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Introduction


The Caucasus has an extremely rich folk literature – one that includes myths, legends, anecdotes and proverbs – which is almost unknown among English speakers. One hundred of their most interesting legends have been selected from the nearly one thousand that are available and translated into English for the first time here.


One of the reasons that the Caucasus has such a rich store of folk literature is that the bulk of the languages spoken in the mountainous and countryside regions had no alphabet until the early years of the twentieth century, and so nearly all communication was oral. All knowledge, including the classical history, literature and music of the people was retained in the collective memory, particularly of those who specialised in memorising and passing on their knowledge to the next generation. Naturally, the quantity of information is limited, but the quality is undeniable. Georgia differs in that it has had an alphabet for many centuries, although many of those living in the Georgian mountain regions did not know or use their alphabet. In other parts of the Caucasus there were educated people who could use the Arabic or Russian alphabets, although not for writing the many local languages. The Adyges acquired a written language around 1920, the Chechens in 1938 after an earlier attempt to use the Latin alphabet, the Tabasarans in 1932, the Balkars in 1924 (Narody Kavkaza 1960). However, the collectors of folklore had begun work about forty years before then, throughout the late nineteenth century.


Among the early collectors were Vazha-Pshavela and V. Nizharadze in Georgia in the 1880s, Ch. Akhriev in Ingushetia in the 1870s, P. Ostryakov and S. A. Urusbiev in Balkaria in the 1880s (Virsaladze 1973, 6; Dalgat 1972, 33; Khajieva & Ortabayeva 1994, 8). Even after the development of alphabets, there were many older people who still retained the oral culture, which was then available for recording by enthusiastic scholars. Even now, there are frequent expeditions into the mountains to collect folk material of various kinds, including stories, songs and proverbs. Some of the earliest published legends appeared informally in such publications as the newspaper Kavkaz in the 1840s, but between 1870 and 1880 special journals were launched specifically to record folklore and related subjects: these included the ‘Collection of Information about the Caucasus Mountain People’ (SSKG), the ‘Collection of Information about the Terek Province’ (SSTO), and the ‘Collection of Materials for the Description of Places and Tribes in the Caucasus’ (SMOMPK).1 In the absence of alphabets for recording the texts in the original languages, with Georgian being the exception, the language of these publications was generally Russian. Since nearly all of the early collectors were Russian scholars, the language of their texts was of a good standard. When the collections were made by local people, they often had been educated in Russia, so again the quality of the translations into Russian was good. Examples were the Balkar collections by the well-educated princely family of Urusbiev, the Ingush and Chechen collections of B. Dalgat in the late 1800s, and those of E. B. Virsaladze in the first half of the twentieth century. All of the legends in this book were translated from the Russian texts.


The question might be asked: what are the differences between oral literature and written literature, and do they matter? There are several answers to this: perhaps one of the most profound differences being that written literature is usually a private transfer of information from the page to the reader, whereas oral literature involves at least two people, or more often one public performer and many listeners; in other words it is a public as opposed to a private performance. Therefore the oral material is more likely to be influenced by public scrutiny than the written material would be.


Another very important difference is that the written literature is fixed for eternity, whereas the oral literature changes over time. Firstly, the content depends on the memory of the performer, who tends to remember certain details at the expense of others. Secondly, the content is passed from one generation to the next, with consequent changes according to memory and inclination. And thirdly, and perhaps most importantly, the performer edits his or her performance according to the audience. In the case of a large public performance the performer is probably paid, and whoever is footing the bill will want to be pleased with the subject matter. For instance, a feudal prince might not want to hear a story about a peasant rebellion against the feudal authorities; or a rich merchant might not want to hear about the dishonest or miserly behaviour of merchants. Even in a private or family story-telling session, the narrator will probably orientate the narration according to the age and status of the audience. These dynamic influences will gradually alter the legend as it is universally perceived.


The other important difference is the proportion of the population involved in the transmission of the story or legend. Whereas written stories are generally transmitted by specialist authors or journalists, everybody can transmit oral literature, although large or important gatherings were usually entertained by specialists, who in medieval times were known as minstrels.


*


Legends have been chosen for this book as one of the most interesting genres of folk literature, since they tend to include matters that are especially important to the narrators and listeners, and consequently they are valuable for the study of past culture. Legends often have a strong local interest, and have a meaning and importance that is more immediate to their intended audience – compared with the folk narratives such as anecdotes and folk tales, which are composed for pure entertainment. Many of the latter consist of motifs and tale types that are internationally recognised and are listed in the international indexes.1


The characteristics that define a legend as opposed to other genres have been defined by Katharine Briggs (Briggs 1970, A Vol. 1; 1). Whereas tales are told ‘for edification, delight or amusement, folk legend was once believed to be true’. The narrator of a legend ‘is telling something that he expects to be received as fact, generally with the corroborative detail of person, time or place’. (Briggs 1971, B Vol. 1: viii). Of course, such a classification cannot be ‘set in stone’, since the beliefs of both the narrator and the audience change with time: what was believed at one time and one place would not apply to another time and place. The criteria that were mostly used for choosing the legends to be included in this book were: (1) that the name of the person or place was included in the text of the legend; and (2) that if any supernatural or magic elements were included, these could be concepts that were once believed to be true.


*


The legends here have been classified according to subjects that were of particular importance to the people who lived in the Caucasus up until the end of the nineteenth century, when many of these legends were collected. This particularly applied to those living in the mountains rather than in the towns. Analysis of the body of Caucasus legends shows that they could be divided into three main categories: military matters, mainly the business of the men, in protecting their own lives and that of their families and their homes; food matters and protection against the ever-present risk of famine; and family matters, which dealt with everything that affected the family and the home, including religion.


In the first chapter are four examples of legends about well-known historical figures who were politically important in their time: the Nogay Khan Edige, the military leader Tamerlane from the East, known locally as Lame Temir or Lame Timur, and the early Georgian king and founder of Tbilisi, Vakhtang Gorgasali.


The next two chapters include legends in which the heroes fight against oppression, either by external foreign invaders or by real or aspiring internal feudal authorities. In the Caucasus a man was prepared to be a warrior as well as a provider of food. The Caucasus mountain man owned weapons and knew how to use them. This was partly because, living in a remote area, he could not rely on the protection of government agencies: to protect him and his family and community from foreign invaders, from other ethnic groups, from feudal overlords or from those striving to be so, or even from his neighbours. Moreover, in places where the feudal powers were strong, they might call him into service, or alternatively he might be in conflict with them. Chapter 2 deals with the subject of ‘resistance to foreign invaders’: respectively the armies of Tamerlane, of the Persian Nadir Shah and of the Russian Tsar. Chapter 3 on feudal oppression deals with various cases: in some the folk hero escapes unharmed, in some he is killed by his feudal lord, while others describe how the feudal lord is killed, resulting in freedom for the previously downtrodden population.


The rustling of animals was a favourite sport among many young men, and this subject is covered in Chapter 4. This sport particularly involved the stealing of horses, but it could also apply to the stealing of sheep or cattle for food (e.g., Byhan 1936).


While the theme of warriors is dealt with in Chapters 2 and 3, there are also legends about exceptionally gifted warriors, some of which are included in Chapter 5. The theme of blood revenge is also prominent in Caucasus legends, and this is closely connected with family honour. This is a very complicated subject, and can be viewed from various perspectives. From the point of view of the blood enemy himself, there is the view that the dead live on, but in a parallel world. The spirit of the slain man not only requires blood revenge, but if he is not satisfied with his family in this respect he may become a most powerful ghostly enemy, with superhuman powers. The spirit of the unavenged slain man is likely to be more dangerous to his own family than to the family of his slayer. This danger, together with the requirements of family honour, encourages the living members of the family to exact blood revenge. This subject is discussed at length by B. Dalgat (Dalgat 2004, 102ff). The prospect of blood revenge acts as a deterrent to casual or premeditated crimes in a community that is not controlled by government in the form of a police force. This subject is further discussed in Chapter 9, on family and personal honour.


In societies where the supply of food is not assured, the obtaining of food is also of vital importance. In the mountains there were three means of obtaining food: hunting, animal rearing and agriculture, although the latter is not practicable in some of the mountain districts. This collection includes legends associated with each of these three food sources. Chapter 6 contains legends about hunting, which is a dangerous occupation in the high mountains, both from the point of view of food shortage caused by lack of hunting success, and of the dangers associated with the craggy terrain. This is not mere mountaineering; it involves following the animals wherever they lead, and recovering carcasses from dangerous terrain. Chapter 7 deals with the rearing of animals, which in the high mountains mostly means sheep or goats. This chapter about shepherds includes some examples of Cyclops legends. There are many variants of the Cyclops legend in the Caucasus, and one of the few common factors in these legends is that the giant (Cyclops) is a shepherd, as he was in The Odyssey. This is discussed in more detail in the relevant chapter. The theme of the importance of agriculture is included in Chapter 8 on abundance.


The last four chapters all deal with familial and religious matters, which are intertwined. These include Chapter 9 on family and personal honour, Chapter 10 on relations within the family, Chapter 11 on religion and relations with the dead, and Chapter 12 on Prometheus legends. Family and personal honour are linked, since the family is so important in the Caucasus that any personal shortcomings reflect on the family itself. Family honour is very strongly linked to such things as hospitality, the chastity of women and girls, the courage of men in battle and respect for the dead. Most of these themes are included in the legends presented here. The chapter on relations within the family continues with this theme, contrasting the personal relations within the family and relations with outsiders. In the Caucasus, religion is closely connected to relations with dead ancestors, as B. Dalgat shows (B. Dalgat 2004). The more recently deceased ancestors must be kept happy by memorial feasts and sacrifices of food by the family, but after the family members’ personal memories of the dead have faded, some of the more prominent of the dead ancestors gradually acquire a ‘saintly’ status, with the introduction of sacrifices that take place in sanctuaries dedicated to that ancestor. This especially applies to ‘clan’ ancestors, when a family has multiplied and extended sufficiently to have formed a local clan. The last section, on Prometheus legends, is included with this group of legends on family matters because the family is symbolised by the central point of the home, which is the hearth with its fire, and so the acquisition of fire is of central importance. A second reason for its inclusion is that the core of the Prometheus legend is theomachy, the conflict between God (a god or gods) and men, and therefore these legends have a religious connotation. Variants of legends containing Prometheus motifs are widespread in the Caucasus, and the relevant chapter discusses what the core of the Prometheus legend is.


It is clear that there is a considerable amount of overlapping of themes, especially in these last four chapters. Since the aboriginal religions were partly based on respect for family ancestors, and the material centre of such a religion was the family hearth, the concepts of religion, family honour and relations between members of the family are closely linked, together with the Prometheus legends as explained above.


*


Many of the legends in this collection are in the form of songs or poems, or in some cases, such as the historical epic of ‘Edige’, it is a mixture of prose and poetry, with prose being used to move the action along, but poetry (song) providing descriptions of scenes and of people’s thoughts and feelings.


Various scholars have studied the structures of epic songs. For instance, Lord (1981, 4) states ‘oral epic song is narrative poetry composed in a manner evolved over many generations by singers of tales who did not know how to write; it consists of the building of metrical lines and half lines by means of formulas and formulaic expressions and of the building of songs by the use of themes’.


Clearly, the oral performer must capture and retain the interest of his or her audience. This requirement determines the structure and style of the performance. ‘His manner of composition differs from that used by the writer in that the oral poet makes no conscious effort to break the traditional phrases and incidents; he is forced by the rapidity of composition in performance to use these traditional elements’ (Jousse 1925, quoted in Lord 1981, 4). In other words, the legends were not memorised ‘word for word’; the performance is impromptu, and in order to sing it in a poetic form the singer makes use of formulae that through experience he knows will fit in with the metre of the poetry.


The general development of the legends tends to follow the same route as the Homeric poems. These began as oral songs. Again, quoting Lord (1981): ‘There is now no doubt that the composer of the Homeric poems was an oral poet. The proof is to be found in the poems themselves; and it is proper, logical and necessary that this should be so’ (Lord 1981, 141). On being recorded in writing, the musical accompaniment was lost, and they became poems. With later translation, the poetry was transformed to prose. This established the typical pattern of the transformation of epic literature: song to poetry to prose.


The logical conclusion of the above is that for many or most prose renderings there was probably an earlier sung version of the legend, which has probably been lost. This does not necessarily mean that the songs in this collection are older than the prose works, but that for each prose legend there was probably an earlier sung form of it. In many ways this makes the songs more interesting, since they are more likely to include archaic elements. The structure of most of these legends shows that they were intended for oral presentation, and the poetic form, even if not accompanied by music, lends itself to a dramatic public performance.


In view of this, it is interesting to consider the legend of Edige, in which the action is presented in prose, while the thoughts and feelings of the main actors are presented in verse. This may be compared with the character of many of the recent prose publications of folk material. One rule-of-thumb for assessing whether folk material is genuine is that the action moves on without the distraction of descriptions of scenes or of the characters’ emotions; if the latter are present, then the text has probably been reworked by the author or compiler of the book. It is clear that the verse passages of Edige would be inappropriate if rendered as prose, and this is a further indication of the genuine folk origin of this version of the Edige legend.


It may seem that most of the legends appear to concentrate on men’s affairs and less on women’s interests. Of course, this is partly because in the mountain environment relations with people and powers outside the family were mainly controlled by men. However, within the family the women played a key role, and a substantial number of the legends in the last group, which deals with family relations and hospitality to guests, together with the section on abundance of food, include women. In the section on military matters there are several women warriors. In the chapter on warriors there is a woman who performs blood revenge in the absence of other male relatives; and another legend includes an extremely strong woman who beats the enemy’s champion in single combat, overcoming his experienced military tactics by sheer strength.


A word needs to be said about the choice of legends included in this book, and why the legends from certain ethnic groups are more prominent than others. The only considerations in selecting the legends for inclusion were availability, interest, originality and relevance to the theme of the chapter in which it was included. Absolutely no consideration whatever was given to politics or to the inter-ethnic conflicts and rivalries of the various Caucasus groups. Many legends that may be without doubt interesting have not been included because the texts were not available in the Russian language. Many legends that were available simply didn’t fit in with the scheme of this book. And since the hundred legends in this book were chosen from about one thousand available, when several covered the same ground it was necessary to select those of sufficient difference to interest the reader. Bearing in mind the above restrictions, an attempt was made to include legends from as diverse a range of ethnic groups as possible.


.


 


1   Respectively, ‘Sbornik svedeniy o kavkazskikh gortsakh, Sbornik svedeniy o terskoy oblasti’ and ‘Sbornik materialov dlya opisaniya mestnostey i plemen Kavkaza’.


2   See Antti Aarne, The Types of the Folktale, trs. by Stith Thompson (FF Communications No. 184, Helsinki, 1981) and Thompson, Stith, Motif-Index of Folk-Literature, 6 vols (Indiana University Press, Bloomington & Indianapolis, 1955).




I


Historical–Political Legends


It is no exaggeration to say that the epic saga of Edige is one of the world’s cultural treasures. For the Turkish people of West Asia in general, and for the Nogay people in particular, it is a national epic that can be compared with the West European Arthurian romances, the English Beowulf and the Finnish Kalevala.


The saga of Edige deals with real historical characters and events that took place at the turn of the fifteenth century. Since that time the plot has diverged somewhat from the actual recorded history.


There follows some information about the actual people and places mentioned. Much of this information was obtained from Karl Reichl’s outstanding book Edige: A Karakalpak Oral Epic. Reichl’s book gives the complete recorded text and a translation of a version of the Edige epic recorded among the Karakalpak people; these and other ethnic groups were once part of the Nogay Horde and, according to Reichl, versions of the Edige epic have been recorded among the Nogay, Kazakh, Karakalpak, Tatar and Bashkir in their native tongues (Reichl 2007, 32).


The saga of Edige is an epic biography of a leader of the Nogay Horde of western Asia. It describes his humble beginnings and his rise to power, which included the overthrow of the previous leader, Khan Tokhtamysh. Although the background facts are political and historical, the story deals more particularly with Edige’s human and familial relations. The Nogay Horde was formed from the remnants of the Golden Horde, which disintegrated after the defeat of Khan Tokhtamysh.


KHAN TOKHTAMYSH AND THE GOLDEN HORDE


Khan Tokhtamysh was of Mongolian origin, descended from Chingis Khan himself via his fourth son Jochi, although the details of his descent are uncertain. He was the last Khan of the Golden Horde, whose domains extended from the Crimea in the West to near Lake Balkash in the East. Besides the territory of present-day Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan, they also controlled Southern Russia and the Ukraine. According to one account, the epithet ‘golden’ was coined by envoys from the West who were struck by the magnificence of the gold decorations on the dwelling of the khan (Reichl 2007, 22). An alternative explanation is that the various Hordes used colours to signify the cardinal directions: black for north, blue for east, red for south, white for west and golden for central (Internet: Nationmaster Encyclopedia: Golden-Horde). Although the leaders of the Golden Horde were of Mongolian origin, the majority of the population was of Turkic origin, with Turkic influence gradually increasing, and by the fourteenth century the language of the Golden Horde was Kipchak Turkic. These Turkic people were usually referred to in Russian epics as ‘Polovtsy’. Khan Tokhtamysh’s military campaigns included the sacking of Moscow in 1382, an invasion of Persia in 1385, and an invasion in 1387 of Transoxiana, which was the domain of Timur, his former ally.


The Golden Horde began its decline with the Black Death and a serious defeat by Russian forces at the Battle of Kulikovo Polye in 1380; and Tokhtamysh was conclusively defeated by his former ally Timur (Tamerlane) at the River Terek in the North Caucasus in 1395, with a further defeat at the Battle of Vorskla River by Edige and Khan Temir Qutlugh in 1399. He was finally killed during the winter of 1406–1407 by Tokhtamysh’s successor, Khan Shadi Beg. In the Battle of Vorskla River, the Khan of the Golden Horde, Temir Qutlugh, was killed and he was succeeded by Shadi Beg. However, Edige wielded the real power in the Golden Horde as emir. During the fifteenth century the Golden Horde gradually disintegrated into various groups, one of which was the Nogay Horde, of which Edige is considered to be the founder. Edige himself was a Nogay, and the name Nogay is taken from a previous powerful emir of the Golden Horde. Historical sources say that Edige was killed in 1419 by Qadir Berdi, a son of Tokhtamysh.


One of the most important historical characters that appears in the epic is Timur the Lame (Tamerlane or Temir), named here as Khan Shatemir. He and Tokhtamysh had been allies until the two came to clash over their rival territorial ambitions in Persia and the Persian Empire. Tamerlane emerged as the eventual winner. Tokhtamysh’s overwhelming defeat at the Battle of the Vorskla River was conducted by Tamerlane’s forces under the command of Edige and Khan Temir Qutlugh.


The capital of the Golden Horde was established on the River Volga at Saray Batu, also known as Old Saray. It is thought that it was located on what is now the Akhtuba Channel of the Lower Volga near the present village of Selitryannoye, about 120 km north of Astrakhan. The capital was later moved upstream to New Saray (Saray Berke), which was possibly on the same channel, about 55 km south of Volgograd.



1. Edige (Nogay)



A certain poor shepherd used to graze his sheep on the steppe. One day he came across the skull of a man. After turning it over with his stick, the shepherd noticed an inscription on the skull’s forehead.


The shepherd was illiterate. Putting the skull on his stick, he brought it into the aul and showed it to a certain literate man. The inscription ran: ‘Before death I killed ten thousand men, after death I will kill only forty.’


The shepherd was surprised. He brought the skull home and smashed it into little bits with a hammer. Then, after turning them into flour, he wrapped it in a rag and gave it to his wife for safe-keeping. He gave it to her but did not tell her where the flour came from.


In an hour when there was nobody at home, the shepherd’s daughter opened the chest where they kept the little bundle and unwrapped it. On seeing the white flour, the girl tasted it with her tongue and she became pregnant.


Her time came, and she gave birth to a boy, to whom they gave the name of Barkaya.


The boy grew very fast and soon became more intelligent and stronger than all of his contemporaries.


The years passed. And a khan was the ruler in that region. And one night he had a dream: in it he was riding on his favourite racehorse, and suddenly forty savage dogs surrounded him. After dividing up into two groups with twenty in each, the dogs rushed at the khan from two directions, intending to throw him from his saddle and tear him to pieces.


Upon waking, the khan related his dream to his viziers and demanded that they explain its meaning. But the viziers were incapable of interpreting the khan’s dream. And the khan sent his heralds to go through all his khanate: whoever could explain the mystery of the dream would receive from the ruler all that he wanted.


But not a single man was able to undertake the task. This news even reached the boy Barkaya. And he presented himself before the khan.


‘Allow me to try, my khan!’


‘Try!’ commanded the khan.


Barkaya said, ‘You have forty viziers. And they have divided themselves in half, into two parties. Each of them is negotiating with your wife to kill you and set another on the throne. Each party wants to have their own man as ruler.’


‘You are lying, son of a dog!’ the khan snarled threateningly. ‘I will hang you!’


‘If you don’t believe me, order your wife to be watched at night. You will see, Khan, how after midnight your viziers come to her.’


The khan did not believe it. But he decided to make sure. After midnight a series of viziers drifted to the khan’s wife’s bedroom. For a long time they were whispering with her about how they would kill the khan and about whom to set on the throne.


The khan and his men seized the plotters, and in the morning all forty of the viziers were hanged. And so the words inscribed on the forehead of the skull came true.


The khan was grateful to the boy Barkaya and asked him to become his chief vizier. But Barkaya would not agree. He went away to the banks of their mother-river Edil’.


And Barkaya became a mighty man. He lived alone in the open air, hunted in the forest and fished in the River Edil’. His body was covered with hair, and long hair grew on his head. His beard covered all his chest. And people accordingly gave him the nickname ‘Baba-tu’kles Shashly Aziz’, which means ‘Shaggy-haired Grandfather, Hairy Aziz’.


One day, when Baba-tu’kles Shashly Aziz, that is Barkaya, was catching fish with a net at dawn on Lake Sekerli, nine white swans came flying in and sat on the shore. Barkaya hadn’t time to blink his eyes before the swans flapped their wings, threw off their swan attire and turned into beautiful girls.


The fisherman returned to the shore and crept up to the girls without being spotted. Their beauty dazzled Barkaya. He fell passionately in love with one of them.


And when the girls, after leaving their swan’s attire on the shore, rushed into the lake and started bathing, Barkaya surreptitiously stole the clothes of the beauty he had fallen in love with.


After enjoying a good bathe, the girls came out on to the shore and started dressing, but one of them could not find her clothes. Her girlfriends changed once more into white swans and flew away, while she, shedding bitter tears, was left on the shore. And now Barkaya came out of the thicket and told her of his passionate love. He asked her to become his wife, promising in return to give her back her swan’s attire. There was nothing else for it, so the girl said, ‘All right, I agree to become your wife. However, you must permit me to visit my elder sisters once a week.’


‘All right,’ said Barkaya, ‘I agree to that.’ And they began living together. Barkaya would catch fish and hunt for goats. And his wife would dry the fish and the meat.


Time passed, and his swan-wife became pregnant. One day, after returning to his cabin from fishing, Barkaya could not find his wife. A child’s crying could be heard from the cabin. Going inside, he saw a newborn boy. But his wife had disappeared. Barkaya rushed to the place where he hid his wife’s swan’s clothing. The clothes were not in their place. And now Barkaya realised that his wife had abandoned him forever.


What was he to do? Taking the infant, Barkaya set off to the aul. He called his son Kutly-Kaya.


Kutly-Kaya grew up as an inquisitive, clever boy. From his early years the father took his son hunting, and Kutly-Kaya became a passionate hunter. He was especially fond of hunting with a falcon. At home he would occupy himself with breeding hunting falcons of various sorts. And with time, Kutly-Kaya’s falcons became the best in the khanate.


The fame of Kutly-Kaya’s falcons reached Khan Tokhtamysh, who was also a lover of hunting with falcons. And Khan Tokhtamysh made Kutly-Kaya his chief falconer.


Kutly-Kaya bred an outstanding type of hunting falcon. And there were no better falcons than those of Tokhtamysh, not just in the whole land but also in the neighbouring khanates. The other khans very much envied Tokhtamysh.


One day a certain neighbouring khan asked Tokhtamysh for one of his outstanding breed of falcon. But Tokhtamysh flatly refused. Then the khan persuaded Kutly-Kaya to sell him one of the two eggs, and to tell Tokhtamysh that the falcon was getting old and therefore this year it had laid only one egg.


Kutly-Kaya sold one of the special falcon eggs to the khan. From that egg there hatched a young falcon, which with time turned into a famous falcon. And that khan came riding as a guest to Tokhtamysh with his young falcon. They went out hunting. And the falcon of the neighbouring khan was superior to Tokhtamysh’s falcon in every way.


And then Tokhtamysh asked, ‘Where did you get that falcon? After all, such falcons are bred only at my place!’ But the neighbouring khan remained silent.


So they sat down to have a rest. They each drank several bowls of strong kumys ... and the neighbouring khan’s tongue was loosened. He decided to make Tokhtamysh angry, in revenge for refusing him. And the neighbour confessed that he had asked for and obtained one egg from Kutly-Kaya.


Tokhtamysh grew terribly angry. On returning home, he decided to hang his falconer. But Kutly-Kaya had fled.


For many years Kutly-Kaya lived in the forest, feeding himself on game. And one day he met a daughter of the albasly. And she was a girl of indescribable beauty. Kutly-Kaya told her of his wish to marry her. The albasly girl agreed to become Kutly-Kaya’s wife, but on the condition that he should not look at her armpits or at her feet when she was undressing. He accepted these conditions and took the albasly girl as his wife.


The days passed. One day, when the daughter of the albasly was undressing, overwhelming curiosity overcame Kutly-Kaya and he looked at her armpit. He saw that there she had an opening through which her innards could be seen. He glanced at her feet and was shocked: her feet were birds’ feet.


The albasly’s daughter sensed Kutly-Kaya’s gaze and she said, ‘You have not kept your word, and our life together has come to an end. From this minute you are not my husband and I am not your wife. I am expecting a baby. On such-and-such a day our baby will be born. If it is a daughter then I will take her with me; if it is a son I will leave him under this tree. Come and take him.’ The albasly’s daughter spoke thus and left.


On the appointed day Kutly-Kaya came to the specified place and saw that a boy had been left under the tree. The child was crying furiously. Not knowing what to feed him or comfort him with, the father brought him to his dog, who had recently given birth to pups.


Kutly-Kaya gave his son the name of Edige. For some time the infant fed on the dog’s milk, but the day came when the dog no longer let him suckle.


Having landed in a desperate situation, Kutly-Kaya secretly came to the aul and gave his son to a certain horse-herd friend of his to rear. He himself went off into the forest once again, fearing the retribution of Tokhtamysh. And Edige grew up among the sons of the horse-herd.


Edige distinguished himself among the boys by being exceptionally quick on the uptake, and by his bravery and strength. Often he invented new and interesting games. And whenever he fought with the other boys, it happened that whatever part he grasped, it would be torn from that boy’s body.


And somebody found out that Edige was the son not of the horse-herd but of Kutly-Kaya, who was hiding from Khan Tokhtamysh, and reported it to the khan.


The khan immediately summoned the horse-herd. ‘Do you have Kutly-Kaya’s son at your home?’ he asked threateningly.


‘I have!’ replied the horse-herd.


‘Bring him to me at once, I must hang him!’


The distraught horse-herd returned home and said to his wife, ‘We have nine children. Kutly-Kaya has an only son Edige. And it is evident that he will become a famous bogatyr, he is the very image of his father. Let us give one of our own sons into Tokhtamysh’s hands, and we will keep Edige.’


The wife agreed with her husband. And the father brought one of his own sons to Tokhtamysh.


‘Is this Kutly-Kaya’s son?’ asked the khan.


‘Yes!’ the horse-herd replied firmly.


That same day Khan Tokhtamysh ordered the horse-herd’s son to be hanged.


Fearing exposure, the horse-herd and his wife decided to give Edige another name. And they called him Kubugul, which means ‘son of a bogatyr’. They called him that because truly he was the son of the bogatyr Kutly-Kaya.


Years passed. The sons of the horse-herd were pasturing Khan Tokhtamysh’s herds of horses. And Kubugul started grazing the calves of a certain bey.


At that time Tokhtamysh, wishing to glorify himself, ordered a big cart to be built. The wheels of that cart were made of pure gold, and other parts of gold and silver.


The khan gathered the people together and commanded they evaluate the worth of that wagon. But nobody dared to express an estimate of how much such a large golden cart would cost.


Then Tokhtamysh set two men on the cart and sent it travelling: perhaps somebody would appraise it. They travelled on the golden cart all over the khanate. But nobody was able to determine the value of the cart. They rode and rode and saw the calves being pastured. The boy cow-herd had taken off his trousers and was dealing with a call of nature while at the same time having a bite to eat.


‘Perhaps we shall find out the value of the cart from him?’ one of the men asked.


‘But just what can we ask from him? Look what he is doing.’ They decided to summon him all the same. ‘Ey, boy, come here!’


‘Come yourselves, I am busy!’ he replied. ‘Can’t you see?’


The men rode up to him. ‘What are you doing, boy?’


‘I am sending what is necessary into my belly, and what is unnecessary I am expelling.’


‘Can one really do that?’


‘If it is necessary, one can do it.’


‘And what is this?’ asked the men, pointing to the cart.


‘It is a cart!’


‘And how much would it cost?’


‘If there is a crop failure in the khanate for two or three years, the value of that cart will be a piece of bread!’ replied the boy.


The men took the boy for an idiot and returned to Khan Tokhtamysh. They related everything; after which, Tokhtamysh immediately ordered that the strange boy be brought to him.


‘What are you occupied with, boy?’ asked the khan.


‘I live and work at a certain bey’s place. What can an orphan like me do?’


‘Work for me!’ offered Tokhtamysh.


‘But just what would I do?’


‘What do you do for that bey?’


‘I pasture calves.’


‘Then pasture calves for me.’


‘No, I will not pasture calves for you!’ the boy retorted decisively.


‘Then pasture cows!’


‘No, I will not pasture cows either ...’


‘Then pasture sheep ...’ persisted the khan.


‘No. It is better that I go back to my calves!’ said the boy, and he got ready to leave.


‘Stop,’ Tokhtamysh urged him. ‘Maybe you will agree to pasture a herd of horses?’


‘I agree to pasture a herd of horses!’ replied the boy.


‘And what are you called?’ asked the khan.


‘Kubugul!’


The khan had nine horse-herds. Kubugul was taken as the tenth. Once every ten days all of the horse-herds appeared before Khan Tokhtamysh. They reported to him about their business. They called in one at a time. The khan, sitting arrogantly, would answer their greetings with a barely perceptible nod. But each time he saw the tenth horse-herd, Kubugul, for some reason he was inwardly put on his guard and even, without knowing why, he would half-rise from his seat and greet Kubugul with a bow.


This strange behaviour of Tokhtamysh was noticed by his wife. ‘Why is it that every time that Kubugul comes in, you rise a little from your seat? Are you afraid of him?’ asked his wife.


‘No,’ replied the khan. ‘I do not budge from the seat.’


The next time the occasion approached for the reception of the horse-herds, the khan’s wife, without Tokhtamysh noticing, pinned the hem of his shirt to the cushion on which he sat. Until Kubugul entered the room, Khan Tokhtamysh sat majestically, without moving. But as soon as Kubugul went in and gave the khan his salam, the latter instinctively half-rose and bowed to him. But somebody was pulling the khan by the hem of his shirt. Tokhtamysh turned and saw that he had risen a little and pulled his cushion behind him. The khan lifted his head and was met by his wife’s gaze.


‘Well?’ said the khan’s wife.


‘You are right ...’ he answered. From that moment, thinking of Kubugul gave the khan no peace. When the next occasion arose for the coming of the horse-herds, Tokhtamysh told his wife to ferment some milk. Taking the bowl with the thick fermented milk, the khan drew a cross on its surface with his finger and silently gave it to Kubugul. The latter, also silently, got out his kinzhal and stirred the milk with it, then picked up the bowl, drank it to the bottom, returned the bowl to the khan and went out.


‘Did you understand anything?’ the khan asked his wife.


‘What is there here to understand?’ she answered. ‘You gave him the bowl, he drank it up and left.’


‘No, a big meaning is hidden in this,’ said Tokhtamysh. ‘By placing the cross, I wanted it to say: If you are planning anything against me, then I will quarter you.’


‘And what was his response?’ asked the khan’s wife.


‘He answered, “If you will quarter me, then I will destroy your khanate by the force of my kinzhal, just like this prostokvasha, and I will take it into my hands just as I am drinking up this bowlful.” Without doubt we must find out the origin of this Kubugul,’ Khan Tokhtamysh decided firmly. ‘I have a hunch that he is not a simple horse-herder. There is the seed of something terrible for me lying inside him. Without doubt he must be killed.’


Tokhtamysh called all of the horse-herders to him and asked them from whom Kubugul was descended: what was his family, who were his ancestors?


But nobody could answer these questions. Then the khan, thoroughly scared by all of his growing and inexplicable terror before Kubugul, ordered him to be arrested and locked in the adjacent half of his kibitka. In his own half Tokhtamysh gathered all the honoured old men, the well-known yuyraus of all the land, and the famous bogatyrs of the various tribes, in order to learn from them the origin of Kubugul, and then to hang him.


Khan Tokhtamysh,


He slaughtered a mare, he poured out honey,


He made the singers gather,


He caused a fleecy tent to be raised,


He caused the old men of rank to gather


On a high hill,


He has a tall horse under him,


He has a golden whip,


He has everything that we can see, made of gold,


He has hairs sticking out on his cheek,


My khan began his song:


‘Bogatyr Bolat Minsky,1


The origin of Kubugul –


Do you know it?’ the khan asked.


‘The origin of Kubugul


I do not know, my khan,


I am unable to offer counsel,’ he replied.


‘Bogatyr Nogay Yuzsky,


The origin of Kubugul –


Do you know it?’ the khan asked.


‘The origin of Kubugul


I do not know, my khan,


I am unable to offer counsel,’ he replied.


‘Bogatyr Bugan Khiryuvsky,


The origin of Kubugul –


Do you know it?’ the khan asked.


‘The origin of Kubugul


I do not know, my khan,


I am unable to offer counsel,’ he replied.


‘Bogatyr Kasay Naymansky,


The origin of Kubugul –


Do you know it?’ the khan asked.


‘The origin of Kubugul


I do not know, my khan,


I am unable to offer counsel,’ he replied.


‘Bogatyr Nukay Isun’sky,


The origin of Kubugul –


Do you know it?’ the khan asked.


‘The origin of Kubugul


I do not know, my khan,


I am unable to offer counsel,’ he replied.


‘From your chest, which is like a blue2 house,


Bogatyr Yanmukhambet,


Son of Tolush Buyrabassky,


The origin of Kubugul –


Do you know it?’ the khan asked.


‘The origin of Kubugul


I do not know, my khan,


I am unable to offer counsel,’ he replied.


‘Bogatyr Kuba Kypchaksky,


The origin of Kubugul –


Do you know it?’ the khan asked.


‘The origin of Kubugul


I do not know, my khan,


I am unable to offer counsel,’ he replied.


‘Bogatyr Kara-Bais Kanglinsky,


The origin of Kubugul –


Do you know it?’ the khan asked.


‘The origin of Kubugul


I do not know, my khan,


I am unable to offer counsel,’ he replied.


‘Kara-Khoja Argynsky,


The origin of Kubugul –


Do you know it?’ the khan asked.


‘The origin of Kubugul


I do not know, my khan,


I am unable to offer counsel,’ he replied.


‘Bogatyr Uzun-Aydar Kongratsky,


The origin of Kubugul –


Do you know it?’ the khan asked.


‘The origin of Kubugul


I do not know, my khan,


I am unable to offer counsel,’ he replied.


‘Slu-Mambet Shirinsky,


The origin of Kubugul –


Do you know it?’ the khan asked.


‘The origin of Kubugul


I do not know, my khan,


I am unable to offer counsel,’ he replied.


‘Mannka-Yuyrau Mangytsky,


The origin of Kubugul –


Do you know it?’ the khan asked.


‘The origin of Kubugul


I do not know, my khan,


I am unable to offer counsel,’ he replied.


‘Son of Keneges Ker-Yanbay,


Most outstanding counsellor, Bey Yanbay,


Of a lush place, you are the grass.


Of a grey mare, in my famous herd


Of horses, you are the milk


You are my nart, and a robber.


But now, today,


Son of Keneges Ker-Yanbay,


You are my right-hand man for advice,


The origin of Kubugul –


Do you know it?’ the khan asked.


Like a female camel, the mother of a slain young camel,


Crying and keening,


Yanbay then began to sing.


Like a mare, the mother of a slain foal,


Pitifully starting to neigh,


Yanbay then began to sing.


‘I am a singer and once again as a singer,


I raise my kibitka on a place with feather-grass.


My uncle is the Kara-yuyrau,


While he is coming,


I will entertain you.


My uncle the Kara-yuyrau,


When he comes,


I will stand, bowing to him,


Laying my hands on my chest, bending my knees,


And putting my sword under my knees.


Having lived a hundred years and eighty besides,


And with rocking molar teeth –


Such today is my uncle, the Kara-yuyrau.


Just who will know then, if not he?’


After making the shafts from a red pine,


After making the shaft-bow with decorated designs,


After making the wheels out of silver,


After making the body of the cart strong,


After harnessing six black horses,


After tethering seven bay-horses along its sides,3


And in front of them all


Making a grey horse start to pull,


They rode out to Sybra-yuyrau.


Sybra had not the strength


To clamber on to the cart,


And not the heart to sit on a horse.


After winding ropes


Around his jaws,


After putting his teeth


In a row with silken thread,4


After tying up his waist


With a sash,


After putting a stout stick


Under his arms,


And taking a sacred oath from him


That he would not tell a lie,


And setting him


In a large golden carriage,


They brought Sybra-yuyrau.


The khan gave a seat to this Sybra


Among the honoured guests.


‘O Sybra, most aged yuyrau,


Well then, sing to us,’ he was told.


Sybra the yuyrau made a wry face,


He began stirring,


And tried to sing.


But his mouth did not open,


His tongue did not bend.


On seeing that, Tokhtamysh


Gave him three tostakays of honey.


And when Sybra had drunk up the honey,


When the honey had gone down to his kidneys,


And after the kidneys had swollen with the honey,


After wriggling his teeth and nose,


Sybra began singing.


‘Ay, Tokhtamysh, ay, my child,


I will tell what I myself have seen:


Beneath the moon there is a certain lake,


If you gallop around it on horses, you will not encompass it.


And growing in its middle


There is sedge and willow.


If you are bored and only amusing yourself,


You cannot shoot down the wild boar you are chasing.


There is willow growing


Along its shores, straight, like on a street.


You have an abundance of wealth,


Who is there who would not wish to achieve the same?


In your gathering there is one man,


Nobody can compare with him.


And you, my child,


You are persecuting Kubugul.


Ay, Tokhtamysh, ay, child,


Of the old khans there were thirty,


Of the new khans there were fifteen,


Of them added together


There were forty-five khans.


I have seen them myself.


I am an old man who has outlived them.


As for the descent of Kubugul,


It would appear he surpasses them all.


The one who wore a cap with a golden crown,


Under the name of Alshangir


Was a masterful khan.


I have seen him myself.


I am an old man who has outlived him.


As for the descent of Kubugul,


It would appear he surpasses him too.


When Khan Sain appeared,


I saw him myself.


I am an old man who has outlived him.


As for the descent of Kubugul,


It would appear he surpasses him too.


The man who plundered the universe,


Khan Kutay,


Who turned into a pig


And left this world.


I have seen him myself.


I am an old man who has outlived him.


As for the descent of Kubugul,


It would appear he surpasses him too.


When advancing on the enemy, making them tremble,


The great ruler Khan Berke,


I have seen him myself.


I am an old man who has outlived him.


As for the descent of Kubugul,


It would appear he surpasses him too.


Khan Janibek, with a burka of gold,


Everything he was covered with was golden,


Whenever you looked, in his yard


Thousands of argamaks were tethered.


I have seen him myself.


I am an old man who has outlived him.


As for the descent of Kubugul,


It would appear he surpasses him too.


Khan Dinibek was a man


With a golden tebyonki on his saddle.


I have seen him myself.


I am an old man who has outlived him.


As for the descent of Kubugul,


It would appear he surpasses him too.


I have seen Berdibek,


Who with a stroke would cut through the neck of a nar,


As for the descent of Kubugul,


It would appear he surpasses him too.


I have seen Khan Uzbek,


With the golden straps of his stirrups,


With a golden saddle-cloth,


With a golden saddle-bow,


With the golden tips of his reins,


With his under-tail saddle strap of pure gold.


I have seen him myself.


I am an old man who has outlived him.


As for the descent of Kubugul,


It would appear he surpasses him too.


The khan under the name of Shagan,


Like a hen-quail, like a wolf,


Only yesterday


On the earth with the title of “Kalmyk”.


I have seen him myself.


I am an old man who has outlived him.


As for the descent of Kubugul,


It would appear he surpasses him too.


Out of meadowsweet, growing in the valley of Tutam,


You used to make hoops for kibitkas and bows.


Your father was Toykozha,


And Toykozha’s son was you, Tokhtamysh.


Only in recent days,


Barefooted and with uncovered head,


You were fit for nothing, grazing calves,


The time arrived, and you became khan.


Now I see you too.


I know that you will kill me.


If you kill me – what have I lost?


I will set out to the world beyond the grave,


I will enter the house of paradise.


In an honoured place of paradise


I will spend my time.


When Kubugul was living with you,


You did not allow him to be among the people,


You did not consider him as a bogatyr,


You scoffed at him as you wished.


But on this very day


Your best days have passed.


But now, my khan,


Why are you asking me about Kubugul?


He is the furthest of those sons,


He is the closest of these sons,5


He stands in the middle, with a fleshy neck,6


As for the descent of Kubugul with the eagle’s nose,


It would appear he surpasses you too!


After climbing up the ridge, I look,


No way do I find your pedigree,


Kubugul, my son!


After climbing up the hill, I look,


No way do I find your father’s house,


Kubugul, my son!’


Then Edige himself began to sing.


‘Edige will put in a word – the man will speak out,


The man who says his prayers will speak himself:7


After climbing up the ridge, you look,


Why are you looking for my pedigree?


After climbing up the hill, you look,


Why are you looking for my father’s house?


Ey, aksakal, aksakal,


“Son, son,” you are sitting and saying it,


It is not I who am your son.


When you say, “Son, son,” it does not hit the mark.


If only you said “Edige,


The man who says his prayers, my son” –


Would that be out of place?


When they said “Assalam aleykum,”


And asked, “Who are you?”


“I am a kopeyek,” I would answer.


When they asked, “Who are you?”


“I am a Kuraysh,” I would answer.


“I myself am the only child


Born of Aziz,” I would say.


I trace my descent


From Abubekir Syddyk,


I become like a ray of the sun,


Ey, Tokhtamysh!


Your father was Toykozha.


The son of Toykozha, Tokhtamysh,


Do not boast of your descent from Alshangir,


So what, if your descent is from Alshangir?


A devout man was Makhmun Keremet,


The son of Keremet was Angshibay,


The son of Angshibay was Birperie,


The son of Birperie was Barkaya,


The son of Barkaya was the one you knew:


Kutly-Kaya. I am his son!’


At that same time, at that same hour


Sybra spoke and sang:


‘Ay, Tokhtamysh, ay, child!


Dried-up grass has no taste,


A dried-up shin-bone has no fat,


A word spoken by an old man is not given credit.


If the dried-up grass had taste,


If a dried-up shin-bone had fat,


If an old man has a conscience,


If a word spoken by an old man is given credit,


Ay, child,


You will recklessly persecute


Kubugul this very day.’


At that same time, at that same hour


Sybra spoke and sang:


‘He is the furthest one of those sons,


He is the closest one of these sons,8


He stands in the middle, with the eagle’s nose.


If one looks at Kubugul –


It is as if he was created from the rays of the sun,


With long arms, for stretching the bow,


Kubugul will be a marksman in shooting.


He has lean cheeks and fine lips.


Kubugul will be silver-tongued.


On this day do not humiliate Kubugul


While naming him Kubugul.9


While priding yourself on your strength, do not use force on him.


But if you do humiliate Kubugul, and


Priding yourself on your strength, you use violence,


In the first year, like an eagle owl,


Kubugul will turn up on the open steppe.


And while one more year passes,


He will select a pole for catching fine horses,


Out of a willow growing on the sand.


Your numerous herds of horses


Kubugul will start driving before him.


And he will cause your nart, who is pursuing him,


To take sand in his mouth from the earth.


What your people have collected in spoonfuls


Kubugul will collect in ladlefuls,


After separating you from your land,


Kubugul will enjoy all your blessings,


He will make your eyes go red like the kuralay’s,


He will make your neck stretch out like the heron’s.


Kubugul will take away by force


Your throne of yellow gold with the curved head.


With his golden sleeves up to his elbows,


When he speaks,


Each word is equal to a thousand gold coins,


Your beautiful Kanike,


Your fair Kozike,


Kubugul will make his prize.


Kubugul will drive off into the bare steppe,


The father of nine heroes,


The master of numerous narts,


Kubugul will banish to the naked steppe –


You yourself, Tokhtamysh.


It would appear that Kubugul will stand on


The tub of honey,


It would appear that Kubugul will escape,


Getting out through the opening of the chimney!


Why should I keep on talking,


If all I have said is fated to come true?


In the naked steppe, in the waterless desert,


At the end of it all, it would appear,


Kubugul will clean up all your riches!’


Sybra the yuyrau had led Tokhtamysh to understand that Kubugul’s descent surpassed the high birth of all the khans, and he asked the khan not to persecute him. But it was a gamble, to entertain the hopes of the crafty Tokhtamysh. That is why Sybra the yuyrau notified Edige that it was necessary to escape through the upper opening of the kibitka.


Edige immediately made use of the advice and climbed out of the kibitka as Sybra had told him. His nine comrades, the nine horse-herders, also helped him to escape. In the yard they got ready horses for their flight, and cut halfway through the stirrup straps and saddle-girths of the khan’s saddled horses.


And when Edige, after sitting on a horse, had galloped away, the khan’s men, who jumped up in order to pursue him, were unable to sit on their horses, for the stirrup straps and the saddle-girths snapped, and the men and saddles fell to the ground.


Then Tokhtamysh himself began to sing.


‘Ey, you nine young heroes, you nine heroes,


All nine of you set off in pursuit,


First deceive Edige with kind words,


Then bring him closer to yourselves.


Deceive him and bring him closer to yourselves,


After bringing him closer, take off his head!’


But there was no possibility of getting Edige back: he could not be overtaken. Then Khan Tokhtamysh grew angry at Sybra the yuyrau, with the words: ‘What have you done?’


Finally, Tokhtamysh decided to send Yanbay after Edige, to bring him back at any price. And now Yanbay rode off along Edige’s tracks, caught him up and addressed him with a song:


‘Come back, dear man, why don’t you come back,


Turn around and cross the Edil’.


Choose your native land from among many lands,


After fastening a small ringing bell


To a large male camel,10


Your khan-master is calling you,


So come back!


Stoop, and make obeisance


To the beautiful kibitka with a high door.11


The khan, your master,


Gives you honey


In a fine Chinese bowl – so drink!


The khan, your master,


Gives you a fur coat


With golden skirts and sleeves – put it on!


The khan, your master,


Is giving you a racehorse


With a gilded burka,


With a horse-covering of gold,


With golden tebyonki,


With golden spurs,


And a saddle-bow of gold,


With gold-tipped reins,


With its ears pricked up like pikes,


Combing his fringe like a girl,


Counting his steps when he walks,


Of a superb Arab breed – mount it!


The khan, your master,


Gives you a sabre, and an axe with a golden handle,


So fasten it to your belt!


The khan, your master,


Gives you a white gerfalcon


With a long tail – so fondle it!


He gives you an armed force,


Picked out from his warriors,


So become the chief of the force!


The khan, your master,


Gives you a chain-mail shirt,


There are not one of its links


Among a thousand kyzyls,12


It is worth more than


The value of the khan’s cattle


It is beyond the capability of


A thousand craftsmen with the hammer.


He gives it – so put it on!


The khan, your master,


Has chosen the best of his many lands,


He gives you, a young hero,


The whole land together with


A beautiful girl,


So become the master of the land!


After separating out one of his mares,


He gives you a mare from them,


Tether her, and then drink her kumys!


Of his unbounded lands,


He has divided off some,


And gives you land – so rule it!’


‘Edige will now speak, the young hero will speak,


The man who says his prayers will himself speak:


After I choose my native land among many lands,


After he has fastened a small ringing bell


To a large male camel,


Although the khan, my master,


Calls me, I will not go,


Since I myself have moved away from his land.


I will not stoop and make obeisance


To the beautiful kibitka with a high door,


Since the crown of my head has become unlucky.


The khan, my master,


Even though he gives me honey


In a fine Chinese bowl – I will not drink it,


Since my lips are bloody.


The khan, my master,


Although he gives me a fur coat


With golden skirts and sleeves – I will not put it on,


Since my shoulders have become unlucky.


The khan, my master,


Even if giving me a racehorse


With a gilded burka,


With a horse-covering of gold,


With golden tebyonki,


With golden spurs,


And its saddle-bow of gold,


With gold-tipped reins,


With his ears pricked up like pikes,


Combing his fringe like a girl,


Counting his steps when he walks,


Although of a superb Arab breed – I will not mount it,


Since my buttocks became unlucky.


Although the khan, my master,


Gives me an axe with a golden handle,


And a sabre – I will not attach it,


If my waist has become bent!13


Although the khan, my master,


Has a white gerfalcon with a long tail,


And he actually gives it to me – I will not fondle it,


Since I myself have become unlucky.


After dividing up his mares,


He will give me a mare from them,


But when she is tethered, I will not drink her kumys


Since my mouth has become unlucky.


Although he gives me a chain-mail shirt,


White, with a golden collar,


Though there is not one of its links


Among a thousand kyzyls,


Though worth more than


The value of the khan’s cattle,


Though beyond the capability of


A thousand craftsmen with hammers,


And a damask-steel coat – I will not put it on,


Since all of my body has become unlucky.


The khan, my master,


Having selected the best of his many lands,


Although he gives me a beautiful girl,


I will not take them,


Since I myself have become bad for him.


Even if he gives me an armed force,


Picked out from his warriors,


I will not become the chief of the force.


Even if he gives me land, after dividing it up,


I will not rule it,


Since my head has become unlucky!


Son of Keneges, Kyor-Yanbay,


The khan’s counsellor, the dog Yanbay,


Disappear and go back, Yanbay!


For the one who gives you a horse, you are the son,


For the one who gives you food, you are the slave.


Go back, Yanbay, go back,


After you return, find your house, Yanbay.


Without pulling your tongue, I will cut it off,


To your palate I will apply


A burning hot willow.


After pulling out your tongue, I will cut it off,


Without cutting your body, I will take out your gallbladder.


Since I have sat on my horse like a man,


Since I have set out, after choosing the road,


I will not turn back, like a woman,


I will not utter words of insult


With my own lips.


I am not going to boast any further,


But if you will compel me to boast,


I will say to you:


There lived in the past a man, Shingiz,


Who had an arrow of twelve spans,


And I compare myself


With Shingiz.


I am a tree taller than a pine,


If a storm comes suddenly, I will not falter.


Ey, you nine young men of Tokhtamysh,


Think about my words!


My whip will strike you on the neck,


The blood will run down your bosom,


You will not endure


My playing with you.


I – it is I myself


While saying “I”, and relying on my strength,


I am a young bogatyr!


I will not light the fire of my enemies,


I will not extinguish the fire of my friends.


Your mouth – is a round wicker aperture,


Of what interest are your lying words to me?


Now I am setting off,


I will go to Khan Shatemir,


If Shatemir extends his hand to me,


If Kuday-Allah offers victory,


Then Tokhtamysh with the broken teeth,


And those like Tokhtamysh


With the vague wishy-washy tongue of the khans,


I will lay beneath my feet


And make a laughing stock of them.’


Edige will speak – the man will speak,


The devout man himself will say,


‘My nine are my guard,


For my mighty body,


Ay, my nine friends, my nine,


Limping, like a drofa,


Yielding their turn, my nine,


Jumping up, like an eagle14


Guarding me, my nine,


A wild carrot15 growing in the earth


Is nourishing meat for you, my nine.


If you fancy meat, shoot a gazelle,


If you are persistent, you will achieve your goal.


When the time is ripe, then I will remove


From Tokhtamysh, Nogaystan with all its people,


After stirring it up, like a wave,


I will place it on our Mother-river Edil’,


As Saraychuk,16


So that it should pass to your sons and grandsons,


May it be nourishment for you, my nine!


The luxuriant-haired daughters of rich men,


With the hairs on the back of their heads unplaited,17


And whose faces the people have not seen,


Let them be booty for you, my nine!


Ey, my nine friends, my nine,


I will become a guide for my nine,


If your horses die, I will replace them,


If you remain alive,


You will be dressed in black sable-fur coats.


But if you die,


After washing you well, I will bury you in white shrouds.


If we are successful, I will do that,


But if, by the will of Kuday, we are unsuccessful,


Then just what shall I do?’


Some time later, when Edige and his nine friends had taken the road to Shatemir, they met a snake with nine heads and one tail.


‘A snake, a snake!’ his friends shouted to Edige.


‘Kill it!’ said Edige.


The nine young fellows rushed and cut off all nine heads of the snake. Some time later they came across a snake with one head and nine tails.


‘A snake, a snake!’ his friends shouted to Edige.


‘Kill it!’ said Edige.


While the young heroes turned here and there, the snake quickly vanished into its nest before the young fellows had time to kill it.


Then Edige said, ‘You yourselves saw: you quickly dealt with the snake with nine heads and one tail. But the snake with one head and nine tails you were unable to kill – where the head passed through, all nine tails passed too. In that case, then we too must choose a leader for ourselves.’ They elected Edige as their chief. Edige and his nine friends gave their oath that they would not desert each other in any kind of trouble.


In that way they arrived at Khan Shatemir’s place. They spent a little time with him.


One day Edige took his nine friends hunting. It was March. Taking advantage of Edige’s absence, Kabarty-Alyp Batyr, with one thousand warriors, came to Khan Shatemir and demanded his daughter in marriage. Khan Shatemir became frightened and told his daughter, ‘My child, I cannot fight with him. I do not have the forces. Whatever happens, go to him. If it becomes completely unbearable for you, may God send Edige to meet you.’


‘All right,’ his daughter assented, ‘there is no other way out. I will go with him. But how shall I recognise Edige?’


Her father answered her: ‘Edige is this kind of man: all his clothes are white, but he never soils his white clothes. He sits on the ground without putting anything under him. But if however he has nothing, he lays his knout or whip under him. And when he performs namaz, he takes out his kinzhal and sticks it into the ground in front of him. If he slaughters an animal on his own, Edige does not soil his clothes with a single drop of the animal’s blood. He is as neat as that.’


Kabarty-Alyp carried off Shatemir’s daughter. Edige and his nine friends, while returning from their hunting, reached one of Shatemir’s herds. Edige went up and saw the numerous tracks of horses’ hooves on the ground. Then Edige asked one of the herdsmen, ‘What sort of tracks are those?’


‘Kabarty-Alyp has carried off Shatemir’s daughter!’


‘When?’


‘This night.’


And Edige proposed to his nine friends: ‘We will not go to Khan Shatemir now, but we will follow this track.’ Edige’s nine friends agreed to follow the track of Kabarty-Alyp Batyr.


They set off. After several days they saw an army in front of them. Then Edige said, ‘You remain here, and I will approach them. I will try to get fixed up as a cook there. I will leave food for you, burying it beneath the hearth.’


Edige approached Alyp. Alyp asked him, ‘Who are you? Where is your journey taking you?’


‘Ey, I am looking for some kind of work for myself,’ replied Edige.


‘And what can you do?’ Alyp grew interested.


‘I am a cook. I alone can slaughter a mare for your army, skin it, butcher it, cook it and feed your men.’


‘Then I will take you!’ said Kabarty-Alyp.


Thus the days passed: Edige prepared food for the whole army; and for his companions who were following the army he left food buried under the hearth. His friends later procured it and ate it.


A week passed. Usually Kabarty-Alyp went for seven days without sleeping, and for the seven following days he slept, without waking. Edige worked for Alyp, while Khan Shatemir’s daughter, Alyp’s captive, was attentively observing the cook. She noticed that he conducted himself just as Edige would. And one day the girl said to the cook, ‘Tell me, are you Edige?’


‘No, I am not Edige!’ replied the cook. ‘Why do you ask that?’ The girl repeated her father’s words. ‘In that case, I really am Edige,’ said the cook. ‘What are we going to do now? This giant will not die from a man’s blow. Apparently he has a vulnerable place where his soul is kept. You are his wife. You find out from him where his soul is to be found: caress him and charm him, then he will tell.’


The time was approaching when the giant was due to go to sleep for a week. The horses had to be watered. They all went to the river and wanted to unharness the carts and settle down to rest. Edige told the giant, ‘Here is what we need to water them, but there is no feed, and nowhere to pasture the horses. Wouldn’t it be better to go a little farther from the river but closer to the pastures? And the horses can be driven to the watering place.’
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