, I stopped them, and enquired what it all meant. Partly from one, partly 
from another, I gathered that a certain neighbour had owed the pedlar 
something for a Rampuri shawl, but had falsely denied having bought it, and 
that in the course of the quarrel, Rahmun had struck him. Now in the heat of 
his excitement, the prisoner began calling his enemy all sorts of names, when 
suddenly in a verandah of my house appeared my little Mini, with her usual 
exclamation: "O Cabuliwallah! Cabuliwallah!" Rahmun's face lighted up as he 
turned to her. He had no bag under his arm today, so she could not discuss 
the elephant with him. She at once therefore proceeded to the next question: 
"Are you going to the father-in-law's house?" Rahmun laughed and said: "Just 
where I am going, little one!"  



Then seeing that the reply did not amuse the child, he held up his fettered 
hands. " Ali," he said, " I would have thrashed that old father-in-law, but my 
hands are bound!"On a charge of murderous assault, Rahmun was sentenced to 
some years'imprisonment. Time passed away, and he was not remembered. The 
accustomed work in the accustomed place was ours, and the thought of the 
once-free mountaineer spending his years in prison seldom or never occurred 
to us. Even my light-hearted Mini, I am ashamed to say, forgot her old 
friend. New companions filled her life. As she grew older, she spent more of 
her time with girls. So much time indeed did she spend with them that she 
came no more, as she used to do, to her father's room. I was scarcely on 
speaking terms with her.  
Years had passed away. It was once more autumn and we had made 
arrangements for our Mini's marriage. It was to take place during the Puja 
Holidays. With Durga returning to Kailas, the light of our home also was to 
depart to her husband's house, and leave her father's in the shadow.  
The morning was bright. After the rains, there was a sense of ablution in the 
air, and the sun-rays looked like pure gold. So bright were they that they 
gave a beautiful radiance even to the sordid brick walls of our Calcutta lanes. 
Since early dawn to-day the wedding-pipes had been sounding, and at each 
beat my own heart throbbed. The wail of the tune, Bhairavi, seemed to 
intensify my pain at the approaching separation. My Mini was to be married 
to-night.  
From early morning noise and bustle had pervaded the house. In the courtyard 
the canopy had to be slung on its bamboo poles; the chandeliers with their 
tinkling sound must be hung in each room and verandah. There was no end of 
hurry and excitement. I was sitting in my study, looking through the accounts, 
when some one entered, saluting respectfully, and stood before me. It was 
Rahmun the Cabuliwallah. At first I did not recognise him. He had no bag, nor 
the long hair, nor the same vigour that he used to have. But he smiled, and I 
knew him again.  
"When did you come, Rahmun?" I asked him. 
"Last evening," he said, "I was released from jail." 
The words struck harsh upon my ears. I had never before talked with one who 
had wounded his fellow, and my heart shrank within itself, when I realised 
this, for I felt that the day would have been better-omened had he not 
turned up.  
"There are ceremonies going on," I said, "and I am busy. Could you perhaps 
come another day?" 



At once he turned to go; but as he reached the door he hesitated, and said: 
"May I not see the little one, sir, for a moment?" It was his belief that Mini 
was still the same. He had pictured her running to him as she used, calling "O 
Cabuliwallah! Cabuliwallah!" He had imagined too that they would laugh and talk 
together, just as of old. In fact, in memory of former days he had brought, 
carefully wrapped up in paper, a few almonds and raisins and grapes, obtained 
somehow from a countryman, for his own little fund was dispersed.  
I said again: "There is a ceremony in the house, and you will not be able to 
see any one to-day." 
The man's face fell. He looked wistfully at me for a moment, said "Good 
morning," and went out. I felt a little sorry, and would have called him back, 
but I found he was returning of his own accord. He came close up to me 
holding out his offerings and said: "I brought these few things, sir, for the 
little one. Will you give them to her?" I took them and was going to pay him, 
but he caught my hand and said: "You are very kind, sir! Keep me in your 
recollection. Do not offer me money!--You have a little girl, I too have one 
like her in my own home. I think of her, and bring fruits to your child, not to 
make a profit for myself."  
Saying this, he put his hand inside his big loose robe, and brought out a small 
and dirty piece of paper. With great care he unfolded this, and smoothed it 
out with both hands on my table. It bore the impression of a little band. Not 
a photograph. Not a drawing. The impression of an ink-smeared hand laid flat 
on the paper. This touch of his own little daughter had been always on his 
heart, as he had come year after year to Calcutta, to sell his wares in the 
streets.  
Tears came to my eyes. I forgot that he was a poor Cabuli fruit-seller, while 
I was--but no, what was I more than he? He also was a father. That 
impression of the hand of his little Parbati in her distant mountain home 
reminded me of my own little Mini. I sent for Mini immediately from the inner 
apartment. Many difficulties were raised, but I would not listen. Clad in the 
red silk of her wedding-day, with the sandal paste on her forehead, and 
adorned as a young bride, Mini came, and stood bashfully before me. The 
Cabuliwallah looked a little staggered at the apparition. He could not revive 
their old friendship. At last he smiled and said: "Little one, are you going to 
your father-in-law's house?"  
But Mini now understood the meaning of the word "father-in-law," and she 
could not reply to him as of old. She flushed up at the question, and stood 
before him with her bride-like face turned down. I remembered the day when 



the Cabuliwallah and my Mini had first met, and I felt sad. When she had 
gone, Rahmun heaved a deep sigh, and sat down on the floor. The idea had 
suddenly come to him that his daughter too must have grown in this long time, 
and that he would have to make friends with her anew. Assuredly he would not 
find her, as he used to know her. And besides, what might not have happened 
to her in these eight years?  
The marriage-pipes sounded, and the mild autumn sun streamed round us. But 
Rahmun sat in the little Calcutta lane, and saw before him the barren 
mountains of Afghanistan. 
I took out a bank-note, and gave it to him, saying: "Go back to your own 
daughter, Rahmun, in your own country, and may the happiness of your 
meeting bring good fortune to my child!" Having made this present, I had to 
curtail some of the festivities. I could not have the electric lights I had 
intended, nor the military band, and the ladies of the house were despondent 
at it. But to me the wedding feast was all the brighter for the thought that 
in a distant land a long-lost father met again with his only child.  
 
From Hungry Stones and other Stories, by Rabindranath Tagore 
 

 

 

 

The Gift of the Magi 
  
  
One dollar and eighty-seven cents. That was all. And sixty cents of it was in 
pennies. Pennies saved one and two at a time by bulldozing the grocer and the 
vegetable man and the butcher until one's cheeks burned with the silent 
imputation of parsimony that such close dealing implied. Three times Della 
counted it. One dollar and eighty- seven cents. And the next day would be 
Christmas.  
There was clearly nothing to do but flop down on the shabby little couch and 
howl. So Della did it. Which instigates the moral reflection that life is made 
up of sobs, sniffles, and smiles, with sniffles predominating.  
While the mistress of the home is gradually subsiding from the first stage to 



the second, take a look at the home. A furnished flat at $8 per week. It did 
not exactly beggar description, but it certainly had that word on the lookout 
for the mendicancy squad.  
In the vestibule below was a letter-box into which no letter would go, and an 
electric button from which no mortal finger could coax a ring. Also 
appertaining thereunto was a card bearing the name "Mr. James Dillingham 
Young."  
The "Dillingham" had been flung to the breeze during a former period of 
prosperity when its possessor was being paid $30 per week. Now, when the 
income was shrunk to $20, though, they were thinking seriously of contracting 
to a modest and unassuming D. But whenever Mr. James Dillingham Young 
came home and reached his flat above he was called "Jim" and greatly hugged 
by Mrs. James Dillingham Young, already introduced to you as Della. Which is 
all very good.  
Della finished her cry and attended to her cheeks with the powder rag. She 
stood by the window and looked out dully at a gray cat walking a gray fence in 
a gray backyard. Tomorrow would be Christmas Day, and she had only $1.87 
with which to buy Jim a present. She had been saving every penny she could 
for months, with this result. Twenty dollars a week doesn't go far. Expenses 
had been greater than she had calculated. They always are. Only $1.87 to 
buy a present for Jim. Her Jim. Many a happy hour she had spent planning 
for something nice for him. Something fine and rare and sterling--something 
just a little bit near to being worthy of the honor of being owned by Jim.  
There was a pier-glass between the windows of the room. Perhaps you have 
seen a pier-glass in an $8 flat. A very thin and very agile person may, by 
observing his reflection in a rapid sequence of longitudinal strips, obtain a 
fairly accurate conception of his looks. Della, being slender, had mastered the 
art.  
Suddenly she whirled from the window and stood before the glass. her eyes 
were shining brilliantly, but her face had lost its color within twenty seconds. 
Rapidly she pulled down her hair and let it fall to its full length.  
Now, there were two possessions of the James Dillingham Youngs in which they 
both took a mighty pride. One was Jim's gold watch that had been his 
father's and his grandfather's. The other was Della's hair. Had the queen of 
Sheba lived in the flat across the airshaft, Della would have let her hair hang 
out the window some day to dry just to depreciate Her Majesty's jewels and 
gifts. Had King Solomon been the janitor, with all his treasures piled up in the 
basement, Jim would have pulled out his watch every time he passed, just to 



see him pluck at his beard from envy.  
So now Della's beautiful hair fell about her rippling and shining like a cascade 
of brown waters. It reached below her knee and made itself almost a garment 
for her. And then she did it up again nervously and quickly. Once she faltered 
for a minute and stood still while a tear or two splashed on the worn red 
carpet.  
On went her old brown jacket; on went her old brown hat. With a whirl of 
skirts and with the brilliant sparkle still in her eyes, she fluttered out the 
door and down the stairs to the street.  
Where she stopped the sign read: "Mne. Sofronie. Hair Goods of All Kinds." 
One flight up Della ran, and collected herself, panting. Madame, large, too 
white, chilly, hardly looked the "Sofronie."  
"Will you buy my hair?" asked Della.  
"I buy hair," said Madame. "Take yer hat off and let's have a sight at the 
looks of it."  
Down rippled the brown cascade.  
"Twenty dollars," said Madame, lifting the mass with a practised hand.  
"Give it to me quick," said Della.  
Oh, and the next two hours tripped by on rosy wings. Forget the hashed 
metaphor. She was ransacking the stores for Jim's present.  
She found it at last. It surely had been made for Jim and no one else. There 
was no other like it in any of the stores, and she had turned all of them 
inside out. It was a platinum fob chain simple and chaste in design, properly 
proclaiming its value by substance alone and not by meretricious 
ornamentation--as all good things should do. It was even worthy of The 
Watch. As soon as she saw it she knew that it must be Jim's. It was like 
him. Quietness and value--the description applied to both. Twenty-one dollars 
they took from her for it, and she hurried home with the 87 cents. With that 
chain on his watch Jim might be properly anxious about the time in any 
company. Grand as the watch was, he sometimes looked at it on the sly on 
account of the old leather strap that he used in place of a chain.  
When Della reached home her intoxication gave way a little to prudence and 
reason. She got out her curling irons and lighted the gas and went to work 
repairing the ravages made by generosity added to love. Which is always a 
tremendous task, dear friends--a mammoth task.  
Within forty minutes her head was covered with tiny, close-lying curls that 
made her look wonderfully like a truant schoolboy. She looked at her 
reflection in the mirror long, carefully, and critically.  



"If Jim doesn't kill me," she said to herself, "before he takes a second look 
at me, he'll say I look like a Coney Island chorus girl. But what could I do--
oh! what could I do with a dollar and eighty- seven cents?"  
At 7 o'clock the coffee was made and the frying-pan was on the back of the 
stove hot and ready to cook the chops.  
Jim was never late. Della doubled the fob chain in her hand and sat on the 
corner of the table near the door that he always entered. Then she heard his 
step on the stair away down on the first flight, and she turned white for just 
a moment. She had a habit for saying little silent prayer about the simplest 
everyday things, and now she whispered: "Please God, make him think I am 
still pretty."  
The door opened and Jim stepped in and closed it. He looked thin and very 
serious. Poor fellow, he was only twenty-two--and to be burdened with a 
family! He needed a new overcoat and he was without gloves.  
Jim stopped inside the door, as immovable as a setter at the scent of quail. 
His eyes were fixed upon Della, and there was an expression in them that she 
could not read, and it terrified her. It was not anger, nor surprise, nor 
disapproval, nor horror, nor any of the sentiments that she had been prepared 
for. He simply stared at her fixedly with that peculiar expression on his face.  
Della wriggled off the table and went for him.  
"Jim, darling," she cried, "don't look at me that way. I had my hair cut off 
and sold because I couldn't have lived through Christmas without giving you a 
present. It'll grow out again--you won't mind, will you? I just had to do it. 
My hair grows awfully fast. Say `Merry Christmas!' Jim, and let's be happy. 
You don't know what a nice-- what a beautiful, nice gift I've got for you."  
"You've cut off your hair?" asked Jim, laboriously, as if he had not arrived at 
that patent fact yet even after the hardest mental labor.  
"Cut it off and sold it," said Della. "Don't you like me just as well, anyhow? 
I'm me without my hair, ain't I?"  
Jim looked about the room curiously.  
"You say your hair is gone?" he said, with an air almost of idiocy.  
"You needn't look for it," said Della. "It's sold, I tell you--sold and gone, 
too. It's Christmas Eve, boy. Be good to me, for it went for you. Maybe the 
hairs of my head were numbered," she went on with sudden serious sweetness, 
"but nobody could ever count my love for you. Shall I put the chops on, Jim?"  
Out of his trance Jim seemed quickly to wake. He enfolded his Della. For ten 
seconds let us regard with discreet scrutiny some inconsequential object in the 
other direction. Eight dollars a week or a million a year--what is the 



difference? A mathematician or a wit would give you the wrong answer. The 
magi brought valuable gifts, but that was not among them. This dark assertion 
will be illuminated later on.  
Jim drew a package from his overcoat pocket and threw it upon the table.  
"Don't make any mistake, Dell," he said, "about me. I don't think there's 
anything in the way of a haircut or a shave or a shampoo that could make me 
like my girl any less. But if you'll unwrap that package you may see why you 
had me going a while at first."  
White fingers and nimble tore at the string and paper. And then an ecstatic 
scream of joy; and then, alas! a quick feminine change to hysterical tears and 
wails, necessitating the immediate employment of all the comforting powers of 
the lord of the flat.  
For there lay The Combs--the set of combs, side and back, that Della had 
worshipped long in a Broadway window. Beautiful combs, pure tortoise shell, 
with jewelled rims--just the shade to wear in the beautiful vanished hair. 
They were expensive combs, she knew, and her heart had simply craved and 
yearned over them without the least hope of possession. And now, they were 
hers, but the tresses that should have adorned the coveted adornments were 
gone.  
But she hugged them to her bosom, and at length she was able to look up with 
dim eyes and a smile and say: "My hair grows so fast, Jim!"  
And them Della leaped up like a little singed cat and cried, "Oh, oh!"  
Jim had not yet seen his beautiful present. She held it out to him eagerly 
upon her open palm. The dull precious metal seemed to flash with a reflection 
of her bright and ardent spirit.  
"Isn't it a dandy, Jim? I hunted all over town to find it. You'll have to look 
at the time a hundred times a day now. Give me your watch. I want to see 
how it looks on it."  
Instead of obeying, Jim tumbled down on the couch and put his hands under 
the back of his head and smiled.  
"Dell," said he, "let's put our Christmas presents away and keep 'em a while. 
They're too nice to use just at present. I sold the watch to get the money to 
buy your combs. And now suppose you put the chops on."  
The magi, as you know, were wise men--wonderfully wise men--who brought 
gifts to the Babe in the manger. They invented the art of giving Christmas 
presents. Being wise, their gifts were no doubt wise ones, possibly bearing the 
privilege of exchange in case of duplication. And here I have lamely related to 
you the uneventful chronicle of two foolish children in a flat who most unwisely 



sacrificed for each other the greatest treasures of their house. But in a last 
word to the wise of these days let it be said that of all who give gifts these 
two were the wisest. O all who give and receive gifts, such as they are 
wisest. Everywhere they are wisest. They are the magi.  
 
 

The Magic Shop 
  
I had seen the Magic Shop from afar several times; I had passed it once or 
twice, a shop window of alluring little objects, magic balls, magic hens, 
wonderful cones, ventriloquist dolls, the material of the basket trick, packs of 
cards that looked all right, and all that sort of thing, but never had I thought 
of going in until one day, almost without warning, Gip hauled me by my finger 
right up to the window, and so conducted himself that there was nothing for it 
but to take him in. I had not thought the place was there, to tell the truth--
a modest-sized frontage in Regent Street, between the picture shop and the 
place where the chicks run about just out of patent incubators, but there it 
was sure enough. I had fancied it was down nearer the Circus, or round the 
corner in Oxford Street, or even in Holborn; always over the way and a little 
inaccessible it had been, with something of the mirage in its position; but here 
it was now quite indisputably, and the fat end of Gip's pointing finger made a 
noise upon the glass.  
"If I was rich," said Gip, dabbing a finger at the Disappearing Egg, "I'd buy 
myself that. And that"--which was The Crying Baby, Very Human --and 
that," which was a mystery, and called, so a neat card asserted, "Buy One 
and Astonish Your Friends."  
"Anything," said Gip, "will disappear under one of those cones. I have read 
about it in a book. 
"And there, dadda, is the Vanishing Halfpenny--, only they've put it this way 
up so's we can't see how it's done."  
Gip, dear boy, inherits his mother's breeding, and he did not propose to enter 
the shop or worry in any way; only, you know, quite unconsciously he lugged my 
finger doorward, and he made his interest clear. 
"That," he said, and pointed to the Magic Bottle.  
"If you had that?" I said; at which promising inquiry he looked up with a 
sudden radiance. 
"I could show it to Jessie," he said, thoughtful as ever of others. 
"It's less than a hundred days to your birthday, Gibbles," I said, and laid my 



hand on the door-handle.  
Gip made no answer, but his grip tightened on my finger, and so we came into 
the shop. 
It was no common shop this; it was a magic shop, and all the prancing 
precedence Gip would have taken in the matter of mere toys was wanting. He 
left the burthen of the conversation to me.  
It was a little, narrow shop, not very well lit, and the door-bell pinged again 
with a plaintive note as we closed it behind us. For a moment or so we were 
alone and could glance about us. There was a tiger in papier-mache on the 
glass case that covered the low counter--a grave, kind-eyed tiger that 
waggled his head in a methodical manner; there were several crystal spheres, 
a china hand holding magic cards, a stock of magic fish-bowls in various sizes, 
and an immodest magic hat that shamelessly displayed its springs. On the floor 
were magic mirrors; one to draw you out long and thin, one to swell your head 
and vanish your legs, and one to make you short and fat like a draught; and 
while we were laughing at these the shopman, as I suppose, came in.  
At any rate, there he was behind the counter--a curious, sallow, dark man, 
with one ear larger than the other and a chin like the toe-cap of a boot. 
"What can we have the pleasure?" he said, spreading his long, magic fingers 
on the glass case; and so with a start we were aware of him.  
"I want," I said, "to buy my little boy a few simple tricks." 
"Legerdemain?" he asked. "Mechanical? Domestic?" 
"Anything amusing?" said I. 
"Um!" said the shopman, and scratched his head for a moment as if thinking. 
Then, quite distinctly, he drew from his head a glass ball. "Something in this 
way?" he said, and held it out.  
The action was unexpected. I had seen the trick done at entertainments 
endless times before--it's part of the common stock of conjurers-- but I had 
not expected it here. 
"That's good," I said, with a laugh.  
"Isn't it?" said the shopman. 
Gip stretched out his disengaged hand to take this object and found merely a 
blank palm. 
"It's in your pocket," said the shopman, and there it was! 
"How much will that be?" I asked.  
"We make no charge for glass balls," said the shopman politely. "We get 
them,"--he picked one out of his elbow as he spoke--"free." He produced 
another from the back of his neck, and laid it beside its predecessor on the 



counter. Gip regarded his glass ball sagely, then directed a look of inquiry at 
the two on the counter, and finally brought his round-eyed scrutiny to the 
shopman, who smiled.  
"You may have those too," said the shopman, "and, if you don't mind, one 
from my mouth. So!" 
Gip counselled me mutely for a moment, and then in a profound silence put 
away the four balls, resumed my reassuring finger, and nerved himself for the 
next event.  
"We get all our smaller tricks in that way," the shopman remarked. 
I laughed in the manner of one who subscribes to a jest. "Instead of going to 
the wholesale shop," I said. "Of course, it's cheaper."  
"In a way," the shopman said. "Though we pay in the end. But not so heavily-
-as people suppose. . . . Our larger tricks, and our daily provisions and all the 
other things we want, we get out of that hat. . . And you know, sir, if you'll 
excuse my saying it, there isn't a wholesale shop, not for Genuine Magic 
goods, sir. I don't know if you noticed our inscription--the Genuine Magic 
shop." He drew a business-card from his cheek and handed it to me. 
"Genuine," he said, with his finger on the word, and added, "There is 
absolutely no deception, sir."  
He seemed to be carrying out the joke pretty thoroughly, I thought. 
He turned to Gip with a smile of remarkable affability. "You, you know, are 
the Right Sort of Boy." 
I was surprised at his knowing that, because, in the interests of discipline, we 
keep it rather a secret even at home; but Gip received it in unflinching 
silence, keeping a steadfast eye on him.  
"It's only the Right Sort of Boy gets through that doorway." 
And, as if by way of illustration, there came a rattling at the door, and a 
squeaking little voice could be faintly heard. "Nyar! I warn 'a go in there, 
dadda, I warn 'a go in there. Ny-a-a-ah!" and then the accents of a down-
trodden parent, urging consolations and propitiations. "It's locked, Edward," 
he said.  
"But it isn't," said I. 
"It is, sir," said the shopman, "always--for that sort of child," and as he 
spoke we had a glimpse of the other youngster, a little, white face, pallid 
from sweet-eating and over-sapid food, and distorted by evil passions, a 
ruthless little egotist, pawing at the enchanted pane. "It's no good, sir," said 
the shopman, as I moved, with my natural helpfulness, doorward, and 
presently the spoilt child was carried off howling.  



"How do you manage that?" I said, breathing a little more freely. 
"Magic!" said the shopman, with a careless wave of the hand, and behold! 
sparks of coloured fire flew out of his fingers and vanished into the shadows 
of the shop.  
"You were saying," he said, addressing himself to Gip, "before you came in, 
that you would like one of our 'Buy One and Astonish your Friends' boxes?" 
Gip, after a gallant effort, said "Yes."  
"It's in your pocket." 
And leaning over the counter--he really had an extraordinarily long body--this 
amazing person produced the article in the customary conjurer's manner. 
"Paper," he said, and took a sheet out of the empty hat with the springs; 
"string," and behold his mouth was a string-box, from which he drew an 
unending thread, which when he had tied his parcel he bit off--and, it seemed 
to me, swallowed the ball of string. And then he lit a candle at the nose of 
one of the ventriloquist's dummies, stuck one of his fingers (which had become 
sealing-wax red) into the flame, and so sealed the parcel. "Then there was 
the Disappearing Egg," he remarked, and produced one from within my coat-
breast and packed it, and also The Crying Baby, Very Human. I handed each 
parcel to Gip as it was ready, and he clasped them to his chest.  
He said very little, but his eyes were eloquent; the clutch of his arms was 
eloquent. He was the playground of unspeakable emotions. These, you know, 
were real Magics. Then, with a start, I discovered something moving about in 
my hat--something soft and jumpy. I whipped it off, and a ruffled pigeon--no 
doubt a confederate--dropped out and ran on the counter, and went, I fancy, 
into a cardboard box behind the papier-mache tiger.  
"Tut, tut!" said the shopman, dexterously relieving me of my headdress; 
"careless bird, and--as I live--nesting!" 
He shook my hat, and shook out into his extended hand two or three eggs, a 
large marble, a watch, about half-a-dozen of the inevitable glass balls, and 
then crumpled, crinkled paper, more and more and more, talking all the time 
of the way in which people neglect to brush their hats inside as well as out, 
politely, of course, but with a certain personal application. "All sorts of things 
accumulate, sir. . . . Not you, of course, in particular. . . . Nearly every 
customer. . . . Astonishing what they carry about with them. . . ." The 
crumpled paper rose and billowed on the counter more and more and more, 
until he was nearly hidden from us, until he was altogether hidden, and still 
his voice went on and on. "We none of us know what the fair semblance of a 
human being may conceal, sir. Are we all then no better than brushed 



exteriors, whited sepulchres--"  
His voice stopped--exactly like when you hit a neighbour's gramophone with a 
well-aimed brick, the same instant silence, and the rustle of the paper 
stopped, and everything was still. . . . 
"Have you done with my hat?" I said, after an interval.  
There was no answer. 
I stared at Gip, and Gip stared at me, and there were our distortions in the 
magic mirrors, looking very rum, and grave, and quiet. . . . 
"I think we'll go now," I said. "Will you tell me how much all this comes to? . 
. . .  
"I say," I said, on a rather louder note, "I want the bill; and my hat, 
please." 
It might have been a sniff from behind the paper pile. . . . 
"Let's look behind the counter, Gip," I said. "He's making fun of us."  
I led Gip round the head-wagging tiger, and what do you think there was 
behind the counter? No one at all! Only my hat on the floor, and a common 
conjurer's lop-eared white rabbit lost in meditation, and looking as stupid and 
crumpled as only a conjurer's rabbit can do. I resumed my hat, and the rabbit 
lolloped a lollop or so out of my way.  
"Dadda!" said Gip, in a guilty whisper. 
"What is it, Gip?" said I. 
"I do like this shop, dadda." 
"So should I," I said to myself, "if the counter wouldn't suddenly extend 
itself to shut one off from the door." But I didn't call Gip's attention to 
that. "Pussy!" he said, with a hand out to the rabbit as it came lolloping past 
us; "Pussy, do Gip a magic!" and his eyes followed it as it squeezed through a 
door I had certainly not remarked a moment before. Then this door opened 
wider, and the man with one ear larger than the other appeared again. He was 
smiling still, but his eye met mine with something between amusement and 
defiance. "You'd like to see our show-room, sir," he said, with an innocent 
suavity. Gip tugged my finger forward. I glanced at the counter and met the 
shopman's eye again. I was beginning to think the magic just a little too 
genuine. "We haven't VERY much time," I said. But somehow we were inside 
the show-room before I could finish that.  
"All goods of the same quality," said the shopman, rubbing his flexible hands 
together, "and that is the Best. Nothing in the place that isn't genuine Magic, 
and warranted thoroughly rum. Excuse me, sir!"  
I felt him pull at something that clung to my coat-sleeve, and then I saw he 



held a little, wriggling red demon by the tail--the little creature bit and 
fought and tried to get at his hand--and in a moment he tossed it carelessly 
behind a counter. No doubt the thing was only an image of twisted 
indiarubber, but for the moment--! And his gesture was exactly that of a man 
who handles some petty biting bit of vermin. I glanced at Gip, but Gip was 
looking at a magic rocking- horse. I was glad he hadn't seen the thing. "I 
say," I said, in an undertone, and indicating Gip and the red demon with my 
eyes, "you haven't many things like that about, have you?"  
"None of ours! Probably brought it with you," said the shopman-- also in an 
undertone, and with a more dazzling smile than ever. "Astonishing what people 
will carry about with them unawares!" And then to Gip, "Do you see anything 
you fancy here?"  
There were many things that Gip fancied there. 
He turned to this astonishing tradesman with mingled confidence and respect. 
"Is that a Magic Sword?" he said. 
"A Magic Toy Sword. It neither bends, breaks, nor cuts the fingers. It 
renders the bearer invincible in battle against any one under eighteen. Half-
a-crown to seven and sixpence, according to size. These panoplies on cards 
are for juvenile knights-errant and very useful-- shield of safety, sandals of 
swiftness, helmet of invisibility."  
"Oh, daddy!" gasped Gip. 
I tried to find out what they cost, but the shopman did not heed me. He had 
got Gip now; he had got him away from my finger; he had embarked upon the 
exposition of all his confounded stock, and nothing was going to stop him. 
Presently I saw with a qualm of distrust and something very like jealousy that 
Gip had hold of this person's finger as usually he has hold of mine. No doubt 
the fellow was interesting, I thought, and had an interestingly faked lot of 
stuff, really good faked stuff, still--  
I wandered after them, saying very little, but keeping an eye on this 
prestidigital fellow. After all, Gip was enjoying it. And no doubt when the time 
came to go we should be able to go quite easily. 
It was a long, rambling place, that show-room, a gallery broken up by stands 
and stalls and pillars, with archways leading off to other departments, in 
which the queerest-looking assistants loafed and stared at one, and with 
perplexing mirrors and curtains. So perplexing, indeed, were these that I was 
presently unable to make out the door by which we had come.  
The shopman showed Gip magic trains that ran without steam or clockwork, 
just as you set the signals, and then some very, very valuable boxes of 



soldiers that all came alive directly you took off the lid and said--. I myself 
haven't a very quick ear and it was a tongue- twisting sound, but Gip--he has 
his mother's ear--got it in no time. "Bravo!" said the shopman, putting the 
men back into the box unceremoniously and handing it to Gip. "Now," said the 
shopman, and in a moment Gip had made them all alive again.  
"You'll take that box?" asked the shopman. 
"We'll take that box," said I, "unless you charge its full value. In which case 
it would need a Trust Magnate--" 
"Dear heart! No!" and the shopman swept the little men back again, shut the 
lid, waved the box in the air, and there it was, in brown paper, tied up and--
with Gip's full name and address on the paper!  
The shopman laughed at my amazement. 
"This is the genuine magic," he said. "The real thing." 
"It's a little too genuine for my taste," I said again. 
After that he fell to showing Gip tricks, odd tricks, and still odder the way 
they were done. He explained them, he turned them inside out, and there was 
the dear little chap nodding his busy bit of a head in the sagest manner.  
I did not attend as well as I might. "Hey, presto!" said the Magic Shopman, 
and then would come the clear, small "Hey, presto!" of the boy. But I was 
distracted by other things. It was being borne in upon me just how 
tremendously rum this place was; it was, so to speak, inundated by a sense of 
rumness. There was something a little rum about the fixtures even, about the 
ceiling, about the floor, about the casually distributed chairs. I had a queer 
feeling that whenever I wasn't looking at them straight they went askew, and 
moved about, and played a noiseless puss-in-the-corner behind my back. And 
the cornice had a serpentine design with masks--masks altogether too 
expressive for proper plaster.  
Then abruptly my attention was caught by one of the odd-looking assistants. 
He was some way off and evidently unaware of my presence-- I saw a sort of 
three-quarter length of him over a pile of toys and through an arch--and, you 
know, he was leaning against a pillar in an idle sort of way doing the most 
horrid things with his features! The particular horrid thing he did was with his 
nose. He did it just as though he was idle and wanted to amuse himself. First 
of all it was a short, blobby nose, and then suddenly he shot it out like a 
telescope, and then out it flew and became thinner and thinner until it was 
like a long, red, flexible whip. Like a thing in a nightmare it was! He 
flourished it about and flung it forth as a fly-fisher flings his line.  
My instant thought was that Gip mustn't see him. I turned about, and there 



was Gip quite preoccupied with the shopman, and thinking no evil. They were 
whispering together and looking at me. Gip was standing on a little stool, and 
the shopman was holding a sort of big drum in his hand.  
"Hide and seek, dadda!" cried Gip. "You're He!" 
And before I could do anything to prevent it, the shopman had clapped the big 
drum over him. I saw what was up directly. "Take that off," I cried, "this 
instant! You'll frighten the boy. Take it off!"  
The shopman with the unequal ears did so without a word, and held the big 
cylinder towards me to show its emptiness. And the little stool was vacant! In 
that instant my boy had utterly disappeared? . . . 
You know, perhaps, that sinister something that comes like a hand out of the 
unseen and grips your heart about. You know it takes your common self away 
and leaves you tense and deliberate, neither slow nor hasty, neither angry nor 
afraid. So it was with me.  
I came up to this grinning shopman and kicked his stool aside. 
"Stop this folly!" I said. "Where is my boy?" 
"You see," he said, still displaying the drum's interior, "there is no deception-
--"  
I put out my hand to grip him, and he eluded me by a dexterous movement. I 
snatched again, and he turned from me and pushed open a door to escape. 
"Stop!" I said, and he laughed, receding. I leapt after him--into utter 
darkness.  
THUD! 
"Lor' bless my 'eart! I didn't see you coming, sir!" 
I was in Regent Street, and I had collided with a decent-looking working man; 
and a yard away, perhaps, and looking a little perplexed with himself, was Gip. 
There was some sort of apology, and then Gip had turned and come to me with 
a bright little smile, as though for a moment he had missed me.  
And he was carrying four parcels in his arm! 
He secured immediate possession of my finger. 
For the second I was rather at a loss. I stared round to see the door of the 
magic shop, and, behold, it was not there! There was no door, no shop, 
nothing, only the common pilaster between the shop where they sell pictures 
and the window with the chicks! . . .  
I did the only thing possible in that mental tumult; I walked straight to the 
kerbstone and held up my umbrella for a cab. 
"'Ansoms," said Gip, in a note of culminating exultation. 
I helped him in, recalled my address with an effort, and got in also. 



Something unusual proclaimed itself in my tail-coat pocket, and I felt and 
discovered a glass ball. With a petulant expression I flung it into the street.  
Gip said nothing. 
For a space neither of us spoke. 
"Dada!" said Gip, at last, "that was a proper shop!" 
I came round with that to the problem of just how the whole thing had 
seemed to him. He looked completely undamaged--so far, good; he was 
neither scared nor unhinged, he was simply tremendously satisfied with the 
afternoon's entertainment, and there in his arms were the four parcels.  
Confound it! what could be in them? 
"Um!" I said. "Little boys can't go to shops like that every day." 
He received this with his usual stoicism, and for a moment I was sorry I was 
his father and not his mother, and so couldn't suddenly there, coram publico, 
in our hansom, kiss him. After all, I thought, the thing wasn't so very bad.  
But it was only when we opened the parcels that I really began to be 
reassured. Three of them contained boxes of soldiers, quite ordinary lead 
soldiers, but of so good a quality as to make Gip altogether forget that 
originally these parcels had been Magic Tricks of the only genuine sort, and 
the fourth contained a kitten, a little living white kitten, in excellent health 
and appetite and temper.  
I saw this unpacking with a sort of provisional relief. I hung about in the 
nursery for quite an unconscionable time. . . . 
That happened six months ago. And now I am beginning to believe it is all 
right. The kitten had only the magic natural to all kittens, and the soldiers 
seem as steady a company as any colonel could desire. And Gip--?  
The intelligent parent will understand that I have to go cautiously with Gip. 
But I went so far as this one day. I said, "How would you like your soldiers to 
come alive, Gip, and march about by themselves?"  
"Mine do," said Gip. "I just have to say a word I know before I open the lid." 
"Then they march about alone?" 
"Oh, quite, dadda. I shouldn't like them if they didn't do that."  
I displayed no unbecoming surprise, and since then I have taken occasion to 
drop in upon him once or twice, unannounced, when the soldiers were about, 
but so far I have never discovered them performing in anything like a magical 
manner.  
It's so difficult to tell. 
There's also a question of finance. I have an incurable habit of paying bills. I 
have been up and down Regent Street several times, looking for that shop. I 



am inclined to think, indeed, that in that matter honour is satisfied, and that, 
since Gip's name and address are known to them, I may very well leave it to 
these people, whoever they may be, to send in their bill in their own time.  
 
Author: H.G. Wells  

 

The Mouse 
  

Theodoric Voler had been brought up, from infancy to the confines of middle 
age, by a fond mother whose chief solicitude had been to keep him screened 
from what she called the coarser realities of life. When she died she left 
Theodoric alone in a world that was as real as ever, and a good deal coarser 
than he considered it had any need to be. To a man of his temperament and 
upbringing even a simple railway journey was crammed with petty annoyances 
and minor discords, and as he settled himself down in a second-class 
compartment one September morning he was conscious of ruffled feelings and 
general mental discomposure.  
He had been staying at a country vicarage, the inmates of which had been 
certainly neither brutal nor bacchanalian, but their supervision of the domestic 
establishment had been of that lax order which invites disaster. The pony 
carriage that was to take him to the station had never been properly ordered, 
and when the moment for his departure drew near, the handyman who should 
have produced the required article was nowhere to be found. In this 
emergency Theodoric, to his mute but very intense disgust, found himself 
obliged to collaborate with the vicar's daughter in the task of harnessing the 
pony, which necessitated groping about in an ill-lighted outbuilding called a 
stable, and smelling very like one - except in patches where it smelled of 
mice. Without being actually afraid of mice, Theodoric classed them among 
the coarser incidents of life, and considered that Providence, with a little 
exercise of moral courage, might long ago have recognised that they were not 
indispensable, and have withdrawn them from circulation.  
As the train glided out of the station Theodoric's nervous imagination accused 
himself of exhaling a weak odour of stable yard, and possibly of displaying a 
mouldy straw or two on his unusually well-brushed garments. Fortunately the 
only other occupation of the compartment, a lady of about the same age as 
himself, seemed inclined for slumber rather than scrutiny; the train was not 



due to stop till the terminus was reached, in about an hour's time, and the 
carriage was of the old-fashioned sort that held no communication with a 
corridor, therefore no further travelling companions were likely to intrude on 
Theodoric's semiprivacy. And yet the train had scarcely attained its normal 
speed before he became reluctantly but vividly aware that he was not alone 
with the slumbering lady; he was not even alone in his own clothes.  
A warm, creeping movement over his flesh betrayed the unwelcome and highly 
resented presence, unseen but poignant, of a strayed mouse, that had 
evidently dashed into its present retreat during the episode of the pony 
harnessing. Furtive stamps and shakes and wildly directed pinches failed to 
dislodge the intruder, whose motto, indeed, seemed to be Excelsior; and the 
lawful occupant of the clothes lay back against the cushions and endeavoured 
rapidly to evolve some means for putting an end to the dual ownership. It was 
unthinkable that he should continue for the space of a whole hour in the 
horrible position of a Rowton House for vagrant mice (already his imagination 
had at least doubled the numbers of the alien invasion). On the other hand, 
nothing less drastic than partial disrobing would ease him of his tormentor, 
and to undress in the presence of a lady, even for so laudable a purpose, was 
an idea that made his ear tips tingle in a blush of abject shame. He had never 
been able to bring himself even to the mild exposure of open-work socks in 
the presence of the fair sex. And yet - the lady in this case was to all 
appearances soundly and securely asleep; the mouse, on the other hand, 
seemed to be trying to crowd a wanderjahr into a few strenuous minutes. If 
there is any truth in the theory of transmigration, this particular mouse must 
certainly have been in a former state a member of the Alpine Club. Sometimes 
in its eagerness it lost its footing and slipped for half an inch or so; and then, 
in fright, or more probably temper, it bit. Theodoric was goaded into the 
most audacious undertaking of his life. Crimsoning to the hue of a beetroot 
and keeping an agonised watch on his slumbering fellow traveller, he swiftly 
and noiselessly secured the ends of his railway rug to the racks on either side 
of the carriage, so that a substantial curtain hung athwart the compartment. 
In the narrow dressing room that he had thus improvised he proceeded with 
violent haste to extricate himself partially and the mouse entirely from the 
surrounding casings of tweed and half-wool.  
As the unravelled mouse gave a wild leap to the floor, the rug, slipping its 
fastening at either end, also came down with a heart-curdling flop, and almost 
simultaneously the awakened sleeper opened her eyes. With a movement almost 
quicker than the mouse's, Theodoric pounced on the rug and hauled its ample 



folds chin-high over his dismantled person as he collapsed into the farther 
corner of the carriage. The blood raced and beat in the veins of his neck and 
forehead, while he waited dumbly for the communication cord to be pulled. 
The lady, however, contented herself with a silent stare at her strangely 
muffled companion. How much had she seen, Theodoric queried to himself; and 
in any case what on earth must she think of his present posture?  
"I think I have caught a chill," he ventured desperately.  
"Really, I'm sorry," she replied. "I was just going to ask you if you would open 
this window."  
"I fancy it's malaria," he added, his teeth chattering slightly, as much from 
fright as from a desire to support his theory.  
"I've got some brandy in my holdall, if you'll kindly reach it down for me," 
said his companion. 
"Not for worlds - I mean, I never take anything for it," he assured her 
earnestly.  
"I suppose you caught it in the tropics?"  
Theodoric, whose acquaintance with the tropics was limited to an annual 
present of a chest of tea from an uncle in Ceylon, felt that even the malaria 
was slipping from him. Would it be possible, he wondered to disclose the real 
state of affairs to her in small instalments?  
"Are you afraid of mice?" he ventured, growing, if possible, more scarlet in 
the face. 
"Not unless they came in quantities.Why do you ask?" 
"I had one crawling inside my clothes just now," said Theodoric in a voice that 
hardly seemed his own. "It was a most awkward situation."  
"It must have been, if you wear your clothes at all tight," she observed. "But 
mice have strange ideas of comfort." 
"I had to get rid of it while you were asleep," he continued. Then, with a 
gulp, he added, "It was getting rid of it that brought me to - to this."  
"Surely leaving off one small mouse wouldn't bring on a chill," she exclaimed, 
with a levity that Theodoric accounted abominable. 
Evidently she had detected something of his predicament, and was enjoying his 
confusion. All the blood in his body seemed to have mobilised in one 
concentrated blush, and an agony of abasement, worse than a myriad mice, 
crept up and down over his soul. And then, as reflection began to assert 
itself, sheer terror took the place of humiliation. With every minute that 
passed the train was rushing nearer to the crowded and bustling terminus, 
where dozens of prying eyes would be exchanged for the one paralysing pair 



that watched him from the farther corner of the carriage. There was one 
slender, despairing chance, which the next few minutes must decide. His 
fellow traveller might relapse into a blessed slumber. But as the minutes 
throbbed by that chance ebbed away. The furtive glance which Theodoric 
stole at her from time to time disclosed only an unwinking wakefulness.  
"I think we must be getting near now," she presently observed.  
Theodoric had already noted with growing terror the recurring stacks of small, 
ugly dwellings that heralded the journey's end. The words acted as a signal. 
Like a hunted beast breaking cover and dashing madly toward some other 
haven of momentary safety he threw aside his rug, and struggled frantically 
into his dishevelled garments. He was conscious of dull suburban stations 
racing past the window,of a choking, hammering sensation in his throat and 
heart, and of an icy silence in that corner toward which he dared not look. 
Then as he sank back in his seat, clothed and almost delirious, the train 
slowed down to a final crawl, and the woman spoke.  
"Would you be so kind," she asked, "as to get me a porter to put me into a 
cab? It's a shame to trouble you when you're feeling unwell, but being blind 
makes one so helpless at a railway station."  
 
Author: Saki 

 

The Necklace 
  

She was one of those pretty and charming girls born, as though fate had 
blundered over her, into a family of artisans. She had no marriage portion, no 
expectations, no means of getting known, understood, loved, and wedded by a 
man of wealth and distinction; and she let herself be married off to a little 
clerk in the Ministry of Education. Her tastes were simple because she had 
never been able to afford any other, but she was as unhappy as though she 
had married beneath her; for women have no caste or class, their beauty, 
grace, and charm serving them for birth or family, their natural delicacy, 
their instinctive elegance, their nimbleness of wit, are their only mark of 
rank, and put the slum girl on a level with the highest lady in the land.  
She suffered endlessly, feeling herself born for every delicacy and luxury. 
She suffered from the poorness of her house, from its mean walls, worn 
chairs, and ugly curtains. All these t hings, of which other women of her class 



would not even have been aware, tormented and insulted her. The sight of the 
little Breton girl who came to do the work in her little house aroused heart-
broken regrets and hopeless dreams in her mind. She imagined silent 
antechambers, heavy with Oriental tapestries, lit by torches in lofty bronze 
sockets, with two tall footmen in knee-breeches sleeping in large arm-chairs, 
overcome by the heavy warmth of the stove. She imagined vast saloons hung 
with antique silks, exquisite pieces of furniture supporting priceless ornaments, 
and small, charming, perfumed rooms, created just for little parties of 
intimate friends, men who were famous and sought after, whose homage 
roused every other woman's envious longings.  
When she sat down for dinner at the round table covered with a three-days-
old cloth, opposite her husband, who took the cover off the soup-tureen, 
exclaiming delightedly: "Aha! Scotch broth! What could be better?&q uot; she 
imagined delicate meals, gleaming silver, tapestries peopling the walls with folk 
of a past age and strange birds in faery forests; she imagined delicate food 
served in marvellous dishes, murmured gallantries, listened to with an 
inscrutable smile as one trifled with the rosy flesh of trout or wings of 
asparagus chicken.  
She had no clothes, no jewels, nothing. And these were the only things she 
loved; she felt that she was made for them. She had longed so eagerly to 
charm, to be desired, to be wildly attractive and sought after.  
She had a rich friend, an old school friend whom she refused to visit, because 
she suffered so keenly when she returned home. She would weep whole days, 
with grief, regret, despair, and misery.  
* 
One evening her husband came home with an exultant air, holding a large 
envelope in his hand.  
"Here's something for you," he said.  
Swiftly she tore the paper and drew out a printed card on which were these 
words:  
"The Minister of Education and Madame Ramponneau request the pleasure of 
the company of Monsieur and Madame Loisel at the Ministry on the evening of 
Monday, January the 18th."  
Instead of being delighted, as her husband hoped, she flung the invitation 
petulantly across the table, murmuring:  
"What do you want me to do with this?"  
"Why, darling, I thought you'd be pleased. You never go out, and this is a 
great occasion. I had tremendous trouble to get it. Every one wants one; it's 



very select, and very few go to the clerks. You'll see all the really big people 
there."  
She looked at him out of furious eyes, and said impatiently: "And what do you 
suppose I am to wear at such an affair?"  
He had not thought about it; he stammered:  
"Why, the dress you go to the theatre in. It looks very nice, to me . . ."  
He stopped, stupefied and utterly at a loss when he saw t hat his wife was 
beginning to cry. Two large tears ran slowly down from the corners of her 
eyes towards the corners of her mouth.  
"What's the matter with you? What's the matter with you?" he faltered.  
But with a violent effort she overcame her grief and replied in a calm voice, 
wiping her wet cheeks:  
"Nothing. Only I haven't a dress and so I can't go to this party. Give your 
invitation to some friend of yours whose wife will be turned out better than I 
shall."  
He was heart-broken.  
"Look here, Mathilde," he persisted. "What would be the cost of a suitable 
dress, which you could use on other occasions as well, something very simple?"  
She thought for several seconds, reckoning up prices and also wondering for 
how large a sum she could ask without bringing upon herself an immediate 
refusal and an exclamation of horror from the careful-minded clerk.  
 
At last she replied with some hesitation:  
"I don't know exactly, but I think I could do it on four hundred francs."  
He grew slightly pale, for this was exactly the amount he had been saving for 
a gun, intending to get a little shooting next summer on the plain of Nanterre 
with some friends who went lark-shooting there on Sundays.  
Nevertheless he said: "Very well. I'll give you four hundred francs. But try 
and get a really nice dress with the money."  
The day of the party drew near, and Madame Loisel seemed sad, uneasy and 
anxious. Her dress was ready, however. One evening her husband said to her:  
"What's the matter with you? You've been very odd for the last three days."  
"I'm utterly miserable at not having any jewels, not a single stone, to wear," 
she replied. "I shall look absolutely no one. I would almost rather not go to 
the party."  
"Wear flowers,&quo t; he said. "They're very smart at this time of the year. 
For ten francs you could get two or three gorgeous roses."  
She was not convinced.  



"No . . . there's nothing so humiliating as looking poor in the middle of a lot 
of rich women."  
"How stupid you are!" exclaimed her husband. "Go and see Madame Forestier 
and ask her to lend you some jewels. You know her quite well enough for 
that."  
She uttered a cry of delight.  
"That's true. I never thought of it."  
Next day she went to see her friend and told her her trouble.  
Madame Forestier went to her dressing-table, took up a large box, brought it 
to Madame Loisel, opened it, and said:  
"Choose, my dear."  
First she saw some bracelets, then a pearl necklace, then a Venetian cross in 
gold and gems, of exquisite workmanship. She tried the effect of the jewels 
before the mirror, hesitating, unable to make up her m ind to leave them, to 
give them up. She kept on asking:  
"Haven't you anything else?"  
"Yes. Look for yourself. I don't know what you would like best."  
Suddenly she discovered, in a black satin case, a superb diamond necklace; her 
heart began to beat covetously. Her hands trembled as she lifted it. She 
fastened it round her neck, upon her high dress, and remained in ecstasy at 
sight of herself.  
Then, with hesitation, she asked in anguish:  
"Could you lend me this, just this alone?"  
"Yes, of course."  
She flung herself on her friend's breast, embraced her frenziedly, and went 
away with her treasure. The day of the party arrived. Madame Loisel was a 
success. She was the prettiest woman present, elegant, graceful, smiling, and 
quite above herself with happiness. All the men stared at her, inquired her 
name, and asked to be introduced to her. All the Under-Secretaries of State 
were eager to waltz with her. The Minister noticed her.  
She danced madly, ecstatically, drunk with pleasure, with no thought for 
anything, in the triumph of her beauty, in the pride of her success, in a cloud 
of happiness made up of this universal homage and admiration, of the desires 
she had aroused, of the completeness of a victory so dear to her feminine 
heart.  
She left about four o'clock in the morning. Since midnight her husband had 
been dozing in a deserted little room, in company with three other men whose 
wives were having a good time. He threw over her shoulders the garments he 



had brought for them to go home in, modest everyday clothes, whose poverty 
clashed with the beauty of the ball-dress. She was conscious of this and was 
anxious to hurry away, so that she should not be noticed by the other women 
putting on their costly furs.  
Loisel restrained her.  
"Wait a little. You'll catch cold in the open. I'm going to fetch a cab."  
B ut she did not listen to him and rapidly descended the staircase. When they 
were out in the street they could not find a cab; they began to look for one, 
shouting at the drivers whom they saw passing in the distance.  
They walked down towards the Seine, desperate and shivering. At last they 
found on the quay one of those old nightprowling carriages which are only to 
be seen in Paris after dark, as though they were ashamed of their shabbiness 
in the daylight.  
It brought them to their door in the Rue des Martyrs, and sadly they walked 
up to their own apartment. It was the end, for her. As for him, he was 
thinking that he must be at the office at ten.  
She took off the garments in which she had wrapped her shoulders, so as to 
see herself in all her glory before the mirror. But suddenly she uttered a cry. 
The necklace was no longer round her neck!  
"What's the matter with you?" asked her husband, already half undressed.  
She turned towards him in the utmost distress.  
"I . . . I . . . I've no longer got Madame Forestier's necklace. . . ."  
He started with astonishment.  
"What! . . . Impossible!"  
They searched in the folds of her dress, in the folds of the coat, in the 
pockets, everywhere. They could not find it.  
"Are you sure that you still had it on when you came away from the ball?" he 
asked.  
"Yes, I touched it in the hall at the Ministry."  
"But if you had lost it in the street, we should have heard it fall."  
"Yes. Probably we should. Did you take the number of the cab?"  
"No. You didn't notice it, did you?"  
"No."  
They stared at one another, dumbfounded. At last Loisel put on his clothes 
again.  
"I'll go over all the ground we walked," he said, "and see if I can't find it."  
And he went out. She remained in her evening clothes, lacking strength to get 
into bed, huddled on a chair, without volition or power of thought.  



Her husband returned about seven. He had found nothing.  
He went to the police station, to the newspapers, to offer a reward, to the 
cab companies, everywhere that a ray of hope impelled him.  
She waited all day long, in the same state of bewilderment at this fearful 
catastrophe.  
Loisel came home at night, his face lined and pale; he had discovered nothing.  
"You must write to your friend," he said, "and tell her that you've broken the 
clasp of her necklace and are getting it mended. That will give us time to look 
about us."  
She wrote at his dictation.  
* 
By the end of a week they had lost all hope.  
Loisel, who had aged five years, declared:  
"We must see about replacing the diamonds."  
Next day they took the box which had held the necklace and went to the 
jewellers whose name was in side. He consulted his books.  
"It was not I who sold this necklace, Madame; I must have merely supplied 
the clasp."  
Then they went from jeweller to jeweller, searching for another necklace like 
the first, consulting their memories, both ill with remorse and anguish of 
mind.  
In a shop at the Palais-Royal they found a string of diamonds which seemed to 
them exactly like the one they were looking for. It was worth forty thousand 
francs. They were allowed to have it for thirty-six thousand.  
They begged the jeweller not to sell it for three days. And they arranged 
matters on the understanding that it would be taken back for thirty-four 
thousand francs, if the first one were found before the end of February.  
Loisel possessed eighteen thousand francs left to him by his father. He 
intended to borrow the rest.  
He did borrow it, getting a thousand from one man, five hundred from 
another, five louis here, three louis there. He gave notes of hand, entered 
into ruinous agreements, did business with usurers and the whole tribe of 
money-lenders. He mortgaged the whole remaining years of his existence, 
risked his signature without even knowing if he could honour it, and, appalled 
at the agonising face of the future, at the black misery about to fall upon 
him, at the prospect of every possible physical privation and moral torture, he 
went to get the new necklace and put down upon the jeweller's counter thirty-
six thousand francs.  



When Madame Loisel took back the necklace to Madame Forestier, the latter 
said to her in a chilly voice:  
"You ought to have brought it back sooner; I might have needed it."  
She did not, as her friend had feared, open the case. If she had noticed the 
substitution, what would she have thought? What would she have said? Would 
she not have taken her for a thief?  
* 
Madame Loisel came to know the ghastly life of abject poverty. From the very 
first she pl ayed her part heroically. This fearful debt must be paid off. She 
would pay it. The servant was dismissed. They changed their flat; they took a 
garret under the roof.  
She came to know the heavy work of the house, the hateful duties of the 
kitchen. She washed the plates, wearing out her pink nails on the coarse 
pottery and the bottoms of pans. She washed the dirty linen, the shirts and 
dish-cloths, and hung them out to dry on a string; every morning she took the 
dustbin down into the street and carried up the water, stopping on each 
landing to get her breath. And, clad like a poor woman, she went to the 
fruiterer, to the grocer, to the butcher, a basket on her arm, haggling, 
insulted, fighting for every wretched halfpenny of her money.  
Every month notes had to be paid off, others renewed, time gained.  
Her husband worked in the evenings at putting straight a merchant's accounts, 
and often at night he did copying at twopence-halfpenny a page.  
And thi s life lasted ten years.  
At the end of ten years everything was paid off, everything, the usurer's 
charges and the accumulation of superimposed interest.  
Madame Loisel looked old now. She had become like all the other strong, hard, 
coarse women of poor households. Her hair was badly done, her skirts were 
awry, her hands were red. She spoke in a shrill voice, and the water slopped 
all over the floor when she scrubbed it. But sometimes, when her husband was 
at the office, she sat down by the window and thought of that evening long 
ago, of the ball at which she had been so beautiful and so much admired.  
What would have happened if she had never lost those jewels. Who knows? 
Who knows? How strange life is, how fickle! How little is needed to ruin or to 
save!  
One Sunday, as she had gone for a walk along the Champs-Elysees to freshen 
herself after the labours of the week, she caught sight suddenly of a woman 
who was taking a child out for a walk. It was Madame Forestier, still young, 
still beautiful, still attractive.  



Madame Loisel was conscious of some emotion. Should she speak to her? Yes, 
certainly. And now that she had paid, she would tell her all. Why not?  
She went up to her.  
"Good morning, Jeanne."  
The other did not recognise her, and was surprised at being thus familiarly 
addressed by a poor woman.  
"But . . . Madame . . ." she stammered. "I don't know . . . you must be 
making a mistake."  
"No . . . I am Mathilde Loisel."  
Her friend uttered a cry.  
"Oh! . . . my poor Mathilde, how you have changed! . . ."  
"Yes, I've had some hard times since I saw you last; and many sorrows . . . 
and all on your account."  
"On my account! . . . How was that?"  
"You remember the diamond necklace you lent me for the ball at the 
Ministry?"  
"Yes. Well?"  
"Well, I l ost it."  
"How could you? Why, you brought it back."  
"I brought you another one just like it. And for the last ten years we have 
been paying for it. You realise it wasn't easy for us; we had no money. . . . 
Well, it's paid for at last, and I'm glad indeed."  
Madame Forestier had halted.  
"You say you bought a diamond necklace to replace mine?"  
"Yes. You hadn't noticed it? They were very much alike."  
And she smiled in proud and innocent happiness.  
Madame Forestier, deeply moved, took her two hands.  
"Oh, my poor Mathilde! But mine was imitation. It was worth at the very most 
five hundred francs! . . . "  
 
Author: Guy de Maupassant 

 

 
 
 
 



The Remarkable Rocket 
  

The King's son was going to be married, so there were general rejoicings. He 
had waited a whole year for his bride, and at last she had arrived. She was a 
Russian Princess, and had driven all the way from Finland in a sledge drawn by 
six reindeer. The sledge was shaped like a great golden swan, and between 
the swan's wings lay the little Princess herself. Her long ermine cloak reached 
right down to her feet, on her head was a tiny cap of silver tissue, and she 
was as pale as the Snow Palace in which she had always lived. So pale was she 
that as she drove through the streets all the people wondered. 'She is like a 
white rose!' they cried, and they threw down flowers on her from the 
balconies.  
At the gate of the Castle the Prince was waiting to receive her. He had 
dreamy violet eyes, and his hair was like fine gold. When he saw her he sank 
upon one knee, and kissed her hand.  
'Your picture was beautiful,' he murmured, 'but you are more beautiful than 
your picture;' and the little Princess blushed.  
'She was like a white rose before,' said a young Page to his neighbour, 'but 
she is like a red rose now;' and the whole Court was delighted.  
For the next three days everybody went about saying, 'White rose, Red rose, 
Red rose, White rose;' and the King gave orders that the Page's salary was 
to be doubled. As he received no salary at all this was not of much use to 
him, but it was considered a great honour, and was duly published in the Court 
Gazette.  
When the three days were over the marriage was celebrated. It was a 
magnificent ceremony, and the bride and bridegroom walked hand in hand 
under a canopy of purple velvet embroidered with little pearls. Then there was 
a State Banquet, which lasted for five hours. The Prince and Princess sat at 
the top of the Great Hall and drank out of a cup of clear crystal. Only true 
lovers could drink out of this cup, for if false lips touched it, it grew grey and 
dull and cloudy.  
'It is quite clear that they love each other,' said the little Page, 'as clear as 
crystal!' and the King doubled his salary a second time. 'What an honour!' 
cried all the courtiers.  
After the banquet there was to be a Ball. The bride and bridegroom were to 
dance the Rose-dance together, and the King had promised to play the flute. 
He played very badly, but no one had ever dared to tell him so, because he 



was the King. Indeed, he only knew two airs, and was never quite certain 
which one he was playing; but it made no matter, for, whatever he did, 
everybody cried out, 'Charming! charming!'  
The last item on the programme was a grand display of fireworks, to be let 
off exactly at midnight. The little Princess had never seen a firework in her 
life, so the King had given orders that the Royal Pyrotechnist should be in 
attendance on the day of her marriage.  
'What are fireworks like?' she had asked the Prince, one morning, as she was 
walking on the terrace.  
'They are like the Aurora Borealis,' said the King, who always answered 
questions that were addressed to other people, 'only much more natural. I 
prefer them to stars myself, as you always know when they are going to 
appear, and they are as delightful as my own flute-playing. You must certainly 
see them.'  
So at the end of the King's garden a great stand had been set up, and as 
soon as the Royal Pyrotechnist had put everything in its proper place, the 
fireworks began to talk to each other.  
'The world is certainly very beautiful,' cried a little Squib. 'Just look at 
those yellow tulips. Why! if they were real crackers they could not be lovelier. 
I am very glad I have travelled. Travel improves the mind wonderfully, and 
does away with all one's prejudices.'  
'The King's garden is not the world, you foolish squib,' said a big Roman 
Candle; 'the world is an enormous place, and it would take you three days to 
see it thoroughly.'  
'Any place you love is the world to you,' exclaimed a pensive Catharine Wheel, 
who had been attached to an old deal box in early life, and prided herself on 
her broken heart; 'but love is not fashionable any more, the poets have killed 
it.'  
They wrote so much about it that nobody believed them, and I am not 
surprised. True love suffers, and is silent. I remember myself once - But it is 
no matter now. Romance is a thing of the past.  
'Nonsense! said the Roman Candle, 'Romance never dies. It is like the moon, 
and lives for ever. The bride and bridegroom, for instance, love each other 
very dearly. I heard all about them this morning from a brown-paper 
cartridge, who happened to be staying in the same drawer as myself and knew 
the latest Court news.'  
But the Catharine Wheel shook her head. 'Romance is dead, Romance is dead, 
Romance is dead,' she murmured. She was one of those people who think that, 



if you say the same thing over and over a great many times, it becomes true 
in the end.  
Suddenly, a sharp, dry cough was heard, and they all looked round.  
It came from a tall, supercilious-looking Rocket, who was tied to the end of a 
long stick. He always coughed before he made any observation, so as to 
attract attention.  
'Ahem! ahem!' he said, and everybody listened except the poor Catharine 
Wheel, who was still shaking her head, and murmuring, 'Romance is dead.'  
'Order! order!' cried out a Cracker. He was something of a politician, and had 
always taken a prominent part in the local elections, so he knew the proper 
Parliamentary expressions to use.  
'Quite dead,' whispered the Catharine Wheel, and she went off to sleep.  
As soon as there was perfect silence, the Rocket coughed a third time and 
began. He spoke with a very slow, distinct voice, as if he was dictating his 
memoirs, and always looked over the shoulder of the person to whom he was 
talking. In fact, he had a most distinguished manner.  
'How fortunate it is for the King's son,' he remarked, 'that he is to be 
married on the very day on which I am to be let off. Really, if it had been 
arranged beforehand, it could not have turned out better for him; but Princes 
are always lucky.'  
'Dear me! said the little Squib, 'I thought it was quite the other way, and 
that we were to be let off in the Prince's honour.'  
'It may be so with you,' he answered; 'indeed, I have no doubt that it is, but 
with me it is different. I am a very remarkable Rocket, and come of 
remarkable parents. My mother was the most celebrated Catharine Wheel of 
her day, and was renowned for her graceful dancing. When she made her 
great public appearance she spun round nineteen times before she went out, 
and each time that she did so she threw into the air seven pink stars. She 
was three feet and a half in diameter, and made of the very best gunpowder. 
My father was a Rocket like myself, and of French extraction. He flew so 
high that the people were afraid that he would never come down again. He 
did, though, for he was of a kindly disposition, and he made a most brilliant 
descent in a shower of golden rain. The newspapers wrote about his 
performance in very flattering terms. Indeed, the Court Gazette called him a 
triumph of Pylotechnic art.'  
'Pyrotechnic, Pyrotechnic, you mean,' said a Bengal Light; 'I know it is 
Pyrotechnic, for I saw it written on my own canister.'  
'Well, I said Pylotechnic,' answered the Rocket, in a severe tone of voice, 



and the Bengal Light felt so crushed that he began at once to bully the little 
squibs, in order to show that he was still a person of some importance.  
'I was saying,' continued the Rocket, 'I was saying - What was I saying?'  
'You were talking about yourself,' replied the Roman Candle.  
'Of course; I knew I was discussing some interesting subject when I was so 
rudely interrupted. I hate rudeness and bad manners of every kind, for I am 
extremely sensitive. No one in the whole world is so sensitive as I am, I am 
quite sure of that.'  
'What is a sensitive person?' said the Cracker to the Roman Candle.  
'A person who, because he has corns himself, always treads on other people's 
toes,' answered the Roman Candle in a low whisper; and the Cracker nearly 
exploded with laughter.  
'Pray, what are you laughing at?' inquired the Rocket; 'I am not laughing.'  
'I am laughing because I am happy,' replied the Cracker.  
'That is a very selfish reason,' said the Rocket angrily. 'What right have you 
to be happy? You should be thinking about others. In fact, you should be 
thinking about me. I am always thinking about myself, and I expect everybody 
else to do the same. That is what is called sympathy. It is a beautiful virtue, 
and I possess it in a high degree. Suppose, for instance, anything happened to 
me to-night, what a misfortune that would be for every one! The Prince and 
Princess would never be happy again, their whole married life would be spoiled; 
and as for the King, I know he would not get over it. Really, when I begin to 
reflect on the importance of my position, I am almost moved to tears.'  
'If you want to give pleasure to others,' cried the Roman Candle, 'you had 
better keep yourself dry.'  
'Certainly,' exclaimed the Bengal Light, who was now in better spirits; 'that is 
only common sense.'  
'Common sense, indeed!' said the Rocket indignantly; 'you forget that I am 
very uncommon, and very remarkable. Why, anybody can have common sense, 
provided that they have no imagination. But I have imagination, for I never 
think of things as they really are; I always think of them as being quite 
different. As for keeping myself dry, there is evidently no one here who can 
at all appreciate an emotional nature. Fortunately for myself, I don't care. 
The only thing that sustains one through life is the consciousness of the 
immense inferiority of everybody else, and this is a feeling that I have always 
cultivated. But none of you have any hearts. Here you are laughing and making 
merry just as if the Prince and Princess had not just been married.'  
'Well, really,' exclaimed a small Fire-balloon, 'why not? It is a most joyful 



occasion, and when I soar up into the air I intend to tell the stars all about 
it. You will see them twinkle when I talk to them about the pretty bride.'  
'Ah! what a trivial view of life! said the Rocket; 'but it is only what I 
expected. There is nothing in you; you are hollow and empty. Why, perhaps 
the Prince and Princess may go to live in a country where there is a deep 
river, and perhaps they may have one only son, a little fair-haired boy with 
violet eyes like the Prince himself, and perhaps some day he may go out to 
walk with his nurse; and perhaps the nurse may go to sleep under a great 
elder-tree; and perhaps the little boy may fall into the deep river and be 
drowned. What a terrible misfortune! Poor people, to lose their only son! It is 
really too dreadful! I shall never get over it.'  
'But they have not lost their only son,' said the Roman Candle; 'no misfortune 
has happened to them at all.'  
'I never said that they had,' replied the Rocket; 'I said that they might. If 
they had lost their only son there would be no use in saying anything more 
about the matter. I hate people who cry over spilt milk. But when I think that 
they might lose their only son, I certainly am very much affected.'  
'You certainly are!' cried the Bengal Light. 'In fact, you are the most 
affected person I ever met.'  
'You are the rudest person I ever met,' said the Rocket, 'and you cannot 
understand my friendship for the Prince.'  
'Why, you don't even know him,' growled the Roman Candle.  
'I never said I knew him,' answered the Rocket. 'I dare say that if I knew 
him I should not be his friend at all. It is a very dangerous thing to know 
one's friends.'  
'You had really better keep yourself dry,' said the Fire-balloon. 'That is the 
important thing.'  
'Very important for you, I have no doubt,' answered the Rocket, 'but I shall 
weep if I choose;' and he actually burst into real tears, which flowed down his 
stick like raindrops, and nearly drowned two little beetles, who were just 
thinking of setting up house together, and were looking for a nice dry spot to 
live in.  
'He must have a truly romantic nature,' said the Catharine Wheel, 'for he 
weeps when there is nothing at all to weep about;' and she heaved a deep 
sigh, and thought about the deal box.  
But the Roman Candle and the Bengal Light were quite indignant, and kept 
saying, 'Humbug! humbug!' at the top of their voices. They were extremely 
practical, and whenever they objected to anything they called it humbug.  



Then the moon rose like a wonderful silver shield; and the stars began to 
shine, and a sound of music came from the palace.  
The Prince and Princess were leading the dance. They danced so beautifully 
that the tall white lilies peeped in at the window and watched them, and the 
great red poppies nodded their heads and beat time.  
Then ten o'clock struck, and then eleven, and then twelve, and at the last 
stroke of midnight every one came out on the terrace, and the King sent for 
the Royal Pyrotechnist.  
'Let the fireworks begin,' said the King; and the Royal Pyrotechnist made a 
low bow, and marched down to the end of the garden. He had six attendants 
with him, each of whom carried a lighted torch at the end of a long pole.  
It was certainly a magnificent display.  
Whizz! Whizz! went the Catharine Wheel, as she spun round and round. Boom! 
Boom! went the Roman Candle. Then the Squibs danced all over the place, and 
the Bengal Lights made everything look scarlet. 'Good-bye,' cried the Fire-
balloon, as he soared away dropping tiny blue sparks. Bang! Bang! answered the 
Crackers, who were enjoying themselves immensely. Every one was a great 
success except the Remarkable Rocket. He was so damp with crying that he 
could not go off at all. The best thing in him was the gunpowder, and that was 
so wet with tears that it was of no use. All his poor relations, to whom he 
would never speak, except with a sneer, shot up into the sky like wonderful 
golden flowers with blossoms of fire. Huzza! Huzza! cried the Court; and the 
little Princess laughed with pleasure.  
'I suppose they are reserving me for some grand occasion,' said the Rocket; 
'no doubt that is what it means,' and he looked more supercilious than ever.  
The next day the workmen came to put everything tidy. 'This is evidently a 
deputation,' said the Rocket; 'I will receive them with becoming dignity:' so 
he put his nose in the air, and began to frown severely as if he were thinking 
about some very important subject. But they took no notice of him at all till 
they were just going away. Then one of them caught sight of him. 'Hallo!' he 
cried, 'what a bad rocket!' and he threw him over the wall into the ditch.  
'BAD Rocket? BAD Rocket?' he said as he whirled through the air; 
'impossible! GRAND Rocket, that is what the man said. BAD and GRAND sound 
very much the same, indeed they often are the same;' and he fell into the 
mud.  
'It is not comfortable here,' he remarked, 'but no doubt it is some 
fashionable watering-place, and they have sent me away to recruit my health. 
My nerves are certainly very much shattered, and I require rest.'  



Then a little Frog, with bright jewelled eyes, and a green mottled coat, swam 
up to him.  
'A new arrival, I see! said the Frog. 'Well, after all there is nothing like mud. 
Give me rainy weather and a ditch, and I am quite happy. Do you think it will 
be a wet afternoon? I am sure I hope so, but the sky is quite blue and 
cloudless. What a pity!'  
'Ahem! ahem!' said the Rocket, and he began to cough.  
'What a delightful voice you have!' cried the Frog. 'Really it is quite like a 
croak, and croaking is of course the most musical sound in the world. You will 
hear our glee-club this evening. We sit in the old duck-pond close by the 
farmer's house, and as soon as the moon rises we begin. It is so entrancing 
that everybody lies awake to listen to us. In fact, it was only yesterday that 
I heard the farmer's wife say to her mother that she could not get a wink of 
sleep at night on account of us. It is most gratifying to find oneself so 
popular.'  
'Ahem! ahem!' said the Rocket angrily. He was very much annoyed that he 
could not get a word in.  
'A delightful voice, certainly,' continued the Frog; 'I hope you will come over 
to the duck-pond. I am off to look for my daughters. I have six beautiful 
daughters, and I am so afraid the Pike may meet them. He is a perfect 
monster, and would have no hesitation in breakfasting off them. Well, good-
bye: I have enjoyed our conversation very much, I assure you.'  
'Conversation, indeed!' said the Rocket. 'You have talked the whole time 
yourself. That is not conversation.'  
'Somebody must listen,' answered the Frog, 'and I like to do all the talking 
myself. It saves time, and prevents arguments.'  
'But I like arguments,' said the Rocket.  
'I hope not,' said the Frog complacently. 'Arguments are extremely vulgar, 
for everybody in good society holds exactly the same opinions. Good-bye a 
second time; I see my daughters in the distance;' and the little Frog swam 
away.  
'You are a very irritating person,' said the Rocket, 'and very ill-bred. I hate 
people who talk about themselves, as you do, when one wants to talk about 
oneself, as I do. It is what I call selfishness, and selfishness is a most 
detestable thing especially to any one of my temperament, for I am well 
known for my sympathetic nature. In fact, you should take example by me, 
you could not possibly have a better model. Now that you have the chance you 
had better avail yourself of it, for I am going back to Court almost 



immediately. I am a great favourite at Court; in fact, the Prince and Princess 
were married yesterday in my honour. Of course you know nothing of these 
matters, for you are a provincial.'  
'There is no good talking to him,' said a Dragon-fly, who was sitting on the 
top of a large brown bulrush; 'no good at all, for he has gone away.'  
'Well, that is his loss, not mine,' answered the Rocket. 'I am not going to 
stop talking to him merely because he pays no attention. I like hearing myself 
talk. It is one of my greatest pleasures. I often have long conversations all by 
myself, and I am so clever that sometimes I don't understand a single word of 
what I am saying.'  
'Then you should certainly lecture Oil Philosophy,' said the Dragon-fly; and he 
spread a pair of lovely gauze wings and soared away into the sky. 'How very 
silly of him not to stay here!' said the Rocket. 'I am sure that he has not 
often got such a chance of improving his mind. However, I don't care a bit. 
Genius like mine is sure to be appreciated some day;' and he sank down a little 
deeper into the mud.  
After some time a large White Duck swam up to him. She had yellow legs, and 
webbed feet, and was considered a great beauty on account of her waddle.  
'Quack, quack, quack,' she said. 'What a curious shape you are! May I ask 
were you born like that, or is it the result of an accident?'  
'It is quite evident that you have always lived in the country,' answered the 
Rocket, 'otherwise you would know who I am. However, I excuse your 
ignorance. It would be unfair to expect other people to be as remarkable as 
oneself. You will no doubt be surprised to hear that I can fly up into the sky, 
and come down in a shower of golden rain.'  
'I don't think much of that,' said the Duck, 'as I cannot see what use it is 
to any one. Now, if you could plough the fields like the ox, or draw a cart like 
the horse, or look after the sheep like the collie-dog, that would be 
something.'  
'My good creature,' cried the Rocket in a very haughty tone of voice, 'I see 
that you belong to the lower orders. A person of my position is never useful. 
We have certain accomplishments, and that is more than sufficient. I have no 
sympathy myself with industry of any kind, least of all with such industries as 
you seem to recommend. Indeed, I have always been of opinion that hard work 
is simply the refuge of people who have nothing whatever to do.'  
'Well, well,' said the Duck, who was of a very peaceable disposition, and 
never quarrelled with any one, 'everybody has different tastes. I hope, at 
any rate, that you are going to take up your residence here.'  



'Oh! dear no,' cried the Rocket. 'I am merely a visitor, a distinguished 
visitor. The fact is that I find this place rather tedious. There is neither 
society here, nor solitude. In fact, it is essentially suburban. I shall probably 
go back to Court, for I know that I am destined to make a sensation in the 
world.'  
'I had thoughts of entering public life once myself,' answered the Duck; 
'there are so many things that need reforming. Indeed, I took the chair at a 
meeting some time ago, and we passed resolutions condemning everything that 
we did not like. However, they did not seem to have much effect. Now I go in 
for domesticity and look after my family.'  
'I am made for public life,' said the rocket, 'and so are all my relations, even 
the humblest of them. Whenever we appear we excite great attention. I have 
not actually appeared myself, but when I do so it will be a magnificent sight. 
As for domesticity, it ages one rapidly, and distract's one mind from higher 
things.'  
'Ah! the higher things of life, how fine they are!' said the Duck; 'and that 
reminds me how hungry I feel:' and she swam away down the stream, saying 
'Quack, quack, quack.'  
'Come back! come back!' screamed the Rocket, 'I have a great deal to say to 
you;' but the Duck paid no attention to him. 'I am glad that she has gone,' 
he said to himself, 'she has a decidedly middle-class mind;' and he sank a 
little deeper still into the mud, and began to think about the loneliness of 
genius, when suddenly two little boys in white smocks came running down the 
bank, with a kettle and some faggots.  
'This must be the deputation,' said the Rocket, and he tried to look very 
dignified.  
'Hallo!' cried one of the boys, 'look at this old stick! I wonder how it came 
here;' and he picked the rocket out of the ditch.  
'OLD Stick!' said the Rocket, 'impossible! GOLD Stick, that is what he said. 
Gold Stick is very complimentary. In fact, he mistakes me for one of the 
Court dignitaries!'  
'Let us put it into the fire!' said the other boy, 'it will help to boil the 
kettle.'  
So they piled the faggots together, and put the Rocket on top, and lit the 
fire.  
'This is magnificent,' cried the Rocket, 'they are going to let me off in broad 
daylight, so that every one can see me.'  
'We will go to sleep now,' they said, 'and when we wake up the kettle will be 



boiled;' and they lay down on the grass, and shut their eyes.  
The Rocket was very damp, so he took a long time to burn. At last, however, 
the fire caught him.  
'Now I am going off!' he cried, and he made himself very stiff and straight. 
'I know I shall go much higher than the stars, much higher than the moon, 
much higher than the sun. In fact, I shall go so high that--'  
Fizz! Fizz! Fizz! and he went straight up into the air.  
'Delightful! he cried, 'I shall go on like this for ever. What a success I am!'  
But nobody saw him.  
Then he began to feel a curious tingling sensation all over him.  
'Now I am going to explode,' he cried. 'I shall set the whole world on fire, 
and make such a noise, that nobody will talk about anything else for a whole 
year.' And he certainly did explode. Bang! Bang! Bang! went the gunpowder. 
There was no doubt about it.  
But nobody heard him, not even the two little boys, for they were sound 
asleep.  
Then all that was left of him was the stick, and this fell down on the back of 
a Goose who was taking a walk by the side of the ditch.  
'Good heavens!' cried the Goose. 'It is going to rain sticks;' and she rushed 
into the water.  
'I knew I should create a great sensation,' gasped the Rocket, and he went 
out.  
 
Author: Oscar Wilde  

 

The Happy Prince 
  

High above the city, on a tall column, stood the statue of the Happy Prince. 
He was gilded all over with thin leaves of fine gold, for eyes he had two 
bright sapphires, and a large red ruby glowed on his sword-hilt.  
He was very much admired indeed. "He is as beautiful as a weathercock," 
remarked one of the Town Councillors who wished to gain a reputation for 
having artistic tastes; "only not quite so useful," he added, fearing lest people 
should think him unpractical, which he really was not.  
"Why can't you be like the Happy Prince?" asked a sensible mother of her 
little boy who was crying for the moon. "The Happy Prince never dreams of 



crying for anything." 
"I am glad there is some one in the world who is quite happy," muttered a 
disappointed man as he gazed at the wonderful statue.  
"He looks just like an angel," said the Charit y Children as they came out of 
the cathedral in their bright scarlet cloaks and their clean white pinafores. 
"How do you know?" said the Mathematical Master, "you have never seen one." 
"Ah! but we have, in our dreams," answered the children; and the 
Mathematical Master frowned and looked very severe, for he did not approve 
of children dreaming. 
One night there flew over the city a little Swallow. His friends had gone away 
to Egypt six weeks before, but he had stayed behind, for he was in love with 
the most beautiful Reed. He had met her early in the spring as he was flying 
down the river after a big yellow moth, and had been so attracted by her 
slender waist that he had stopped to talk to her.  
"Shall I love you?" said the Swallow, who liked to come to the point at once, 
and the Reed made him a low bow. So he flew round and round her, touching 
the water with his wings, and making silver ripples. This was his courts hip, 
and it lasted all through the summer.  
"It is a ridiculous attachment," twittered the other Swallows; "she has no 
money, and far too many relations"; and indeed the river was quite full of 
Reeds. Then, when the autumn came they all flew away.  
After they had gone he felt lonely, and began to tire of his lady-love. "She 
has no conversation," he said, "and I am afraid that she is a coquette, for 
she is always flirting with the wind." And certainly, whenever the wind blew, 
the Reed made the most graceful curtseys. "I admit that she is domestic," he 
continued, "but I love travelling, and my wife, consequently, should love 
travelling also."  
"Will you come away with me?" he said finally to her; but the Reed shook her 
head, she was so attached to her home. 
"You have been trifling with me," he cried. "I am off to the Pyramids. Good-
bye!" and he flew away.  
All day long he flew, and at night-time he arrived at the city. "Where shall I 
put up?" he said; "I hope the town has made preparations." 
Then he saw the statue on the tall column. 
"I will put up there," he cried; "it is a fine position, with plenty of fresh air." 
So he alighted just between the feet of the Happy Prince.  
"I have a golden bedroom," he said softly to himself as he looked round, and 
he prepared to go to sleep; but just as he was putting his head under his wing 



a large drop of water fell on him. "What a curious thing!" he cried; "there is 
not a single cloud in the sky, the stars are quite clear and bright, and yet it 
is raining. The climate in the north of Europe is really dreadful. The Reed 
used to like the rain, but that was merely her selfishness."  
Then another drop fell. 
"What is the use of a statue if it cannot keep the rain off?" he said; "I must 
look f or a good chimney-pot," and he determined to fly away. 
But before he had opened his wings, a third drop fell, and he looked up, and 
saw -Ah! what did he see?  
The eyes of the Happy Prince were filled with tears, and tears were running 
down his golden cheeks. His face was so beautiful in the moonlight that the 
little Swallow was filled with pity. 
"Who are you?" he said.  
"I am the Happy Prince." 
"Why are you weeping then?" asked the Swallow; "you have quite drenched 
me." 
"When I was alive and had a human heart," answered the statue, "I did not 
know what tears were, for I lived in the Palace of Sans-Souci, where sorrow 
is not allowed to enter. In the daytime I played with my companions in the 
garden, and in the evening I led the dance in the Great Hall. Round the 
garden ran a very lofty wall, but I never cared to ask what lay beyond it, 
everything about me was so beautiful. My courtiers c alled me the Happy 
Prince, and happy indeed I was, if pleasure be happiness. So I lived, and so I 
died. And now that I am dead they have set me up here so high that I can 
see all the ugliness and all the misery of my city, and though my heart is 
made of lead yet I cannot chose but weep."  
"What! is he not solid gold?" said the Swallow to himself. He was too polite to 
make any personal remarks out loud. 
"Far away," continued the statue in a low musical voice, "far away in a little 
street there is a poor house. One of the windows is open, and through it I can 
see a woman seated at a table. Her face is thin and worn, and she has 
coarse, red hands, all pricked by the needle, for she is a seamstress. She is 
embroidering passion- flowers on a satin gown for the loveliest of the Queen's 
maids-of-honour to wear at the next Court-ball. In a bed in the corner of 
the room her little boy is lying ill. He has a fever, and is asking for oranges. 
His mother has nothing to give him but river water, so he is crying. Swallow, 
Swallow, little Swallow, will you not bring her the ruby out of my sword-hilt? 
My feet are fastened to this pedestal and I cannot move."  



"I am waited for in Egypt," said the Swallow. "My friends are flying up and 
down the Nile, and talking to the large lotus-flowers. Soon they will go to 
sleep in the tomb of the great King. The King is there himself in his painted 
coffin. He is wrapped in yellow linen, and embalmed with spices. Round his 
neck is a chain of pale green jade, and his hands are like withered leaves."  
"Swallow, Swallow, little Swallow," said the Prince, "will you not stay with me 
for one night, and be my messenger? The boy is so thirsty, and the mother so 
sad." 
"I don't think I like boys," answered the Swallow. "Last summer, when I was 
staying on the river, there were two rude boys, the miller's sons, who were 
always throwing stones at me. They never hit me, of course; we swallows fly 
far too well for that, and besides, I come of a family famous for its agility; 
but still, it was a mark of disrespect."  
But the Happy Prince looked so sad that the little Swallow was sorry. "It is 
very cold here," he said; "but I will stay with you for one night, and be your 
messenger." 
"Thank you, little Swallow," said the Prince.  
So the Swallow picked out the great ruby from the Prince's sword, and flew 
away with it in his beak over the roofs of the town. 
He passed by the cathedral tower, where the white marble angels were 
sculptured. He passed by the palace and heard the sound of dancing. A 
beautiful girl came out on the balcony with her lover. "How wonderful the 
stars are," he said to her, "and how wonderful is the power of love!"  
"I hope my dress will be ready in time for the State-ball," sh e answered; "I 
have ordered passion-flowers to be embroidered on it; but the seamstresses 
are so lazy." 
He passed over the river, and saw the lanterns hanging to the masts of the 
ships. He passed over the Ghetto, and saw the old Jews bargaining with each 
other, and weighing out money in copper scales. At last he came to the poor 
house and looked in. The boy was tossing feverishly on his bed, and the 
mother had fallen asleep, she was so tired. In he hopped, and laid the great 
ruby on the table beside the woman's thimble. Then he flew gently round the 
bed, fanning the boy's forehead with his wings. "How cool I feel," said the 
boy, "I must be getting better"; and he sank into a delicious slumber.  
Then the Swallow flew back to the Happy Prince, and told him what he had 
done. "It is curious," he remarked, "but I feel quite warm now, although it is 
so cold." 
"That is because you have done a good action, " said the Prince. And the little 



Swallow began to think, and then he fell asleep. Thinking always made him 
sleepy.  
When day broke he flew down to the river and had a bath. "What a 
remarkable phenomenon," said the Professor of Ornithology as he was passing 
over the bridge. "A swallow in winter!" And he wrote a long letter about it to 
the local newspaper. Every one quoted it, it was full of so many words that 
they could not understand.  
"To-night I go to Egypt," said the Swallow, and he was in high spirits at the 
prospect. He visited all the public monuments, and sat a long time on top of 
the church steeple. Wherever he went the Sparrows chirruped, and said to 
each other, "What a distinguished stranger!" so he enjoyed himself very much. 
When the moon rose he flew back to the Happy Prince. "Have you any 
commissions for Egypt?" he cried; "I am just starting." 
"Swallow, Swallow, little Sw allow," said the Prince, "will you not stay with me 
one night longer?"  
"I am waited for in Egypt," answered the Swallow. "To-morrow my friends will 
fly up to the Second Cataract. The river-horse couches there among the 
bulrushes, and on a great granite throne sits the God Memnon. All night long 
he watches the stars, and when the morning star shines he utters one cry of 
joy, and then he is silent. At noon the yellow lions come down to the water's 
edge to drink. They have eyes like green beryls, and their roar is louder than 
the roar of the cataract.  
"Swallow, Swallow, little Swallow," said the Prince, "far away across the city I 
see a young man in a garret. He is leaning over a desk covered with papers, 
and in a tumbler by his side there is a bunch of withered violets. His hair is 
brown and crisp, and his lips are red as a pomegranate, and he has large and 
dreamy eyes. He is trying to finish a play for the Director of the Theatre, 
but he is too cold to write any more. There is no fire in the grate, and hunger 
has made him faint."  
"I will wait with you one night longer," said the Swallow, who really had a good 
heart. "Shall I take him another ruby?" 
"Alas! I have no ruby now," said the Prince; "my eyes are all that I have left. 
They are made of rare sapphires, which were brought out of India a thousand 
years ago. Pluck out one of them and take it to him. He will sell it to the 
jeweller, and buy food and firewood, and finish his play."  
"Dear Prince," said the Swallow, "I cannot do that"; and he began to weep. 
"Swallow, Swallow, little Swallow," said the Prince, "do as I command you." 
So the Swallow plucked out the Prince's eye, and flew away to the student's 



garret. It was easy enough to get in, as there was a hole in the roof. 
Through this he darted, and came into the room. The young man had his head 
buried in his hands, so he did not hear the flutter of the bird's wings, and 
when he looked up he found the beautiful sapphire lying on the withered 
violets.  
"I am beginning to be appreciated," he cried; "this is from some great 
admirer. Now I can finish my play," and he looked quite happy. 
The next day the Swallow flew down to the harbour. He sat on the mast of a 
large vessel and watched the sailors hauling big chests out of the hold with 
ropes. "Heave a-hoy!" they shouted as each chest came up. "I am going to 
Egypt"! cried the Swallow, but nobody minded, and when the moon rose he 
flew back to the Happy Prince.  
"I am come to bid you good-bye," he cried. 
"Swallow, Swallow, little Swallow," said the Prince, "will you not stay with me 
one night longer?" 
"It is winter," answered the Swallow, "and the chill snow will soon be here. I 
n Egypt the sun is warm on the green palm-trees, and the crocodiles lie in the 
mud and look lazily about them. My companions are building a nest in the 
Temple of Baalbec, and the pink and white doves are watching them, and 
cooing to each other. Dear Prince, I must leave you, but I will never forget 
you, and next spring I will bring you back two beautiful jewels in place of 
those you have given away. The ruby shall be redder than a red rose, and the 
sapphire shall be as blue as the great sea."  
"In the square below," said the Happy Prince, "there stands a little match-
girl. She has let her matches fall in the gutter, and they are all spoiled. Her 
father will beat her if she does not bring home some money, and she is crying. 
She has no shoes or stockings, and her little head is bare. Pluck out my other 
eye, and give it to her, and her father will not beat her."  
"I will stay with you one night longer," said the Swallow, "but I cannot pluck 
out your eye. You would be quite blind then." 
"Swallow, Swallow, little Swallow," said the Prince, "do as I command you."  
So he plucked out the Prince's other eye, and darted down with it. He 
swooped past the match-girl, and slipped the jewel into the palm of her hand. 
"What a lovely bit of glass," cried the little girl; and she ran home, laughing.  
Then the Swallow came back to the Prince. "You are blind now," he said, "so I 
will stay with you always." 
"No, little Swallow," said the poor Prince, "you must go away to Egypt."  
"I will stay with you always," said the Swallow, and he slept at the Prince's 



feet. 
All the next day he sat on the Prince's shoulder, and told him stories of what 
he had seen in strange lands. He told him of the red ibises, who stand in long 
rows on the banks of the Nile, and catch gold-fish in their beaks; of the 
Sphinx, who is as old as the world itself, and lives in the desert, and knows 
everything; of the merchants, who walk slowly by the side of their camels, 
and carry amber beads in their hands; of the King of the Mountains of the 
Moon, who is as black as ebony, and worships a large crystal; of the great 
green snake that sleeps in a palm-tree, and has twenty priests to feed it with 
honey-cakes; and of the pygmies who sail over a big lake on large flat leaves, 
and are always at war with the butterflies.  
"Dear little Swallow," said the Prince, "you tell me of marvellous things, but 
more marvellous than anything is the suffering of men and of women. There is 
no Mystery so great as Misery. Fly over my city, little Swallow, and tell me 
what you see there."  
So the Swallow flew over the great city, and saw the rich making merry in 
their beautiful houses, while the beggars were sitting at the gates. He flew 
into dark lanes, and saw the white faces of star ving children looking out 
listlessly at the black streets. Under the archway of a bridge two little boys 
were lying in one another's arms to try and keep themselves warm. "How 
hungry we are!" they said. "You must not lie here," shouted the Watchman, 
and they wandered out into the rain.  
Then he flew back and told the Prince what he had seen. 
"I am covered with fine gold," said the Prince, "you must take it off, leaf by 
leaf, and give it to my poor; the living always think that gold can make them 
happy."  
Leaf after leaf of the fine gold the Swallow picked off, till the Happy Prince 
looked quite dull and grey. Leaf after leaf of the fine gold he brought to the 
poor, and the children's faces grew rosier, and they laughed and played games 
in the street. "We have bread now!" they cried.  
Then the snow came, and after the snow came the frost. The streets looked 
as if they were made of silver, they were so bright and glistening; long icicles 
like crystal daggers hung down from the eaves of the houses, everybody went 
about in furs, and the little boys wore scarlet caps and skated on the ice.  
The poor little Swallow grew colder and colder, but he would not leave the 
Prince, he loved him too well. He picked up crumbs outside the baker's door 
when the baker was not looking and tried to keep himself warm by flapping his 
wings.  



But at last he knew that he was going to die. He had just strength to fly up 
to the Prince's shoulder once more. "Good-bye, dear Prince!" he murmured, 
"will you let me kiss your hand?" 
"I am glad that you are going to Egypt at last, little Swallow," said the 
Prince, "you have stayed too long here; but you must kiss me on the lips, for I 
love you."  
"It is not to Egypt that I am going," said the Swallow. "I am going to the 
House of Death. Death is the brother of Sleep, is h e not?" 
And he kissed the Happy Prince on the lips, and fell down dead at his feet.  
At that moment a curious crack sounded inside the statue, as if something had 
broken. The fact is that the leaden heart had snapped right in two. It 
certainly was a dreadfully hard frost. 
Early the next morning the Mayor was walking in the square below in company 
with the Town Councillors. As they passed the column he looked up at the 
statue: "Dear me! how shabby the Happy Prince looks!" he said.  
"How shabby indeed!" cried the Town Councillors, who always agreed with the 
Mayor; and they went up to look at it. 
"The ruby has fallen out of his sword, his eyes are gone, and he is golden no 
longer," said the Mayor in fact, "he is little better than a beggar!"  
"Little better than a beggar," said the Town Councillors. 
"And here is actually a dead bird at his feet!" continued the Mayor. "We mus 
t really issue a proclamation that birds are not to be allowed to die here." 
And the Town Clerk made a note of the suggestion.  
So they pulled down the statue of the Happy Prince. "As he is no longer 
beautiful he is no longer useful," said the Art Professor at the University. 
Then they melted the statue in a furnace, and the Mayor held a meeting of 
the Corporation to decide what was to be done with the metal. "We must have 
another statue, of course," he said, "and it shall be a statue of myself."  
"Of myself," said each of the Town Councillors, and they quarrelled. When I 
last heard of them they were quarrelling still. 
"What a strange thing!" said the overseer of the workmen at the foundry. 
"This broken lead heart will not melt in the furnace. We must throw it away." 
So they threw it on a dust-heap where the dead Swallow was also lying.  
"Bring me the two most precious things in th e city," said God to one of His 
Angels; and the Angel brought Him the leaden heart and the dead bird. 
"You have rightly chosen," said God, "for in my garden of Paradise this little 
bird shall sing for evermore, and in my city of gold the Happy Prince shall 
praise me."  



THE VICTORY 

SHE was the Princess Ajita. And the court poet of King Nârâyan had never 
seen her. On the day he recited a new poem to the king he would raise his 
voice just to that pitch which could be heard by unseen hearers in the 
screened balcony high above the hall. He sent up his song towards the star-
land out of his reach, where, circled with light, the planet who ruled his 
destiny shone unknown and out of ken.  

He would espy some shadow moving behind the veil. A tinkling sound would 
come to his ear from afar, and would set him dreaming of the ankles whose 
tiny golden bells sang at each step. Ah, the rosy red tender feet that walked 
the dust of the earth like God's mercy on the fallen! The poet had placed 
them on the altar of his heart, where he wove his songs to the tune of those 
golden bells. Doubt never arose in his mind as to whose shadow it was that 
moved behind the screen, and whose anklets they were that sang to the time 
of his beating heart. Manjari, the maid of the princess, passed by the poet's 
house on her way to the river, and she never missed a day to have a few 
words with him on the sly. When she found the road deserted, and the 
shadow of dusk on the land, she would boldly enter his room, and sit at the 
corner of his carpet. There was a suspicion of an added care in the choice of 
the colour of her veil, in the setting of the flower in her hair.  

People smiled and whispered at this, and they were not to blame. For Shekhar 
the poet never took the trouble to hide the fact that these meetings were a 
pure joy to him.  

The meaning of her name was the spray of flowers. One must confess that for 
an ordinary mortal it was sufficient in its sweetness. But Shekhar made his 
own addition to this name, and called her the Spray of Spring Flowers. And 
ordinary mortals shook their heads and said, Ah, me!  

In the spring songs that the poet sang the praise of the spray of spring 
flowers was conspicuously reiterated; and the king winked and smiled at him 
when he heard it, and the poet smiled in answer. The king would put him the 
question:  

"Is it the business of the bee merely to hum in the court of the spring?"  



The poet would answer: "No, but also to sip the honey of the spray of spring 
flowers."  

And they all laughed in the king's hall. And it was rumoured that the Princess 
Ajita also laughed at her maid's accepting the poet's name for her, and 
Manjari felt glad in her heart.  

Thus truth and falsehood mingle in life--and to what God builds man adds his 
own decoration.  

Only those were pure truths which were sung by the poet. The theme was 
Krishna, the lover god, and Râdhâ, the beloved, the Eternal Man and the 
Eternal Woman, the sorrow that comes from the beginning of time, and the 
joy without end. The truth of these songs was tested in his inmost heart by 
everybody from the beggar to the king himself. The poet's songs were on the 
lips of all. At the merest glimmer of the moon and the faintest whisper of the 
summer breeze his songs would break forth in the land from windows and 
courtyards, from sailing-boats, from shadows of the wayside trees, in 
numberless voices.  

Thus passed the days happily. The poet recited, the king listened, the hearers 
applauded, Manjari passed and repassed by the poet's room on her way to the 
river--the shadow flitted behind the screened balcony, and the tiny golden 
bells tinkled from afar.  

 

Just then set forth from his home in the south a poet on his path of 
conquest. He came to King Nârâyan, in the kingdom of Amarapur. He stood 
before the throne, and uttered a verse in praise of the king. He had 
challenged all the court poets on his way, and his career of victory had been 
unbroken.  

The king received him with honour, and said:  

"Poet, I offer you welcome."  

Pundarik, the poet, proudly replied: "Sire, I ask for war."  



Shekhar, the court poet of the king did not know how the battle of the muse 
was to be waged. He had no sleep at night. The mighty figure of the famous 
Pundarik, his sharp nose curved like a scimitar, and his proud head tilted on 
one side, haunted the poet's vision in the dark.  

With a trembling heart Shekhar entered the arena in the morning. The 
theatre was filled with the crowd.  

The poet greeted his rival with a smile and a bow. Pundarik returned it with a 
slight toss of his head, and turned his face towards his circle of adoring 
followers with a meaning smile.  

Shekhar cast his glance towards the screened balcony high above, and saluted 
his lady in his mind, saying: "If I am the winner at the combat to-day, my 
lady, thy victorious name shall be glorified."  

The trumpet sounded. The great crowd stood up, shouting victory to the king. 
The king, dressed in an ample robe of white, slowly came into the hall like a 
floating cloud of autumn, and sat on his throne.  

Pundarik stood up, and the vast hall became still. With his head raised high 
and chest expanded, he began in his thundering voice to recite the praise of 
King Nârâyan. His words burst upon the walls of the hall like breakers of the 
sea, and seemed to rattle against the ribs of the listening crowd. The skill 
with which he gave varied meanings to the name Nârâyan, and wove each 
letter of it through the web of his verses in all manner of combinations, took 
away the breath of his amazed hearers.  

For some minutes after he took his seat his voice continued to vibrate among 
the numberless pillars of the king's court and in thousands of speechless 
hearts. The learned professors who had come from distant lands raised their 
right hands, and cried, Bravo!  

The king threw a glance on Shekhar's face, and Shekhar in answer raised for 
a moment his eyes full of pain towards his master, and then stood up like a 
stricken deer at bay. His face was pale, his bashfulness was almost that of a 
woman, his slight youthful figure, delicate in its outline, seemed like a tensely 
strung vina ready to break out in music at the least touch.  



His head was bent, his voice was low, when he began. The first few verses 
were almost inaudible. Then he slowly raised his head, and his clear sweet 
voice rose into the sky like a quivering flame of fire. He began with the 
ancient legend of the kingly line lost in the haze of the past, and brought it 
down through its long course of heroism and matchless generosity to the 
present age. He fixed his gaze on the king's face, and all the vast and 
unexpressed love of the people for the royal house rose like incense in his 
song, and enwreathed the throne on all sides. These were his last words when, 
trembling, he took his seat: "My master, I may be beaten in play of words, 
but not in my love for thee."  

Tears filled the eyes of the hearers, and the stone walls shook with cries of 
victory.  

Mocking this popular outburst of feeling, with an august shake of his head and 
a contemptuous sneer, Pundarik stood up, and flung this question to the 
assembly: "What is there superior to words?" In a moment the hall lapsed into 
silence again.  

Then with a marvellous display of learning, he proved that the Word was in 
the beginning, that the Word was God. He piled up quotations from scriptures, 
and built a high altar for the Word to be seated above all that there is in 
heaven and in earth. He repeated that question in his mighty voice: "What is 
there superior to words?"  

Proudly he looked around him. None dared to accept his challenge, and he 
slowly took his seat like a lion who had just made a full meal of its victim. The 
pandits shouted, Bravo! The king remained silent with wonder, and the poet 
Shekhar felt himself of no account by the side of this stupendous learning. 
The assembly broke up for that day.  

Next day Shekhar began his song. It was of that day when the pipings of 
love's flute startled for the first time the hushed air of the Vrinda forest. 
The shepherd women did not know who was the player or whence came the 
music. Sometimes it seemed to come from the heart of the south wind, and 
sometimes from the straying clouds of the hilltops. It came with a message of 
tryst from the land of the sunrise, and it floated from the verge of sunset 
with its sigh of sorrow. The stars seemed to be the stops of the instrument 
that flooded the dreams of the night with melody. The music seemed to burst 



all at once from all sides, from fields and groves, from the shady lanes and 
lonely roads, from the melting blue of the sky, from the shimmering green of 
the grass. They neither knew its meaning nor could they find words to give 
utterance to the desire of their hearts. Tears filled their eyes, and their life 
seemed to long for a death that would be its consummation.  

Shekhar forgot his audience, forgot the trial of his strength with a rival. He 
stood alone amid his thoughts that rustled and quivered round him like leaves 
in a summer breeze, and sang the Song of the Flute. He had in his mind the 
vision of an image that had taken its shape from a shadow, and the echo of a 
faint tinkling sound of a distant footstep.  

He took his seat. His hearers trembled with the sadness of an indefinable 
delight, immense and vague, and they forgot to applaud him. As this feeling 
died away Pundarik stood up before the throne and challenged his rival to 
define who was this Lover and who was the Beloved. He arrogantly looked 
around him, he smiled at his followers and then put the question again: "Who 
is Krishna, the lover, and who is Râdhâ, the beloved?"  

Then he began to analyse the roots of those names,--and various 
interpretations of their meanings. He brought before the bewildered audience 
all the intricacies of the different schools of metaphysics with consummate 
skill. Each letter of those names he divided from its fellow, and then pursued 
them with a relentless logic till they fell to the dust in confusion, to be caught 
up again and restored to a meaning never before imagined by the subtlest of 
word-mongers.  

The pandits were in ecstasy; they applauded vociferously; and the crowd 
followed them, deluded into the certainty that they had witnessed, that day, 
the last shred of the curtains of Truth torn to pieces before their eyes by a 
prodigy of intellect. The performance of his tremendous feat so delighted 
them that they forgot to ask themselves if there was any truth behind it 
after all.  

The king's mind was overwhelmed with wonder. The atmosphere was completely 
cleared of all illusion of music, and the vision of the world around seemed to 
be changed from its freshness of tender green to the solidity of a high road 
levelled and made hard with crushed stones.  



To the people assembled their own poet appeared a mere boy in comparison 
with this giant, who walked with such ease, knocking down difficulties at each 
step in the world of words and thoughts. It became evident to them for the 
first time that the poems Shekhar wrote were absurdly simple, and it must be 
a mere accident that they did not write them themselves. They were neither 
new, nor difficult, nor instructive, nor necessary.  

The king tried to goad his poet with keen glances, silently inciting him to make 
a final effort. But Shekhar took no notice, and remained fixed to his seat.  

The king in anger came down from his throne--took off his pearl chain and put 
it on Pundarik's head. Everybody in the hall cheered. From the upper balcony 
came a slight sound of the movements of rustling robes and waist-chains hung 
with golden bells. Shekhar rose from his seat and left the hall.  

It was a dark night of waning moon. The poet Shekhar took down his MSS. 
from his shelves and heaped them on the floor. Some of them contained his 
earliest writings, which he had almost forgotten. He turned over the pages, 
reading passages here and there. They all seemed to him poor and trivial--
mere words and childish rhymes!  

One by one he tore his books to fragments, and threw them into a vessel 
containing fire, and said: "To thee, to thee, O my beauty, my fire! Thou hast 
been burning in my heart all these futile years. If my life were a piece of 
gold it would come out of its trial brighter, but it is a trodden turf of grass, 
and nothing remains of it but this handful of ashes."  

The night wore on. Shekhar opened wide his windows. He spread upon his bed 
the white flowers that he loved, the jasmines, tuberoses and chrysanthemums, 
and brought into his bedroom all the lamps he had in his house and lighted 
them. Then mixing with honey the juice of some poisonous root he drank it and 
lay down on his bed.  

Golden anklets tinkled in the passage outside the door, and a subtle perfume 
came into the room with the breeze. The poet, with his eyes shut, said: 

"My lady, have you taken pity upon your servant at last and come to see him?"  

The answer came in a sweet voice: "My poet, I have come."  



Shekhar opened his eyes--and saw before his bed the figure of a woman.  

His sight was dim and blurred. And it seemed to him that the image made of a 
shadow that he had ever kept throned in the secret shrine of his heart had 
come into the outer world in his last moment to gaze upon his face.  

The woman said: 

"I am the Princess Ajita."  

The poet with a great effort sat up on his bed.  

The princess whispered into his ear: "The king has not done you justice. It 
was you who won at the combat, my poet, and I have come to crown you with 
the crown of victory."  

She took the garland of flowers from her own neck, and put it on his hair, 
and the poet fell down upon his bed stricken by death.  

Story by Rabindta nath Tagore 
 

Not True 
  
Mr. Kitchom loved to listen to stories, but at the end of the 
tale he would invariably exclaim, "That can't be true!" 
One day he was standing at the gate of his house when he saw 
the village schoolmaster going by. He called out to him and 
begged him to tell him a story.  
"On one condition," said the teacher. "When I finish, you 
should not say 'That can't be true.' If you say that, I'll be 
entitled to a sack of grain from your house." 
"Agreed," said Mr. Kitchom.  
"I'll tell you the story of a great lord who lived in China a long 

time ago," said the teacher. "One day this aristocrat got into his palanquin to 
go to the governor's palace. On the way he heard a bird crying 'preeep.... 
preeeeep.' When he peered out the bird soiled his robe with its droppings.  
"The lord sent his servant back for a new robe and when he had brought it he 
took off the soiled robe, threw it away and put on the new one. Then they 



resumed the journey. A little later the bird called out again and when the lord 
peered out it soiled his sword with its droppings. The nobleman sent his 
servant back for a new sword and when he had brought it, gave the soiled one 
to the servant and kept the new one.  
"The lord made up his mind not to look out if the bird cried out again, but 
when it did he could not resist looking out and this time the bird dropped its 
load directly on his head.  
"The lord sent his servant to bring him a new head and when he had brought 
it, cut off his own with his sword......"  
"Oh, but that can't be true!" blurted Mr. Kitchom.  
"No, it can't," agreed the teacher, triumphantly, "but you've uttered the 
prohibited phrase and you agreed to forfeit a sack of rice as penalty!"  
"Did I?" said Mr. Kitchom, slyly.  
"That can't be true." 

Little One Inch 

  
Once long ago in Japan there lived a couple who had 
no children. They prayed to the gods for a child, 
even one as small as a finger, and finally their 
prayers were answered. The child born to them was 
so small that they named him Issun Boshi, 'Little 
One Inch'.  
When Issun Boshi reached the age of 15, he said 
goodbye to his parents and set out for Kyoto, the 
capital city, to seek his fortune. 
In Kyoto he found employment in a wealthy 
household. He could not do much work because of 
his size, but his diligence and sincerity pleased his 

master and his mistress. And their daughter found him delightful.  
One day Issun Boshi accompanied the girl to the temple. On the way, two 
giants leaped out in front of them from behind some bushes. 
Issun Boshi deliberately drew their attention to him so that the girl could 
escape. But then the giants were furious with him and one of them picked him 
up and swallowed him.  
Issun Boshi had a needle his mother had given him. He used to wear it around 
his waist like a sword. When he found himself in the giant's stomach he took 
out the needle from its scabbard and began to stab the giant's stomach with 



it. Then climbing out through the gullet he stormed into the giant's mouth 
where he wreaked havoc with his needle. The giant was frightened and spat 
him out.  
When the other giant bent down to look at him, Issun Boshi stabbed him in 
the eye. 
The giants had had enough. They ran away, one holding a hand to his mouth 
and the other to his eye. 
In their haste they left behind a mallet which Issun Boshi and the girl   she 
had come back to help him   recognised as a magical object.  
"You have to hit it on the ground and make a wish," said the girl. 
 
So they hit the mallet on the ground and made a wish. The next moment, 
Issun Boshi had grown to normal size and stood clad in the armour of a 
samurai!  
The girl's father had no hesitation in giving his daughter in marriage to Issun 
Boshi, and the young samurai proved to be a devoted husband. Oh, yes, he 
brought his parents too to live with him and they, though happy to see their 
dear son grown so big, continued to call him Issun Boshi!  

The Witch in the Tower 

  
Once upon a time the people in the Japanese city 
of Kyoto were terribly afraid; they shook with 
fear. A fierce witch had taken possession of the 
tower over the city gate which she opened and 
closed whenever she felt like it. She was capable 
of locking the gate in the face of travellers 
bringing food and merchandise, or throwing it wide 
open to savage tribes from the north. Many brave 
Samurai, the strongest and best fighters, had 
faced up to the witch, but the minute she set eyes 
on them, she hurled herself out of the tower, hair 
flying in the wind, screeching furiously and 

brandishing a fiery sword. Attacking them one by one, she left them lying 
dead in the dust. No, there was no hope for the city of Kyoto, and many 
people began to think of leaving it.  
The folk were murmuring, "All our Samurai are dead. If only Watanabi were 



still here, the bravest of them all! But all that remains is his sword, and 
there's no one able to use it." 
However, the sword was not all that remained of valiant Watanabi, there was 
also his son, a young boy. On hearing what the citizens were saying, he 
wondered, "My father has gone, he died fighting, but we still have his sword. 
I shall take it and face the witch. Win or die, I shall be a credit to my 
father's memory."  
So the boy bravely armed himself and went off to the tower. The witch saw 
him arrive and she grinned, but did not make a move. She wouldn't even 
bother using her fiery sword on the youngster, she would wither him with a 
glance. So she paid little heed to Watanabi's son as he quietly crept into the 
tower, climbed the stairs without making the slightest sound and entered the 
witch's room. When the witch heard the door close, she turned round to burn 
the boy with the powerful rays emanating from her eyes but the splendour of 
Watanabi's sword blinded her.  
"This is Watanabi's sword!" shouted the young boy, and before the witch could 
defend herself, he struck a blow and ended her life. Thus was Kyoto saved. 
And by a mere boy. 

Learning from the Enemy 

  
A samurai warrior slew his master in a fit of 
rage. He repented immediately but the deed was 
done and he knew that if he was caught he would 
be put to death. He fled.  
His wanderings took him to a remote village that 
was separated from the rest of the world by a 
mountain. The path across the mountain was 
narrow and treacherous and many villagers had 
lost their lives while traversing it. The murderer 
decided to atone for his sin by single-handedly 

cutting a road through the mountain to end the isolation of the village.  
He worked from dawn to dusk and in four years had penetrated halfway into 
the mountain. One morning when he was hard at work in the tunnel, a young 
man called out to him to come out. He was the son of the man who had been 
murdered. He wanted revenge.  
"I deserve to die," said the former samurai. "Slay me by all means but wait 



until I've completed this tunnel." 
The young man agreed to wait. He watched fascinated as day after day the 
samurai laboured at a seemingly impossible task. The rocks he was digging 
through were so massive that at the end of a day's work they seemed not to 
have been touched at all. The young man began to develop a grudging respect 
for his enemy's tenacity and determination. Eventually he found himself 
helping the man digging side by side with him and carrying out the rubble.  
Years passed and then one day the two men broke through to the other side. 
The mountain had been conquered at last and the centuries-old isolation of 
the village had been ended.  
"Now I am ready to die," said the samurai, kneeling before the young man. 
"Cleave my head in two."  
The youth raised his sword with a cry, the blood rushing to his head. At last 
his father's death would be avenged. But he found he could not bring himself 
to do it. Slowly he lowered his sword. 
"You're a murderer," he said. "But I've learnt much from you in these last 
few years. How can I harm my teacher?"  
And he sheathed his sword and walked away. 
 

Coloured 

  
A folktale from Japan: 
In the days when the world was young, an 
enterprising owl ran a dyeing shop which birds 
visited in large numbers.  
One day a crow, his feathers stylishly curled at 
the ends hopped in and said he wanted to be 
dyed in a colour that would set him apart from 

all other birds. 
Crows were white in those days. The owl led his customer into the dyeing room 
and put him into a pot of indigo. When he was taken out, the ends of his 
feathers had straightened out and he was glossy black. The crow was furious. 
The owl reminded him that he had asked to be dyed in a unique colour but the 
crow refused to listen and gave the owl a vicious peck. Alarmed, the owl 
abandoned his business and fled. From then on he began to come out only at 
night to avoid the wrath of his dissatisfied customer.  



DHRUVA 

Uttanapada was the son of Svayambhuva Manu. Uttanapada's wives were 
Suniti and Suruchi. He had a son called Dhruva by Suniti and another son 
called Uttama by Suruchi. Suruchi was his favorite wife. One day he was 
fondling the son Uttama. Dhruva saw this and wanted also to get on to the 
father's lap. Suruchi, Dhruva's stepmother prevented this saying that only 
Uttama was entitled to sit on his father's lap. Dhruva was crying and 
informed of this to his mother Suniti. Suniti implored patience and said that 
she and Dhruva should submit to the fate that they were not the favored 
ones. She advised Dhruva. " Son, try to acquire religious merit. Be kind and 
friendly to all living creatures. You will be endowed with good fortune." 

Dhruva said, "Let Uttama get the crown. I will by my own efforts attain a 
rank higher than my father's and get to be respected by the entire world." 
Having said this, he moved into the forest. 

In the forest, he saw seven saints sitting on antelope skins, performing tapas. 
Dhruva narrated his story to them. The sages asked, "What do you want from 
us?" 

Dhruva said, "I do not want money. I do not want  

dom. I want the highest rank in the world. Tell me how I can attain this." 

The sages said in one voice: "Anything desired by man can be attained by 
worshipping Vishnu-anything, even the highest rank in the highest of the three 
worlds." 

Dhruva inquired, "Instruct me, O holy sages, how do I worship Vishnu, the god 
of gods." 

The sages explained, "Remove your mind from all external objects; fix it 
steadily on the Supreme Soul on whom the entire universe exists. Repeat the 
prayer: Glory to the Supreme who is divine wisdom and whose form is this 
Universe." 

Prince Dhruva went to a holy place on the Yamuna river and performed tapas. 
He meditated and prayed. The Supreme Being entered his soul. He became 
the repository of supreme, divine power. The gods were frightened that 



Dhruva may supersede the gods themselves in power. One of the gods even 
tried to deceive Dhruva and interrupt Dhruva's tapas by appearing before him 
in the form of Suniti and cried before him, saying " Son, you are only five 
years old. You are my only solace. Don't leave me. Protect me, my child, from 
the taunts of Suruchi. Your duty is to make your mother happy. If you do not 
come back to me, I will kill myself." 

Dhruva was deeply meditating; he did not hear or see his mother weeping 
before him. The illusion disappeared from his presence. Only one object was 
seen by his mind's eye: the Supreme soul. 

The gods were alarmed indeed. They had failed to shake Dhruva's resolve. So 
they went to Vishnu and complained, "This child is attaining superhuman powers 
by his tapas. We do not know what rank he wants, an Indra, a Sun or a 
guardian deity. Divert him, O Vishnu, from this tapas." 

Vishnu calmly replied, "I know what Dhruva wants; he does not want 
sovereignty of the solar sphere or the earth or the oceans. I will grant 
Dhruva's wish and stop his tapas. Don't be alarmed; return to your stations 
and do your duties." 

Swift as thought, Vishnu came to Dhruva appearing before him in the form in 
which he worshipped Vishnu and said, "I am pleased with your devotion, O son 
of Uttanapada. Ask me, what do you want?" 

Dhruva opened his eyes and saw before him the Supreme Being. He was 
enthralled. He was overwhelmed. He was dumbfounded. After a few 
speechless moments, Dhruva said, "O Lord, I want this boon: let me know how 
to praise thee. I cannot find words to glorify you. My heart is full of love and 
devotion. God, give me the power to lay my prayers at your feet." 

Vishnu's sacred conch touched Dhruva's head; instantly, Dhruva burst forth 
into a long song of praise of such glory that no man had heard before. When 
Dhruva had finished, the Lord asked, "Tell me what are the wishes of your 
heart." 

Dhruva replied: "O Lord, you reside in all peoples' hearts. You therefore know 
all the wishes in my heart. All you are as  



for is my confession. I confess: I do not want the rank of Indra, the rank of 
the Sun; nor do I want the sovereignty of the earth and the oceans. I just 
wanted to attain the highest position which no one had attained before. I do 
not know that position. You decide. I surrender completely." 

Vishnu said, " You shall attain that rank; it will be a station which will sustain 
all the stars and the planets, above that of the sun and the moon. As the 
ever-present Pole Star, you will be an example to all people of what devotion 
can attain. Suniti, your mother will also dwell as a star near you. Your task 
now is to go back to your father, reconcile with your stepmother and be the 
guardian of your brother. Your old father is old and unhappy that you left 
him. You take over the  

dom from him and rule according to the laws of Dharma. In due time, you will 
attain your place in the heavens." 

Saying these, Vishnu disappeared. Dhruva bowed. When he returned home, he 
found a warm welcome from his father, mother and stepmother. He carried 
out the divine commands. He attained his place as the Pole Star (Dhruva 
taara) in the sky. Suniti shined beside him.  

 

HARISCHANDRA 

In ancient India, a king named Harischandra ruled over Kosala kingdom. This 
kingdom exemplified the adage: yathaa raajaa tathaa prajaah, which means: 
as the king, so are the subjects. The people of the kingdom were virtuous: 
they avoided anything evil; they did not drink nor did they gamble; they were 
not arrogant of their wealth; they were truthful and just in their dealings. As 
as result of these virtues, there was no famine, sickness or untimely death in 
the kingdom. People were healthy and strong; women were beautiful, cultured 
and all the people looked upon their king as their father and the queen as 
their mother. In an extraordinary quirk of fate, the very virtues brought 
trouble to the king and the kingdom. 

Vasishta was the family priest of the king. He got into a dispute with sage 
Visvamitra on the possibility of finding a man of incorruptible virtue. 
Viswamitra contended that this was impossible; even a virtuous person can fail 



if put to rigorous tests. Vasishta's argument was that while Viswamitra had a 
point in general terms, there were indeed exceptional men in the world who 
cannot be tempted to give up their virtue. He cited Harischandra as one such 
man. Viswamitra laughed and said that Vasishta seemed to be carried away 
because Harischandra was the latter's patron. Viswamitra challenged that he 
will put Harischandra to such a rigorous testing that Vasishta would be proved 
wrong. Both the sages agreed to conduct the experiment with gods as 
witnesses.  

Viswamitra forthwith proceeded to the capital of Harischandra's kingdom, 
Ayodhya and learnt that the king was proceeding on a hunting expedition. 
Viswamitra went ahead of the king and sat down in tapas in a wayside ashram. 
As the king's hunting party passed by, the sage created an illusion of female 
voices crying, 'O save us, save us from this man." The king replied, "I am 
coming to help. I will pierce with my arrows, the wretch molesting women" and 
ran towards the direction from which the cries were heard. The sage's tapas 
was disturbed with all the commotion. The king prostrated before the sage 
and apologized to him for the disturbance caused offering his kingdom and his 
wealth in reparation. 

"What? Are these meaningless words?" Viswamitra questioned angrily. 

"O Sage, I speak with all sincerity. I will keep my word." 

"I take you at your word, then," responded the sage, "You are already 
indebted to me; you owe me the fees for the Rajasuya sacrifice which I had 
asked you to hold in trust for me." 

"I will pay the fees whenever you demand, O Viswamitra." 

"Okay; get back to your capital and arrange to hand over your kingdom and all 
your wealth." 

Viswamitra held Harischandra to his words and went the next day to gain 
control of the kingdom and all the palace wealth. Harischandra gave up all 
that and also the ornaments of his queen. 

"O sage, what more should I give you/" 

"Who is the king of Kosala now," roared Viswamitra. 



"Viswamitra," echoed Harischandra. 

"Listen to my royal command, " repled Viswamitra, "You should leave my 
kingdom immediately with your wife only with the clothes you are wearing." 

Harischandra observed with utmost devotion, "Your command will be obeyed." 
Accompanied by his wife, Chandramati and their boy Rohita, Harischandra 
started leaving the capital. 

"Before you go, Harischandra, you have to pay me the fees for the Rajasuya 
which you owe me and which I had entrusted to you." 

"I have now nothing which I call my own, except the clothing you have 
permitted me to retain. Please give me time to discharge the debt I owe you. 
In a month, I will pay back the sum." 

"I agree; a month from now, I will come to collect the fees." 

Harischandra took leave of his creditor amidst the cries of his subjects who 
got wind of the actions of the truthful king, "O king, how can a casually 
uttered word bind you? Your virtue is ruining us all. You cannot desert us. We 
will come with you." 

Harischandra exhorted his subjects that their duty was to serve the new king. 
The troubles he had to face were of his own making and the subjects should 
not suffer on this account. Their new king was a royal sage, famous and 
possessed of marvellous powers. The new king's actions were prompted by 
some divine providence, which was inscrutable. It was the duty of the subjects 
never to swerve from virtue and the path of righteousness. 

Viswamitra commanded his troops to tell Harischandra to stop this wasteful 
exhortation and to proceed forthwith out of the kingdom. Harischandra at 
once stopped talking and left the capital with his wife and son. 

The threesome had to beg for their foot at the Dharmasalas on the way and 
to do manual work to earn their livelihood. They proceeded towards Kashi to 
wash away their sons in the sacred waters of the Ganga. As they entered the 
gates of the holy city of Kashi, Viswamitra was there to encounter them, 
"This is just to remind you: today is the day when you should repay the debt 
you owed me." Harischandra counted the days and realized that Viswamitra 



spoke the truth. Though dismayed, he immediately gained his courage and said 
to himself that he still had half-a-day before him during which time he should 
try to earn to repay the debt. Viswamitra said, "If you tell me that you would 
not pay me or even say that you do not owe me anything, I will not bother you 
any more. I can write off the debt." Harischandra replied vehemently, "O 
Sage, it is a fact that I owe you Rajasuya sacrifice fees. I will try to pay 
you before the end of the day." 

The sage departed leaving Harischandra to work out a strategy. He set to 
thinking of ways he can raise money: What if I sell myself as a slave to some 
rich merchant and discharge the sage's debt? Oh no, what will happen to his 
wife and his son if he parted from them? Chandramati suggested that she and 
her son could be sold instead so that Harischandra could repay the debt, earn 
some livelihood later and buy them back. 

Harischandra saw the strength of Chandramati's arguments. He took the wife 
and son to the market-place of the city and loudly announced, choking with 
tears, that his son and wife were for sale. A brahman came to him and said 
that his young wife needed the services of a servant-maid and offered to by 
only Chandramati and said that he had no use for the boy. Chandramati 
pleaded with the brahman that she would teach her son to do menial work and 
make him useful in the master's household. Finally the deal was struck, the 
brahman bought both of them paying a small additional sum and took them to 
his house. 

Instantly, Viswamitra appeared. Harischandra paid him the the entire amount 
which he had received from the brahman. 

"This is not even half of what you owe me," noted Viswamitra, in anger. 

"True, Sage. I will give you the balance in a short time," implored 
Harischandra. 

"The day is coming to a close; you have not kept your promise. I see you are 
a promise-breaker. Just tell me you owe me nothing, I will set you free of 
your debt." 

"I deserve your anger, Sage. I do owe you money and I have to discharge 
your debt. I have just sold my wife and my son and repayed your debt in 



part. Please give me one more hour, just before sunset; I will try to sell 
myself and repay your debt in full." 

"How many times should I be coming to you? Anyway, it is only one hour 
before sunset. Let me see." So saying, the angry creditor sage went away. 

Harischandra returned to the market and starting crying aloud to everyone's 
hearing: "I am available as a slave to be bought with money, while the sun is 
still shining in the west." 

Nobody was prepared to pay the price he was quoting. An executioner, the 
head of the local cemetery stepped up to take a deep look at Harischandra. 
He was fould-smelling, disfigured, uncouth, with a long, repulsive face, 
projecting teeth and a beard, dark-complexioned, pendulous belly, tawny eyes. 
He carried some birds, he had a skull in his hand and adorned himself with the 
garlands taken from the corpses. He was surrounded by a pack of dogs and 
was heard cursing in harsh tones. He also a carried a long staff. In sum, his 
appearance created fear and was repulsive. 

"Who are you?" asked Harischandra when the cemetery-keeper offered to buy 
him. 

"My name is Pravira, an expert executioner of the city. I am the guard of the 
cemetery at the south-western end of the city. My job is to despatch those 
who are condemned to death, to gather clothes of the dead brought to my 
cemetery." 

Harischandra was wondering if he should accept to be the slave of Pravira. 
Viswamitra appeared on the scene and prodded, "Why are you hesitant to be 
his slave when he is offering you money enough to repay my debt?" 

Harischandra pleaded, "O Sage, make me your slave for the balance of the 
money I owe you. I will obey your commands. I belong to the race of solar 
ancestry among kings. Please save me from becoming a slave to a cemetery-
keeper." 

"Just tell me that you do not owe me anything more and I will let you free as 
a free man." 

"How can I say that? I still owe you money," Harischandra pointed out. 



"So you want to be my slave?" asked the creditor. 

"Yes, sir. I beg of you. Please take me as your slave," said the debtor 
Harischandra. 

"I agree. Now that you are my slave, I discharge you from the debt. But I 
am selling you right now to this cemetery-keeper for the sum he has offered." 

The executioner was happy that he got the slave he had bargained for. He 
paid the money to Viswamitra and led Harischandra away to his house near the 
cemetery. 

Harischandra's job at the cemetery was to collect for his master the 
cemetery fees from those coming to bury or burn the dead and to gather the 
discarded clothes of the corpses. 

"Stay on this burial ground night and day and watch out for the corpses to 
arrive. Collect the fees strictly from everyone. Divide the collection into six 
parts; one part is for the king, three parts are for me; two parts will be your 
wages. You are also to execute the criminals condemned to death." 

Harischandra worked for 12 months in this job. He was loyal to his master. 
His appearance was slowly changing like his master; with dishevelled hair, 
shoddy beard, emaciated and with protruding bones from his chest. He heard 
the crackling sounds of the burning faggots on the funeral pyres and howling 
of the jackals. He was frequently reminding himself of his wife and son and 
would often join the lamenting funeral parties and join in the loud lamentations 
remembering the dead. He reassured himself that he had done the right thing 
to avoid being untruthful and to avoid being unfaithful. He reminded himself of 
his priest Vasishta's saying that Dharma was the only light that mortals had 
on earth and everything else was illusion caused by ajnaana (ignorance). He 
had to walk by this light wherever it led him. He had to do his duty by the 
light whether he was the king of solar ancestry or as the assistant keeper of 
the Varanasi cemetery . It was not for him to choose. 

A year passed by. One night, a ragged and destitute woman brought to the 
burning ground her own arms the body of her son. He was a small boy. He had 
died of snake-bite. She had also brought with her a bundle of sticks for the 
funeral pyre. Harischandra demanded of her the prescribed fees for the 



cremation. She pleaded with him that she was a destitute and could not pay. 
Harischandra refused to prepare for the cremation. He said that he could 
exempt his own share but he had to collect at least the king's share and his 
master's share of the fees. He saw a little jewel of gold hanging from her 
neck, mostly hidden by her ragged clothes and suggested that this be sold to 
pay the reduced fees he was demanding. On hearing this, the woman started 
crying, "O gods, what sins have I committed that the sacred symbol of my 
marriage which till now was visible only to my husband should be seen my the 
cemetery assistant/" 

Harischandra was startled. He peered into the face through the enveloping 
darkness and asked, "Who was your husband?" She replied, sobbing, "My 
husband was once a king, a cruel creditor had forced him to sell her and her 
their son in the market of Varanasi." Harischandra saw what he was upto and 
fell on the dead body, crying, "O Rohita, Rohita darling son, my son! I am 
your father here, come to me dear child. O my god what snake was it, what 
were you doing, how did it happen? O god, I can't bear this anymore." 

It was indeed Chandramati, Harischandra's wife who had brought her son to 
the burning ground at the dead of night. They recognized each other and wept 
together, caressing the lifeless corpse of their son lying on their laps. They 
resolved not to outlive their child. They wanted to get into the pyre and put 
an end to their lives also. But then, the problem of the cremation of the boy 
had to be resolved. Harischandra had to collect his fees. He told Chandramati 
to get back to her master and beg of him the money needed for the cremation 
of the boy. Chandramati had no options, she had to leave the cemetery. 

As she was returning home, groping through the darkness, a man with a small 
bundle in his hand accosted her, "Who are you? Why are you weeping? Why 
are you here in this dark hour of the night?" Chandramati related the story 
and asked the man to show her the way to the master's house. The man, 
hearing the heartrending story said, "You do not have to go all the way to 
your master's house. Take this bundle. It has some jewelw. You can use the 
jewels to pay the cremation fee." He thrust the bundle into her hands and ran 
away into the woods, in the darkness of the night. Chandramati was left alone 
in utter fright. She heard the oncoming sounds of horses' hoofs. Beams of 
penetrating light were also seen. They were the police of the city on 
horseback in pursuit of the thief who had burgled into a house, strangled a 
sleeping child and had stolen the jewels on the child's body. The police saw 



the woman with the bundle in her hands and thought that she was the thief. 
Her extreme poverty and ragged clothes made her look like a criminal in the 
eyes of the police. 

She was taken prisoner and taken to the magistrate's court and a complaint 
was lodged against her. "Ogre, don't you have any children? How heartless 
can you be that you stole a child's jewels?" shouted the magistrate. 
Chandramati narrated her story and explained how the bundle had come to be 
in her hands. The magristrate did not believe her, "You are a murderer and a 
thief. Don't add another attribute of being a liar." 

The magistrate condemned her to death before sunrise the next morning and 
she was led away to the chief executioner of the city. Harischandra was on 
vigil near the body of his son awaiting the arrival of his wife with the 
cremation fee. She was being led in chains to the block for being executed as 
a criminal. Harischandra saw this and could scarcely believe his eyes. He ran 
toward the place of execution. He was stopped on the way by a boy who 
brought the master's message: Pravira wanted Harischandra to at once fetch 
the axe and execute the criminal who was being led to the block. Harischandra 
was reeling under the impact of horror upon horror being heaped on him. He 
was rendered speechless, momentarily. 

The execution had to go on. The orders of the master keeper of the cemetery 
were unequivocal and very clear. Harischandra brought the axe and proceeded 
to the place of execution. The guards read out the orders of the magistrate. 
It was not for Harischandra to question the orders nor to produce counter-
evidence to prove the victim's innocence. He was only the slave of his master 
whose orders had to be carried out. Chandramati looked at Harischandra with 
a stony, cold stare. Her agony was too deep for tears. As though by mutual 
consent, the husband and wife refused to recognize each other, they didn'' 
say a word in the presence of the guards. They had to go through the final 
stages of their tragic lives and get on with it and meet on the other side of 
death. 

Harischandra took the axe in both his hands, closed his eyes in speechless 
torment of prayer and started lifting the axe up over his head and as he was 
bringing down the axe, his hands were seized from behind by Viswamitra who 
had now appeared on the scene. Gods gathered aaround in heaven watching the 
ordeals of the king. 



Viswamitra acknowledged his defeat to Vasishta and announced, "O 
Harischandra, your is now alive. You and your wife have a merited place in 
heaven by your adherence unswervingly to virtue in the most trying 
circumstances. All your troubles so far are merely illusion created by me." 

Indra the king of the gods explained to Harischandra how his virtue was being 
put to test. He welcomed the couple to heaven and asked him to install the 
son on the throne of Kosala.  

 

 


