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    The Fish-Seller and the “One-Eyed Yak”




     




    (A Tibetan Story)




    





    





    Long, long ago, there was once a king in Tibet who had a great weakness for fish — even to the point of not being able to eat any meal unless there was a dish of fish in it! Then it so happened that there was a very bad drought. The rivers were almost dry and fish became scarcer and scarcer. Finally there was no fish to be had at all. The king could hardly make himself swallow any food, so notices were posted up everywhere that “whoever can bring fish to the palace can get whatever he wants for reward.” The news spread and one day a man brought some imported salt fish which he wanted to present to the king. He arrived at the palace and the guard at the gate stopped him.




    “Hey, you peasant, there! Stop! Where d’you think you’re going?”




    “I... I... I want to see the king.”




    “What for?”




    “Well, I... I have some fish which I brought back from abroad to present to him.”




    “Fish! He’ll certainly get a handsome reward!” thought the guard. Aloud he said, “That’s all right. You may leave it here. I’ll see that it gets sent in for you.”




    “No, I want to take it in myself.”




    “Will you sell it to me? I’ll pay you high for it.”




    “No! I’ll not do that! I’ve come to present it to the king myself.”
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    The guard was unable to persuade him. “You’ll have to give me half of the reward you get from the king, then,” he said. “I shan’t let you in otherwise.”




    “All right. I’ll give you half.”




    “You’ll swear to that? You’re not trying to cheat me?” said the guard, suspiciously.




    “Yes, I swear it.”




    So the guard let him into the palace. He took a few steps through the door and then turned back. “Hey, soldier,” he said, “I don’t know your name. How can I share my reward with you?”




    “They call me ‘One-Eyed Yak.’ Everyone knows me,” replied the guard.




    The king was delighted to have some fish again, and told his household to ask what the peasant wanted as a reward.




    “I want to be flogged a thousand strokes,” the peasant answered.




    When the king heard this he couldn’t help laughing. “What? Is he a fool? Why ever does he wish to be flogged?” He sent for him in person and heard him say it again. At such insistence the king agreed, but told his men to flog him very lightly.




    So he was put down on the floor and flogged very lightly. When he had received five hundred strokes he immediately stood up and said, “Enough. I’ve had my part.” Everyone was very surprised and thought him more queer than ever. “Who should get the rest, then?” they asked. So the man told all that had happened to the king and finished by saying, “So you see, that guard has to have the rest.” The king was very angry and ordered One-Eyed Yak to be brought in immediately.




    One-Eyed Yak was happily planning what he would do with the reward, so he was very pleased when the king sent for him. But directly he saw how stern the king looked he was terrified. The king ordered him to be flogged heavily. Then he told him, “This is your half of the reward you demanded.”




    Although the guard was feeling such severe pain that he could hardly stand he still had to thank the man who gave him half his “reward.” But he said in his mind, “Oh heavens! This is too big a reward for me!”




    



  




  

    The Boastful Tortoise




     




    (A Tibetan Story)




    





    





    Once there were two egrets and a little tortoise who lived by a lake and became fast friends. They played together all day long, sunning themselves on the sand and swimming in the lake. They were very happy and would never be parted for a single day.




    But that year there was a drought. In the whole five months from March till August, not a single drop of rain fell! All the rivers were dried up, and the land cracked into fissures. Of course the little lake could not escape the same fate. Day by day the water became less and less. The three friends did not know what to do, and sighed all day. One day the two egrets took to the air to see how things were, and came back in the evening saying:




    “Brother Tortoise, everyone is moving to the Heavenly Lake, even the moles. I think we had better move too. If we stay here we shall die of hunger and thirst.”




    The tortoise shut his little eyes, as small as green beans, and wept. “Oh, you can fly or hurry as fast as you want, and get to the Heavenly Lake. But I can neither fly nor walk fast. Within three days men will be able to pick up my empty shell! I would never have thought that you would leave me behind, when we have been friends for so long....”




    The tortoise wept so pitiably that the egrets, unable to hold their own tears back, did not have the heart to leave him behind. So they decided to stay back themselves for the time being. Perhaps, after all, the rain would come in a few days!




    But the weather promised no change. Clear stars dotted the sky at night and the sun beat down mercilessly by day. The little lake was nearly dry. The egrets said again they thought they must go. The tortoise knew that he could not insist on staying any longer so he pleaded with them, saying, “We have been friends for so long! Can’t you think of a way to take me along?”




    They put their heads together. After some time the egrets said, “Brother Tortoise, we have a plan, but we are not sure whether it will work....”




    The tortoise couldn’t wait for them to finish but interrupted eagerly, “What is it? What is it?”




    “We’ll hold two ends of a stick in our beaks, and you can hang on to the middle. Then we can fly, carrying you between us. What do you think of the idea?”
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    The little tortoise was so happy that he nearly hopped. “Yes, yes! That’s a fine idea! Let’s start at once!”




    The egrets were very pleased, too, but they had to give him a warning. “You must be very careful not to open your mouth on the way.”




    “Of course not. I’ll keep it tight shut, even if someone tries to prize it open with a knife.”




    So they had their last dinner, a specially sumptuous one, and early next morning said good-bye to their home. The egrets held the two ends of the stick and the tortoise gripped the middle in his jaws. They flew and flew and flew, over dark forests, “glittering snow-covered mountains, temples with golden tiles and vast grasslands....




    Down on the earth, some people, painfully trying to irrigate their fields, pointed to them and said:




    “Look, what a clever tortoise! He holds the stick in his jaws and lets the egrets carry him.” The egrets went on as if they had heard nothing, but the tortoise glowed with pride. Everyone was praising him, ha, ha!




    They flew on and on. Children, herding cattle on the mountain, shouted at them.




    “Look, how clever the egrets are! They carry the tortoise to the very sky.” The egrets paid no attention to it, but concentrated on flying, but the tortoise felt very hurt.




    “Stupid fools! Saying that it was the egrets who carried me! Why, to all intents it was I who thought out this plan! I must let them know which of us is the cleverer.” So with all his might he began to shout at them, “Hi....”




    But as soon as he opened his mouth, he fell head downward and tail up, straight towards a big black stone.




    



  




  

    The Chachatatutu and the Phoenix




     




    (A Tibetan Story)




    





    





    The chachatatutu is the smallest and ugliest of all the birds, while the most beautiful and noblest is the phoenix.




    Once upon a time a chachatatutu laid three eggs in her nest in the grass. But every day, while she was out, a pika, who lived in a hole near by, trotted up to eat the eggs. Two had already gone. The poor chachatatutu was very upset and flew off to the phoenix, to lay an accusation against the pika.




    “Oh, Phoenix, queen of all birds!” said she, very sadly. “See how unfortunate I am! A wicked pika has eaten two of the three eggs I laid. I’ve lost two lovely babies already, so I come to ask you to avenge my wrongs.”




    The phoenix couldn’t be bothered with a little chachatatutu no bigger than a thumb, and said testily, “Don’t you know I’m very busy? How can you bother me with such a trifle? In any case, it’s up to mother birds to look after their own babies. Certainly no one else will. It’s you, yourself,” who should guard your family.”




    The chachatatutu became even more anxious when the phoenix wouldn’t attend to her trouble, and said: “But I come to you because you are the queen of the birds. Please don’t look down upon me and think I am making a fuss over a mere trifle. Even a trifle which is not settled properly may some day cause a great disaster. If this should happen, don’t blame me.”




    But the phoenix lent no ear to her and only hummed and hawed.




    The chachatatutu was afraid that the phoenix had not heard her, and asked, “Why hum and haw? Mark my words, when a trifle causes a real disaster some day, it’ll be no good blaming me.”




    Still the phoenix paid no attention at all and only mumbled impatiently again. The chachatatutu could do nothing, so she flew away.




    The chachatatutu sadly went back to her nest. Full of hatred, she took a blade of grass and made it into an arrow. Then she perched on a branch of a nearby tree and waited, her eyes wide open for the greedy pika.




    Sure enough, along he came to eat the last egg. The chachatatutu was so furious that she stabbed the pika’s eye with the arrow before he could realize what was happening. The pain so agitated the pika that he dashed round and round squeaking.




    In his bewilderment, the pika rushed into the nostril of a lion who was just taking a nap on the shore. Startled out of his sleep, the lion jumped into the water, never knowing what had got into his nostril.




    There was a dragon swimming in the water in a leisurely way. When he suddenly saw a lion apparently swooping down upon him he flew straight up to the sky, terrified lest the lion gobble him up. And by accident he flew right past the phoenix, tipping over her nest and breaking her egg.




    The phoenix was carried away with fury and rebuked the dragon: “You’re a dragon and I’m a phoenix. You live in the water, while I live on land. We never meddle with each other. Do you realize that we phoenixes only lay one egg a year, and have only one baby? Why must you fly out from your watery home, break down my nest, and destroy my egg?”




    “I am not to be blamed, Phoenix,” answered the dragon. “While I was slowly swimming, a lion swooped down into the water and intended to devour me. So of course I flew up into the sky. It was by accident I broke your nest and destroyed your egg.




    It is the lion’s fault, jumping into my element. You should blame him.”




    So the phoenix went off to the lion.




    “Oh, wise Phoenix,” said the lion, “you must not Nay the blame on me! I was peacefully sleeping on the shore when a pika dashed right into my nostril. It caused such pain that I jumped into the water. You see, it was the pika’s fault, really. Go and reproach him.”




    So the phoenix went off to the pika.




    “Oh, noble Phoenix,” said the pika respectfully, “it is not my fault at all, but the fault of the chachatatutu. I was just strolling along in the grass, when she stabbed at my eye with an arrow. It caused me so much pain that in my confusion I mistook the lion’s nostril for a hole. The fault is entirely the chachatatutu’s. Go and ask her if it’s not so.”




    Nothing was left for the phoenix to do but to go and ask the chachatatutu.




    The chachatatutu’s answer was very solemn. “Oh, Phoenix, I told you so. You should not have despised me because I have only a small body, short feathers, little strength and no beauty! You took it for granted that no harm could come to you through me, and that my sorrow was only a trifle, telling me that mother birds should look after their own nestlings, and not trouble you! How is it, then, that your trouble is not a mere trifle? How is it you do not look after your own baby, but have to go round rebuking everybody? Is it right that when the pika eats my eggs, it is a trifle, but when the dragon tips over your nest and breaks your egg, it is no trifle? I have to lay my three eggs in the grass, and have to look for my meals every day, while you lay your one egg on a tree. It is much easier for you than for us little chachatatutus to look after the eggs. Why didn’t you guard your egg properly? Didn’t I warn you, before, that you shouldn’t blame me when unsettled trifles cause disaster? Why, then, do you blame me now?”
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    The phoenix was very much abashed and flew away crestfallen.
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