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When Simon & Schuster suggested a thirtieth-anniversary edition of The Book of Virtues, our first reaction was, “Terrific!” We were delighted. Our second reaction was to ask ourselves, “Has it really been three decades since the first edition was published?”

But it has been a little more than a generation, and millions of children have been raised with The Book of Virtues in their homes. We used it, of course, while we raised our two sons. That first generation of “Book of Virtues kids” has reached adulthood. We often run into people around the country who tell us “I grew up with that book!” or “I raised my children with that book!” Many young adults are now raising their own children with the stories and poems they loved in The Book of Virtues. And many parents and teachers who used the book thirty years ago are now, like us, grandparents, helping to raise a new generation.

Thirty years ago, readers said that the time was right for a book about moral literacy. Back then, Americans worried that schools were no longer parents’ allies in teaching good character. In fact, many popular books used bad character as a selling point. In some quarters, instruction about right and wrong was viewed as “old-school.” Great literature that offered moral lessons was seen as not “contemporary” enough, and the foundations it supplied were being lost. As the Book of Virtues’s original introduction noted, “moral anchors and moorings have never been more necessary.”

Unfortunately, if that was true in the 1990s, it’s even more true today. The world has changed dramatically. In some ways, it has changed for the better; there are astounding advances in technology, medicine, and communications. More opportunities are now available to more people than ever before. In other ways, the changes have been for the worse. More breakdown of the family. More drug use. Loss of faith in basic institutions like government, schools, and the news media.

The explosion of information has left many unsure of what is true and what is not. Too often, young people hear the message that it does not matter what they do as long as they have the freedom to “be who they are,” which, presumably, will make them happy. The problem is that without some moral certitudes, all the liberty in the world will rarely bring happiness.

Thirty years after The Book of Virtues became a surprise bestseller, there seem to be more people wondering about what is good and worthwhile, more people seeking direction, more people looking for solid ground. Plato long ago asked the fundamental question “What is the good life?” His answer had everything to do with the health of the soul. Today, many people who are searching for the good life are not sure what they are really searching for. In an age of smartphones and social media, they are being influenced by what others say they should want.

What is needed is the cultivation of character and an architecture of souls—and that is what virtues like self-discipline, courage, compassion, and faith are all about. The world always changes, but virtues do not. They help provide sure footing for healthy, truly happy souls. “ ’Tis virtue then, direct virtue, which is the hard and valuable part to be aim’d at in education,” John Locke wrote, “and not a forward pertness, or any little arts of shifting.” The old virtues do not shift on us, even when the world does.

Those solid virtues are what The Book of Virtues aims for.

Some of the readings in this book are our favorites, the “greatest hits” we’ve turned to again and again over the years, including the ones our family has loved the most. Fans of the original Book of Virtues will be pleased to know that many of its selections are still right here in these pages. But we’ve also included some selections that did not make it into the original version, ones we often wished had been included. The “new” selections, like the originals, are not necessarily familiar stories but time-tested ones you can rely on. In some ways, we believe this edition is richer and deeper than the original.

Three decades of gleaning and sifting material went into making this book. We hope these stories and poems bring inspiration and joy to a new generation, and we fervently hope that generation takes seriously the invaluable moral lessons of the past.

As our family has now entered a new generation, we pray that our sons and our daughters-in-law will educate their children in an even more thoughtful manner, as the need to preserve what is good, fine, and true has never been greater. We offer that prayer for you and your loved ones as well.

—Bill and Elayne Bennett


A personal note from Bill: I was very pleased when the good people at Simon & Schuster suggested that Elayne join me as coeditor for this volume. It is a fitting role, since, years ago, she helped shape the original Book of Virtues and its illustrated children’s editions, and she spent many hours reading them to our young sons. She brings wisdom and a great deal of care to these pages, as she does in all she undertakes.
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This book is intended to aid in the time-honored task of the moral education of the young. Moral education—the training of heart and mind toward the good—involves many things. It involves rules and precepts—the dos and don’ts of life with others—as well as explicit instruction, exhortation, and training. Moral education must provide training in good habits. Aristotle wrote that good habits formed at youth make all the difference. And moral education must affirm the central importance of moral example. It has been said that there is nothing more influential, more determinant, in a child’s life than the moral power of quiet example. For children to take morality seriously they must be in the presence of adults who take morality seriously. And with their own eyes they must see adults take morality seriously.

Along with precept, habit, and example, there is also the need for what we might call moral literacy. The stories, poems, essays, and other writings presented here are intended to help children achieve this moral literacy. The purpose of this book is to show parents, teachers, students, and children what the virtues look like, what they are in practice, how to recognize them, and how they work.

This book, then, is a “how to” book for moral literacy. If we want our children to possess the traits of character we most admire, we need to teach them what those traits are and why they deserve both admiration and allegiance. Children must learn to identify the forms and content of those traits. They must achieve at least a minimal level of moral literacy that will enable them to make sense of what they see in life and, we may hope, help them live it well.

Where do we go to find the material that will help our children in this task? The simple answer is we don’t have to reinvent the wheel. We have a wealth of material to draw on—material that virtually all schools and homes and churches once taught to students for the sake of shaping character. That many no longer do so is something this book hopes to change.

The vast majority of Americans share a respect for certain fundamental traits of character: honesty, compassion, courage, and perseverance. These are virtues. But because children are not born with this knowledge, they need to learn what these virtues are. We can help them gain a grasp and appreciation of these traits by giving children material to read about them. We can invite our students to discern the moral dimensions of stories, of historical events, of famous lives. There are many wonderful stories of virtue and vice with which our children should be familiar. This book brings together some of the best, oldest, and most moving of them.

Do our children know these stories, these works? Unfortunately, many do not. They do not because in many places we are no longer teaching them. It is time we take up that task again. We do so for a number of reasons.

First, these stories, unlike courses in “moral reasoning,” give children some specific reference points. Our literature and history are a rich quarry of moral literacy. We should mine that quarry. Children must have at their disposal a stock of examples illustrating what we see to be right and wrong, good and bad—examples illustrating that, in many instances, what is morally right and wrong can indeed be known and promoted.

Second, these stories and others like them are fascinating to children. Of course, the pedagogy (and the material herein) will need to be varied according to students’ levels of comprehension, but you can’t beat these stories when it comes to engaging the attention of a child. Nothing in recent years, on television or anywhere else, has improved on a good story that begins “Once upon a time…”

Third, these stories help anchor our children in their culture, its history and traditions. Moorings and anchors come in handy in life; moral anchors and moorings have never been more necessary.

Fourth, in teaching these stories we engage in an act of renewal. We welcome our children to a common world, a world of shared ideals, to the community of moral persons. In that common world we invite them to the continuing task of preserving the principles, the ideals, and the notions of goodness and greatness we hold dear.

The reader scanning this book may notice that it does not discuss issues like nuclear war, abortion, creationism, or euthanasia. This may come as a disappointment to some. But the fact is that the formation of character in young people is educationally a different task from, and a prior task to, the discussion of the great, difficult ethical controversies of the day. First things first. And planting the ideas of virtue, of good traits in the young, comes first. In the moral life, as in life itself, we take one step at a time. Every field has its complexities and controversies. And so too does ethics. And every field has its basics. So too with values. This is a book in the basics. The tough issues can, if teachers and parents wish, be taken up later. And, I would add, a person who is morally literate will be immeasurably better equipped than a morally illiterate person to reach a reasoned and ethically defensible position on these tough issues. But the formation of character and the teaching of moral literacy come first, in the early years; the tough issues come later, in senior high school or after.

Similarly, the task of teaching moral literacy and forming character is not political in the usual meaning of the term. People of good character are not all going to come down on the same side of difficult political and social issues. Good people—people of character and moral literacy—can be conservative, and good people can be liberal. We must not permit our disputes over thorny political questions to obscure the obligation we have to offer instruction to all our young people in the area in which we have, as a society, reached a consensus: namely, on the importance of good character, and on some of its pervasive particulars. And that is what this book provides: a compendium of great stories, poems, and essays from the stock of human history and literature. It embodies common and time-honored understandings of these virtues. It is for everybody—all children, of all political and religious backgrounds, and it speaks to them on a more fundamental level than race, sex, and gender. It addresses them as human beings—as moral agents.

Every American child ought to know at least some of the stories and poems in this book. Every American parent and teacher should be familiar with some of them, too. I know that some of these stories will strike some contemporary sensibilities as too simple, too corny, too old-fashioned. But they will not seem so to the child, especially if he or she has never seen them before. And I believe that if adults take this book and read it in a quiet place, alone, away from distorting standards, they will find themselves enjoying some of this old, simple, “corny” stuff. The stories we adults used to know and forgot—or the stories we never did know but perhaps were supposed to know—are here. (Quick!—what did Horatius do on the bridge? What is the sword of Damocles? The answers are in this book.) This is a book of lessons and reminders.

In putting this book together I learned many things. For one, going through the material was a mind-opening and encouraging rediscovery for me. I recalled great stories that I had forgotten. And thanks to the recommendations of friends, teachers, and the able prodding of my colleagues in this project, I came to know stories I had not known before. And I discovered again how much books and education have changed in thirty years. In looking at this “old stuff” I am struck by how different it is from so much of what passes for literature and entertainment today.

Most of the material in this book speaks without hesitation, without embarrassment, to the inner part of the individual, to the moral sense. Today we speak about values and how it is important to “have them,” as if they were beads on a string or marbles in a pouch. But these stories speak to morality and virtues not as something to be possessed but as the central part of human nature, not as something to have but as something to be, the most important thing to be. To dwell in these chapters is to put oneself, through the imagination, into a different place and time, a time when there was little doubt that children are essentially moral and spiritual beings and that the central task of education is virtue. This book reminds the reader of a time—not so long ago—when the verities were the moral verities. It is thus a kind of antidote to some of the distortions of the age in which we now live. I hope parents will discover that reading this book with or to children can deepen their own, and their children’s, understanding of life and morality. If the book reaches that high purpose, it will have been well worth the effort.

A few additional notes and comments are in order. Although the book is titled The Book of Virtues—and the chapters are organized by virtues—it is also very much a book of vices. Many of the stories and poems illustrate a virtue in reverse. For children to know about virtue they must know about its opposite.

In telling these stories I am interested more in the moral than the historic lesson. In some of the older stories—Horatius at the bridge, William Tell, George Washington and the cherry tree—the line between legend and history has been blurred. But it is the instruction in the moral that matters. Some of the history that is recounted here may not meet the standards of the exacting historian. But we tell these familiar stories as they were told before, in order to preserve their authenticity.

Furthermore, I should stress that this book is by no means a definitive collection of great moral stories. Its contents have been defined in part by my attempt to present some material, most of which is drawn from the corpus of Western civilization, that American schoolchildren, once upon a time, knew by heart. And the project, like any other, has faced several practical limitations, such as space and economy (the rights to reprint recent stories and translations can be very expensive, while older material often lies in the public domain). The quarry of wonderful literature from our culture and others is deep, and I have barely scratched the surface. I invite readers to send me favorite stories not printed here, in case I should attempt to renew or improve this effort sometime in the future.

This volume is not intended to be a book one reads from cover to cover. It is, rather, a book for browsing, for marking favorite passages, for reading aloud to family, for memorizing pieces here and there. It is my hope that parents and teachers will spend some time wandering through these pages, discovering or rediscovering some moral landmarks, and in turn pointing them out to the young. The chapters can be taken in any order; on certain days we need reminding of some virtues more than others. A quick look at the Contents will steer the reader in the sought-after direction.

The reader will notice that in each chapter the material progresses from the very easy to the more difficult. The early material in each chapter can be read aloud to, or even by, very young children. As the chapter progresses, greater reading and conceptual proficiency are required. Nevertheless, we urge younger readers to work their way through as far as possible. As children grow older they can reach for the more difficult material in the book. They can grow up (and perhaps even grow better!) with this book.

Finally, I hope this is an encouraging book. There is a lot we read of or experience in life that is not encouraging. This book, I hope, does otherwise. I hope it encourages; I hope it points us to “the better angels of our nature.” This book reminds us of what is important. And it should help us lift our eyes. St. Paul wrote, “Whatever is true, whatever is honorable, whatever is right, whatever is pure, whatever is lovely, whatever is of good repute, if there is any excellence and anything worthy of praise, let your mind dwell on these things.”

I hope readers will read this book and dwell on those things.

—Bill Bennett






You know that the beginning is the most important part of any work, especially in the case of a young and tender thing; for that is the time at which the character is being formed and the desired impression is more readily taken…. Shall we just carelessly allow children to hear any casual tales which may be devised by casual persons, and to receive into their minds ideas for the most part the very opposite of those which we should wish them to have when they are grown up?

We cannot…. Anything received into the mind at that age is likely to become indelible and unalterable; and therefore it is most important that the tales which the young first hear should be models of virtuous thoughts….

Then will our youth dwell in a land of health, amid fair sights and sounds, and receive the good in everything; and beauty, the effluence of fair works, shall flow into the eye and ear, like a health-giving breeze from a purer region, and insensibly draw the soul from the earliest years into likeness and sympathy with the beauty of reason.

There can be no nobler training than that.

—PLATO’S REPUBLIC
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In self-discipline one makes a “disciple” of oneself. One is one’s own teacher, trainer, coach, and “disciplinarian.” It is an odd sort of relationship, paradoxical in its own way, and many of us don’t handle it very well. There is much unhappiness and personal distress in the world because of failures to control tempers, appetites, passions, and impulses. “Oh, if only I had stopped myself” is an all-too-familiar refrain.

The father of modern philosophy, René Descartes, once remarked of “good sense” that “everybody thinks he is so well supplied with it, that even the most difficult to please in all other matters never desire more of it than they already possess.” With self-discipline it is just the opposite. Rare indeed is the person who doesn’t desire more self-discipline and, with it, the control that it gives one over the course of one’s life and development. That desire is itself, as Descartes might say, a further mark of good sense. We do want to take charge of ourselves. But what does that mean?

The question has been at or near the center of Western philosophy since its very beginnings. Plato divided the soul into three parts or operations—reason, passion, and appetite—and said that right behavior results from harmony or control of these elements. Saint Augustine sought to understand the soul by ranking its various forms of love in his famous ordo amoris: love of God, neighbor, self, and material goods. Sigmund Freud divided the psyche into the id, ego, and superego. And we find William Shakespeare examining the conflicts of the soul, the struggle between good and evil called the psychomachia, in immortal works such as King Lear, Macbeth, Othello, and Hamlet. Again and again, the problem is one of the soul’s proper balance and order. “This was the noblest Roman of them all,” Antony says of Brutus in Julius Caesar. “His life was gentle, and the elements so mixed in him that nature might stand up and say to all the world, ‘This was a man!’ ”

But the question of correct order of the soul is not simply the domain of sublime philosophy and drama. It lies at the heart of the task of successful everyday behavior, whether it is controlling our tempers, or our appetites, or our inclinations to sit all day in front of a screen. As Aristotle pointed out, here our habits make all the difference. We learn to order our souls the same way we learn to do math problems or play baseball well—through practice.

Practice, of course, is the medicine so many people find hard to swallow. If it were easy, we wouldn’t have such modern-day phenomena as billion-dollar diet and exercise industries. We can enlist the aid of trainers, therapists, support groups, step programs, and other strategies, but in the end, it’s practice that brings self-control.

The case of Aristotle’s contemporary Demosthenes illustrates the point. Demosthenes had great ambition to become an orator but suffered natural limitations as a speaker. Strong desire is essential, but by itself it is insufficient. According to Plutarch, “His inarticulate and stammering pronunciation he overcame and rendered more distinct by speaking with pebbles in his mouth.” Give yourself an even greater challenge than the one you are trying to master, and you will develop the powers necessary to overcome the original difficulty. He used a similar strategy in training his voice, which “he disciplined by declaiming and reciting speeches or verses when he was out of breath, while running or going up steep places.” And to keep himself studying without interruption “two or three months together,” Demosthenes shaved “one half of his head, that so for shame he might not go abroad, though he desired it ever so much.” Thus did Demosthenes make a kind of negative support group out of a general public that never saw him!




[image: Image]


Please

Alicia Aspinwall


Webster’s defines our manners as our “morals shown in conduct.” Practicing good manners when we are young is a great way to start learning self-discipline. This story comes from a turn-of-the-twentieth-century reader.



There was once a little word named “Please” that lived in a small boy’s mouth. Pleases live in all mouths, though people often forget they are there.

Now, all Pleases, to be kept strong and happy, should be taken out of the mouth very often, so they can get air. They are like little fish in a bowl, you know, that come popping up to the top of the water to breathe.

The Please I am going to tell you about lived in the mouth of a boy named Dick; but only once in a long while did it have a chance to get out. For Dick, I am sorry to say, was a rude little boy. He hardly ever remembered to say “Please.”

“Give me some bread! I want some water! Give me that book!” That is the way he would ask for things.

His father and mother felt very bad about this. And, as for the poor Please itself, it would sit up on the roof of the boy’s mouth day after day, hoping for a chance to get out. It was growing weaker and weaker every day.

This boy Dick had a brother, John. Now, John was older than Dick. He was almost ten, and he was just as polite as Dick was rude. So his Please had plenty of fresh air, and was strong and happy.

One day at breakfast, Dick’s Please felt that it must have some fresh air, even if it had to run away. So out it ran—out of Dick’s mouth—and took a long breath. Then it crept across the table and jumped into John’s mouth!

The Please-who-lived-there was very angry.

“Get out!” it cried. “You don’t belong here! This is my mouth!”

“I know it,” replied Dick’s Please. “I live over there in that brother’s mouth. But alas! I am not happy there. I am never used. I never get a breath of fresh air! I thought you might be willing to let me stay here for a day or so, until I felt stronger.”

“Why, certainly,” said the other Please, kindly. “I understand. Stay, of course; and when my master uses me, we will both go out together. He is kind, and I am sure he would not mind saying ‘Please’ twice. Stay, as long as you like.”

That noon, at dinner, John wanted some butter, and this is what he said: “Father, will you pass me the butter, please—please?”

“Certainly,” said the father. “But why be so very polite?”

John did not answer. He was turning to his mother, and said,

“Mother, will you give me a muffin, please—please?”

His mother laughed.

“You shall have the muffin, dear, but why do you say ‘please’ twice?”

“I don’t know,” answered John. “The words seem just to jump out, somehow. Katie, please—please, some water!”

This time, John was almost frightened.

“Well, well,” said his father, “there is no harm done. One can’t be too ‘pleasing’ in this world.”

All this time little Dick had been calling, “Give me an egg! I want some milk. Give me a spoon!” in the rude way he had. But now he stopped and listened to his brother. He thought it would be fun to try to talk like John, so he began,

“Mother, will you give me a muffin, m-m-m-?”

He was trying to say “please,” but how could he? He never guessed that his own little Please was sitting in John’s mouth. So he tried again and asked for the butter.

“Mother, will you pass me the butter, m-m-m-?”

That was all he could say.

So it went on all day, and everyone wondered what was the matter with those two boys. When night came, they were both so tired, and Dick was so cross, that their mother sent them to bed very early.

But the next morning, no sooner had they sat down to breakfast than Dick’s Please ran home again. He had had so much fresh air the day before that now he was feeling quite strong and happy. And the very next moment, he had another airing, for Dick said,

“Father, will you cut my orange, please?”

Why! the word slipped out as easily as could be! It sounded just as well as when John said it—John was saying only one “please” this morning. And from that time on, little Dick was just as polite as his brother.






The King and His Hawk

Retold by James Baldwin


Thomas Jefferson gave us simple but effective advice about controlling our temper: count to ten before you do anything, and if very angry, count to a hundred. Genghis Khan (c. 1162–1227), whose Mongol empire stretched from Eastern Europe to the Sea of Japan, could have used Jefferson’s remedy in this tale.



Genghis Khan was a great king and warrior.

He led his army into China and Persia, and he conquered many lands. In every country, men told about his daring deeds, and they said that since Alexander the Great there had been no king like him.

One morning when he was home from the wars, he rode out into the woods to have a day’s sport. Many of his friends were with him. They rode out gayly, carrying their bows and arrows. Behind them came the servants with the hounds.

It was a merry hunting party. The woods rang with their shouts and laughter. They expected to carry much game home in the evening.

On the king’s wrist sat his favorite hawk, for in those days hawks were trained to hunt. At a word from their masters they would fly high up into the air and look around for prey. If they chanced to see a deer or a rabbit, they would swoop down upon it swift as any arrow.

All day long Genghis Khan and his huntsmen rode through the woods. But they did not find as much game as they expected.

Toward evening they started for home. The king had often ridden through the woods, and he knew all the paths. So while the rest of the party took the nearest way, he went by a longer road through a valley between two mountains.

The day had been warm, and the king was very thirsty. His pet hawk had left his wrist and flown away. It would be sure to find its way home.

The king rode slowly along. He had once seen a spring of clear water near this pathway. If he could only find it now! But the hot days of summer had dried up all the mountain brooks.

At last, to his joy, he saw some water trickling down over the edge of a rock. He knew that there was a spring farther up. In the wet season, a swift stream of water always poured down here, but now it came only one drop at a time.

The king leaped from his horse. He took a little silver cup from his hunting bag. He held it so as to catch the slowly falling drops.

It took a long time to fill the cup, and the king was so thirsty that he could hardly wait. At last it was nearly full. He put the cup to his lips and was about to drink.

All at once there was a whirring sound in the air, and the cup was knocked from his hands. The water was all spilled upon the ground.

The king looked up to see who had done this thing. It was his pet hawk.

The hawk flew back and forth a few times, and then alighted among the rocks by the spring.

The king picked up the cup and again held it to catch the trickling drops.

This time he did not wait so long. When the cup was half full, he lifted it toward his mouth. But before it had touched his lips, the hawk swooped down again and knocked it from his hands.

Now the king began to grow angry. He tried again, and for the third time the hawk kept him from drinking.

The king was now very angry indeed.

“How do you dare to act so?” he cried. “If I had you in my hands, I would wring your neck!”

Then he filled the cup again. But before he tried to drink, he drew his sword.

“Now, Sir Hawk,” he said, “this is the last time.”

He had hardly spoken before the hawk swooped down and knocked the cup from his hand. But the king was looking for this. With a quick sweep of the sword, he struck the bird as it passed.

The next moment the poor hawk lay bleeding and dying at its master’s feet.

“That is what you get for your pains,” said Genghis Khan.

But when he looked for his cup, he found that it had fallen between two rocks, where he could not reach it.

“At any rate, I will have a drink from that spring,” he said to himself.

With that he began to climb the steep bank to the place from which the water trickled. It was hard work, and the higher he climbed, the thirstier he became.

At last he reached the place. There indeed was a pool of water—but what was that lying in the pool, and almost filling it? It was a huge, dead snake of the most poisonous kind.

If Genghis Khan had taken even a sip of water coming from the spring, he surely would have died.

The king stopped. He forgot his thirst. He thought only of the poor dead bird lying on the ground below him.

“The hawk saved my life!” he cried, “and how did I repay him? He was my best friend, and I have killed him.”

He clambered down the bank. He took the bird up gently and laid it in his hunting bag. Then he mounted his horse and rode swiftly home. He said to himself, “I have learned a sad lesson today, and that is never to do anything in anger.”






Dirty Jim

Jane Taylor


Why should we bother to practice cleanliness? Aside from some very good practical considerations, Francis Bacon reminded us why: “For cleanness of body was ever esteemed to proceed from a due reverence to God, to society, and to ourselves.”




There was one little Jim,

’Tis reported of him,

And must be to his lasting disgrace,

That he never was seen

With hands at all clean,

Nor yet ever clean was his face.

His friends were much hurt

To see so much dirt,

And often they made him quite clean;

But all was in vain,

He got dirty again,

And not at all fit to be seen.

It gave him no pain

To hear them complain,

Nor his own dirty clothes to survey;

His indolent mind

No pleasure could find

In tidy and wholesome array.

The idle and bad,

Like this little lad,

May love dirty ways, to be sure;

But good boys are seen,

To be decent and clean,

Although they are ever so poor.








Nails in the Post

M. F. Cowdery


In this tough story from a Civil War–era school reader, we find a father giving his son stern but loving moral instruction.



There was once a farmer who had a son named John, a boy very apt to be thoughtless and careless about doing what he was told to do.

One day his father said to him, “John, you are so careless and forgetful that every time you do wrong, I shall drive a nail into this post, to remind you how often you are naughty. And every time you do right, I will draw one out.”

His father did as he said he would, and every day he had one and sometimes a great many nails to drive in, but very seldom one to draw out.

At last John saw that the post was quite covered with nails, and he began to be ashamed of having so many faults. He resolved to be a better boy, and the next day he was so good and industrious that several nails came out. The day after it was the same thing, and so on for a long time, till at length only one nail remained.

His father then called him and said: “Look, John, here is the very last nail, and now I’m going to draw it out. Are you not glad?”

John looked at the post, and then, instead of expressing his joy as his father expected, he burst into tears.

“Why,” said the father, “what’s the matter? I should think you would be delighted. The nails are all gone.”

“Yes,” sobbed John, “the nails are gone, but the scars are there yet.”

So it is, dear children, with your faults and bad habits. You may overcome them, you may by degrees cure them, but the scars remain. Now, take my advice, and whenever you find yourselves doing a wrong thing or getting into a bad habit, stop at once. For every time you give in to it, you drive another nail, and that will leave a scar on your soul, even if the nail should be afterward drawn out.






Little Fred


Going to bed when told is another way we practice self-discipline, as well as obedience to parents, when young. Fred teaches us how to retire for the evening.




When little Fred

Was called to bed,

He always acted right;

He kissed Mama,

And then Papa,

And wished them all good night.

He made no noise,

Like naughty boys,

But gently up the stairs

Directly went,

When he was sent,

And always said his prayers.





The Vulture

Hilaire Belloc


This one belongs on the refrigerator door.




The Vulture eats between his meals,

And that’s the reason why

He very, very rarely feels

As well as you or I.

His eye is dull, his head is bald,

His neck is growing thinner.

Oh, what a lesson for us all

To only eat at dinner.








The Goose That Laid the Golden Eggs

Aesop


Here is Aesop’s classic fable about plenty not being enough, about what happens when “having it all” becomes the motto of the day.



A man and his wife had the good fortune to possess a goose that laid a golden egg every day. Lucky though they were, they soon began to think they were not getting rich fast enough, and, imagining the bird must be made of gold inside, they decided to kill it in order to secure the whole store of precious metal at once. But when they cut it open, they found it was just like any other goose. Thus, they neither got rich all at once, as they had hoped, nor enjoyed any longer the daily addition to their wealth.

Much wants more and loses all.



Mr. Vinegar and His Fortune

Retold by James Baldwin


A runaway appetite is just about the surest ticket to never getting anywhere. The English philosopher John Locke put it this way: “He that has not a mastery over his inclinations; he that knows not how to resist the importunity of present pleasure or pain, for the sake of what reason tells him is fit to be done, wants the true principle of virtue and industry, and is in danger of never being good for anything.” Meet Mr. Vinegar, who is in such danger.



A long time ago there lived a poor man whose real name has been forgotten. He was little and old, and his face was wrinkled; and that is why his friends called him Mr. Vinegar.

His wife was also little and old, and they lived in a little old cottage at the back of a little old field.

One day when Mrs. Vinegar was sweeping, she swept so hard that the little old door of the cottage fell down.

She was frightened. She ran out into the field and cried, “John! John! The house is falling down. We shall have no shelter over our heads.”

Mr. Vinegar came and looked at the door.

Then he said, “Don’t worry about that, my dear. Put on your bonnet and we will go out and seek our fortune.”

So Mrs. Vinegar put on her hat, and Mr. Vinegar put the door on his head, and they started.

They walked and walked all day. At night they came to a dark forest where there were many tall trees.

“Here is a good place to lodge,” said Mr. Vinegar.

So he climbed a tree and laid the door across some branches. Then Mrs. Vinegar climbed the tree, and the two laid themselves down on the door.

“It is better to have the house under us than over us,” said Mr. Vinegar. But Mrs. Vinegar was fast asleep and did not hear him.

Soon it was pitch dark, and Mr. Vinegar also fell asleep. At midnight he was awakened by a noise below him.

He started up. He listened.

“Here are ten gold pieces for you, Jack,” he heard someone say. “And here are ten pieces for you, Bill. I’ll keep the rest for myself.”

Mr. Vinegar looked down. He saw three men sitting on the ground. A lighted lantern was near them.

“Robbers!” he cried in great fright, and he sprang to a higher branch.

As he did this, he kicked the door from its resting place. The door fell crashing to the ground, and Mrs. Vinegar fell with it.

The robbers were so badly scared that they took to their heels and ran helter-skelter into the dark woods.

“Are you hurt, my dear?” asked Mr. Vinegar.

“Ah, no!” said his wife. “But who would have thought that the door would tumble down in the night? And here is a beautiful lantern, all lit and burning, to show us where we are.”

Mr. Vinegar scrambled to the ground. He picked up the lantern to look at it. But what were those shining things that he saw lying all around?

“Gold pieces! Gold pieces!” he cried. And he picked one up and held it to the light.

“We’ve found our fortune! We’ve found our fortune!” cried Mrs. Vinegar. And she jumped up and down for joy.

They gathered up the gold pieces. There were fifty of them, all bright and yellow and round.

“How lucky we are!” said Mr. Vinegar.

“How lucky we are!” said Mrs. Vinegar.

Then they sat down and looked at the gold till morning.

“Now, John,” said Mrs. Vinegar, “I’ll tell you what we’ll do. You must go to the town and buy a cow. I will milk her and churn butter, and we shall never want for anything.”

“That is a good plan,” said Mr. Vinegar.

So he started off to the town, while his wife waited by the roadside.

Mr. Vinegar walked up and down the street of the town, looking for a cow. After a time a farmer came that way, leading one that was very pretty and fat.

“Oh, if I only had that cow,” said Mr. Vinegar, “I would be the happiest man in the world.”

“She is a very good cow,” said the farmer.

“Well,” said Mr. Vinegar, “I will give you these fifty gold pieces for her.”

The farmer smiled and held out his hand for the money. “You may have her,” he said. “I always like to oblige my friends.”

Mr. Vinegar took hold of the cow’s halter and led her up and down the street. “I am the luckiest man in the world,” he said, “for only see how all the people are looking at me and my cow.”

But at one end of the street he met a man playing bagpipes. He stopped and listened. Tweedle-dee, tweedle-dee!

“Oh, that is the sweetest music I ever heard,” he said. “And just see how all the children crowd around the man and give him pennies! If I only had those bagpipes, I would be the happiest man in the world.”

“I will sell them to you,” said the piper.

“Will you? Well then, since I have no money, I will give you this cow for them.”

“You may have them,” answered the piper. “I always like to oblige a friend.”

Mr. Vinegar took the bagpipes, and the piper led the cow away.

“Now we will have some music,” said Mr. Vinegar. But try as hard as he might, he could not play a tune. He could get nothing out of the bagpipes but “squeak! squeak!”

The children, instead of giving him pennies, laughed at him. The day was chilly, and, in trying to play the pipes, his fingers grew very cold. He wished that he had kept the cow.

He had just started for home when he met a man who had warm gloves on his hands. “Oh, if I only had those pretty gloves,” he said, “I would be the happiest man in the world.”

“How much will you give for them?” asked the man.

“I have no money, but I will give you these bagpipes,” answered Mr. Vinegar.

“Well,” said the man, “you may have them, for I always like to oblige a friend.”

Mr. Vinegar gave him the bagpipes and drew the gloves on over his half-frozen fingers. “How lucky I am!” he said, as he trudged homeward.

His hands were soon quite warm, but the road was rough and the walking hard. He was very tired when he came to the foot of a steep hill.

“How shall I ever get to the top?” he said.

Just then he met a man who was walking the other way. He had a stick in his hand which he used as a cane to help him along.

“My friend,” said Mr. Vinegar, “if I only had that stick of yours to help me up this hill, I would be the happiest man in the world.”

“How much will you give me for it?” asked the man.

“I have no money, but I will give you this pair of warm gloves,” said Mr. Vinegar.

“Well,” said the man, “you may have it, for I always like to oblige a friend.”

Mr. Vinegar’s hands were now quite warm, so he gave the gloves to the man and took the stout stick to help him along.

“How lucky I am,” he said, as he toiled upward.

At the top of the hill he stopped to rest. But as he was thinking of all his good luck that day, he heard someone calling his name. He looked up and saw only a green parrot sitting in a tree.

“Mr. Vinegar! Mr. Vinegar!” it cried.

“What now?” asked Mr. Vinegar.

“You’re a dunce! You’re a dunce!” answered the bird. “You went to seek your fortune, and you found it. Then you gave it for a cow, and the cow for some bagpipes, and the bagpipes for some gloves, and the gloves for a stick which you might have cut by the roadside. Hee! hee! hee! hee! hee! You’re a dunce! You’re a dunce!”

This made Mr. Vinegar very angry. He threw the stick at the bird with all his might. But the bird only answered, “You’re a dunce! You’re a dunce!” and the stick lodged in the tree where he could not get it again.

Mr. Vinegar went on slowly, for he had many things to think about. His wife was standing by the roadside, and as soon as she saw him, she cried out, “Where’s the cow? Where’s the cow?”

“Well, I don’t just know where the cow is,” said Mr. Vinegar, and then he told her the whole story.

I have heard she said some things he liked even less than what the bird had said, but that is between Mr. and Mrs. Vinegar, and really nobody’s business but theirs.

“We are no worse off than we were yesterday,” said Mr. Vinegar. “Let us go home and take care of our little old house.”

Then he put the door on his head and trudged onward. And Mrs. Vinegar followed him.



The Golden Touch

Adapted from Nathaniel Hawthorne


This retelling of the famous Greek tale about lust for gold is adapted from Nathaniel Hawthorne’s version in his Wonder Book. The Midas of mythology is usually identified by scholars with a king of ancient Phrygia (now Turkey) who ruled in the eighth century BC. The early Greeks believed Phrygia to be a land of fabulous wealth.



Once upon a time there lived a very rich king whose name was Midas. He had more gold than anyone in the world, but that was not enough for him. He was happy only when he could get even more gold to add to his treasure. He stored it in great vaults underneath his palace, and he spent many hours a day in his treasure room, counting it.

Now, King Midas had a little daughter named Marygold. He loved her very much and said: “She’ll be the richest princess in the world!”

But little Marygold cared nothing about treasure. She loved her garden, her flowers, and the golden sunshine more than all her father’s riches. She was a lonely little girl most of the time, because her father was so busy planning new ways to get more gold and counting what he had, he didn’t have much time to tell her stories or go for walks with her.

One day King Midas was down in his treasure room. He had locked the heavy doors and opened his big chests of gold. He piled it on the table and handled it as though he loved the touch of it. He let it slip through his fingers, and the clinking was sweet music to his ears.

Suddenly a shadow fell over the heap of gold. Looking up, he saw a stranger dressed in shining white smiling down at him. King Midas started up in surprise. Surely he had not failed to lock the door! His treasure was not safe! But the stranger continued to smile.

“You have much gold, King Midas,” he said.

“Yes,” said the king, “but think how little it is compared to all the gold in the world!”

“What! Are you not satisfied?” asked the stranger.

“Satisfied?” said the king. “Of course I’m not. I often lie awake through the long night planning new ways to get more gold. I wish that everything I touch would turn to gold.”

“Do you really wish that, King Midas?”

“Of course I do. Nothing could make me so happy.”

“Then you will have your wish. Tomorrow morning when the first rays of the sun fall through your window, you will have the golden touch.”

When he had finished speaking, the stranger vanished. King Midas rubbed his eyes. “I must have dreamed it,” he said, “but how happy I would be if it were true!”

The next morning, King Midas woke as the sun was rising. He put out his hand and touched the covers of his bed. Nothing happened. “I knew it could not be true,” he sighed.

Just then, the first rays of the sun came streaming through the window. The covers under King Midas’s hand became pure gold. “It’s true, it’s true!” he cried joyfully.

He sprang out of bed and ran around the room, touching everything. His dressing gown, his slippers, and the furniture all became gold. He looked out the window at Marygold’s garden.

“I’ll give her a nice surprise,” he said. He went down to the garden and touched all Marygold’s flowers, changing them to gold. “She’ll be so pleased,” he thought.

He went back to his room to wait for his breakfast and picked up the book he’d been reading the night before. The minute he touched it, it became solid gold.

“I can’t read it now,” he said, “but of course it is far better to have it gold.”

Just then a servant came through the door with the king’s breakfast.

“That looks good,” King Midas said. “I’ll have that ripe, red peach first.”

He took the peach in his hand, but before he could taste it, it became a lump of gold. King Midas put it back on the plate.

“It’s very beautiful, but I can’t eat it!” he said. He took a roll from the plate, but it changed to gold. He took a glass of water in his hand, but that too turned to gold.

“What am I going to do?” he cried. “I’m hungry and thirsty, but I can’t eat or drink gold!”

Just then the door opened and little Marygold came in. She was crying, and in her hand was one of her roses.

“What’s the matter, little daughter?” said the king.

“Oh, Father! Look what happened to all my roses! They are stiff, cold things!”

“Why, they are golden roses, child. Don’t you think they’re more beautiful than they were before?”

“No,” she sobbed, “they don’t smell sweet now. They won’t grow anymore. I like roses that are alive.”

“Never mind,” said the king, “eat your breakfast now.”

Marygold noticed that her father did not eat, and that he looked very sad.

“What is the matter, Father?” she asked, and she ran over to him. She threw her arms about him, and he kissed her. But he suddenly cried out in horror. When he touched her, her lovely little face became glittering gold. Her eyes could not see, her lips could not kiss him back, her little arms could not hold him close. She was no longer a loving, laughing little girl. She had changed to a golden statue.

King Midas bowed his head. Great sobs shook him.

“Are you happy, King Midas?” he heard a voice say. Looking up, he saw the stranger standing near him.

“Happy! How can you ask that? I am the most miserable man alive!”

“You have the golden touch,” said the stranger. “Is that not enough?”

“Give me back my little Marygold and I’ll give up all the gold I have!” said the king. “I’ve lost everything that was most important.”

“You are wiser than you were, King Midas,” said the stranger. “Go plunge in the river which runs at the foot of your garden. Then take some of its water and sprinkle it over anything you want to change back to the way it was before.” The stranger vanished.

King Midas sprang up and ran to the river. He plunged in, then filled a pitcher and hurried back to the palace. He sprinkled the water over Marygold, and the color came back into her cheeks. She opened her blue eyes again.

“Father!” she said. “What happened?”

With a cry of joy King Midas took her into his arms.

Never again did he care much about gold, except for the gold of little Marygold’s hair.



King Canute on the Seashore

Adapted from James Baldwin


Canute, who reigned during the eleventh century, was the first Danish king of England. In this famous tale, he proves to be a man who knows how to control his pride. It is a good lesson for all who aspire to high office.



Long ago, England was ruled by a king named Canute. Like many leaders and men of power, Canute was surrounded by people who were always praising him. Every time he walked into a room, the flattery began.

“You are the greatest man that ever lived,” one would say.

“O king, there can never be another as mighty as you,” another would insist.

“Your Highness, there is nothing you cannot do,” someone would say, smiling.

“Great Canute, you are the monarch of all,” another would sing. “Nothing in this world dares to disobey you.”

The king was a man of sense, and he grew tired of hearing such foolish speeches.

One day he was walking by the seashore, and his officers and courtiers were with him, praising him as usual. Canute decided to teach them a lesson.

“So you say I am the greatest man in the world?” he asked them.

“O king,” they cried, “there never has been anyone as mighty as you, and there never will be anyone so great ever again!”

“And you say all things obey me?” Canute asked.

“Absolutely!” they said. “The world bows before you, and gives you honor.”

“I see,” the king answered. “In that case, bring me my chair, and we will go down to the water.”

“At once, Your Majesty!” They scrambled to carry his royal chair over the sands.

“Bring it closer to the sea,” Canute called. “Put it right here, right at the water’s edge.” He sat down and surveyed the ocean before him. “I notice the tide is coming in. Do you think it will stop if I give the command?”

His officers were puzzled, but they did not dare say no. “Give the order, O great king, and it will obey,” one of them assured him.

“Very well. Sea,” cried Canute, “I command you to come no further! Waves, stop your rolling! Surf, stop your pounding! Do not dare touch my feet!”

He waited a moment, quietly, and a tiny wave rushed up the sand and lapped at his feet.

“How dare you!” Canute shouted. “Ocean, turn back now! I have ordered you to retreat before me, and now you must obey! Go back!”

And in answer another wave swept forward and curled around the king’s feet. The tide came in, just as it always did. The water rose higher and higher. It came up around the king’s chair, and wet not only his feet, but also his robe. His officers stood about him, alarmed and wondering whether he was not mad.

“Well, my friends,” Canute said, “it seems I do not have quite so much power as you would have me believe. Perhaps you have learned something today. Perhaps now you will remember there is only one King who is all-powerful, and it is he who rules the sea, and holds the ocean in the hollow of his hand. I suggest you reserve your praises for him.”

The royal officers and courtiers hung their heads and looked foolish. And some say Canute took off his crown soon afterward, and never wore it again.



Ozymandias

Percy Bysshe Shelley


Ozymandias is the Greek name for the Egyptian king Rameses the Second, who ruled from about 1290 BC to 1223 BC and carried out (or took credit for) many great construction projects. The colossal stone head of a statue of Rameses lies on the ground at his mortuary temple in western Thebes, and the ancient Greek historian Diodorus Siculus described a funeral temple bearing an inscription much like the lines in Shelley’s poem. Remembering Ozymandias is a great way to control our vanity, especially as we climb the ladder of success. It makes a striking contrast with the story of King Canute.




I met a traveler from an antique land

Who said: Two vast and trunkless legs of stone

Stand in the desert… Near them, on the sand,

Half sunk, a shattered visage lies, whose frown,

And wrinkled lip, and sneer of cold command,

Tell that its sculptor well those passions read

Which yet survive, stamped on these lifeless things,

The hand that mocked them, and the heart that fed;

And on the pedestal these words appear:

“My name is Ozymandias, king of kings:

Look on my works, ye Mighty, and despair!”

Nothing beside remains. Round the decay

Of that colossal wreck, boundless and bare

The lone and level sands stretch far away.








Phaeton

Adapted from Thomas Bulfinch


The feeling of youth, Joseph Conrad said, is the feeling of being able to “last forever, outlast the sea, the earth, and all men.” Somehow, as we all know from having been there, youth cannot recognize the illusion of invincibility. Here is one of Ovid’s grandest stories. It tells of the rashness of youth and reminds us of the need for the governing prudence of parents.



Phaeton was the son of Phoebus Apollo and the nymph Clymene. One day a schoolfellow laughed at the idea of his being the offspring of a god, and Phaeton went in rage and shame to his mother.

“If I am indeed of heavenly birth,” he said, “give me some proof of it.”

“Go and ask your father yourself,” Clymene replied. “It will not be hard. The land of the Sun lies next to ours.”

Full of hope and pride, Phaeton traveled to the regions of the sunrise. The palace of the Sun stood reared on lofty columns, glittering with gold and precious stones, while polished ivory formed the ceilings, and silver the doors. Upon the walls Vulcan had represented earth, sea, and skies with their inhabitants. In the sea were the nymphs, some sporting in the waves, some riding on the backs of fishes, while others sat upon the rocks and dried their sea-green hair. The earth had its towns and forests and rivers and rustic divinities. Over all was carved the likeness of the glorious heaven, and on the silver doors were the twelve signs of the zodiac, six on each side.

Clymene’s son climbed the steep ascent and entered the halls of his father. He approached the chamber of the Sun, but stopped at a distance, for the light was more than he could bear. Phoebus, arrayed in a purple vesture, sat on a throne, which glittered as with diamonds. On his right hand and his left stood the Day, the Month, and the Year, and, at regular intervals, the Hours. Spring stood with her head crowned with flowers. Summer stood with garment cast aside and a garland formed of spears of ripened grain. And there too were Autumn, her feet stained with grape juice, and icy Winter, his hair stiffened with hoarfrost.

Surrounded by these attendants, the Sun, with the eye that sees everything, beheld the youth dazzled with the novelty and splendor of the scene.

“What is the purpose of your errand?” he asked.

“O light of the boundless world,” the youth replied, “I beseech you, give me some proof that I am indeed your son.”

He ceased, and his father, laying aside the beams that shone all around his head, bade him approach.

“You are my son,” he said, embracing him. “What your mother has told you is true. To put an end to your doubts, ask what you will, and the gift shall be yours. I call to witness the dreadful River Styx, which we gods swear by in our most solemn engagements.”

Many times Phaeton had watched the Sun riding across the sky, and he had dreamed of what it would be like to drive his father’s chariot, urging the winged horses along their heavenly course. Now he realized his dream could come true.

“I want to take your place for a day, Father,” he cried at once. “Just for one day, I want to drive your chariot across the sky and bring light to the world.”

Instantly the Sun realized the foolishness of his promise, and he shook his radiant head in warning. “I have spoken rashly,” he said. “This is the only request I would deny, and I beg you to withdraw it. You ask for something not suited to your youth and strength, my son. Your lot is mortal, and you ask what is beyond a mortal’s power. In your ignorance, you aspire to do what even the other gods themselves may not do. None but myself may drive the flaming car of Day. Not even Jupiter, whose terrible right arm hurls the thunderbolts, would try it.

“The first part of the way is steep,” the Sun continued, “so steep that even when the horses are fresh in the morning, they can hardly make the climb. The middle part of the journey takes me high up in the heavens, and I can scarcely look down without alarm and behold the earth and sea stretched beneath me. The last part of the road descends rapidly, and requires the most careful driving. Tethys, the Ocean’s wife, who is waiting to receive me, often trembles for me lest I should fall headlong. Add to all this, the heaven is all the time turning round and carrying the stars with it. I have to be perpetually on my guard lest that movement, which sweeps everything else along, should also hurry me away.

“Suppose I should lend you the chariot. What would you do? Could you keep your course while the sphere was revolving under you? Perhaps you think there are forests and cities, the abodes of gods, and palaces and temples along the way. On the contrary, the road runs through the midst of frightening monsters. You pass by the horns of the Bull, in front of the Archer, and near the Lion’s jaws, and where the Scorpion stretches its arms in one direction and the Crab in another. Nor will you find it easy to guide those horses, who snort fire from their mouths and nostrils. I can scarcely govern them myself when they resist the reins.

“Beware, my son, lest I be the donor of a fatal gift. Recall your request while yet you may. Do you want proof that you are sprung from my blood? I give you proof in my fears for you. Look at my face—I would that you could look into my heart, and there you would see a father’s cares.

“Look about you, and ask for anything from all the riches of the earth or sea. Ask and you shall have it! But I beg you not to ask this one thing. It is destruction, not honor, you seek. You shall have it if you persist. I swore the oath, and it must be kept. But I beg you to choose more wisely.”

He ended, but his warning did no good, and Phaeton held to his demand. So, having resisted as long as he could, Phoebus at last led the way to where the lofty chariot stood. Its wheels were made of gold, its spokes of silver. Along the yoke every kind of jewel reflected the brightness of the sun. While the boy gazed in admiration, the early Dawn threw open the purple doors of the east, and showed the pathway strewn with roses.

Phoebus, when he saw the Earth beginning to glow, and the Moon preparing to retire, ordered the Hours to harness the horses. They obeyed, and led the steeds from the lofty stalls, well fed with rich ambrosia. Then the Sun rubbed his son’s face with a magic lotion which made him able to endure the brightness of the flame. He placed the crown of rays on his head and sighed.

“If you insist on doing this,” he said, “at least heed my advice. Spare the whip and hold the reins tight. The steeds need no urging, but you must labor to hold them back. Do not take the straight road through the five circles of Heaven but turn off to the left. Avoid the northern and southern zones, but keep within the limit of the middle one. You will see the marks of the wheels, and they will guide you. The sky and the earth both need their due share of heat, so do not go too high, or you will burn the heavenly dwellings, nor too low, or you will set the earth on fire. The middle course is the safest and best.

“Now I leave you to Fortune, who I hope will plan better for you than you have for yourself. Night is passing out of the western gates, and we can delay no longer. Take the reins. Or better yet, take my counsel and let me bring light to the world while you stay here and watch in safety.”

But even as he was speaking, the boy sprang into the chariot, stood erect, and grasped the reins with delight, pouring out thanks to his reluctant parent. The horses filled the air with their fiery snortings and stamped the ground impatiently. The barriers were let down, and suddenly the boundless plain of the universe lay open before them. They darted forward and sliced through the clouds, into the winds from the east.

It wasn’t long before the steeds sensed that the load they drew was lighter than usual. As a ship without ballast careens and rolls off course on the sea, so the chariot was dashed about as if empty. The horses rushed headlong and left the traveled road. Phaeton began to panic. He had no idea which way to turn the reins, and even if he knew, he had not the strength. Then, for the first time, the Big Bear and the Little Bear were scorched with heat, and would have plunged into the water if possible. The Serpent, which lies coiled around the pole, torpid and harmless in the chill of the heavens, grew hot and writhed in angry fury.

When the unhappy Phaeton looked down upon the earth, now spreading in the vast expanse beneath him, he grew pale, and his knees shook with terror. In spite of the glare all around him, the sight of his eyes grew dim. He wished he had never touched his father’s horses. He was borne along like a vessel driven before a storm, when the pilot can do no more than pray. Much of the heavenly road was behind him, but much more still lay ahead. He found himself stunned and dazed, and did not know whether to hold the reins or drop them. He forgot the names of the horses. He was horrified at the sight of the monstrous forms scattered across the heaven. The Scorpion, for instance, reached forward with its two great claws, while its poisonous stinger stretched behind. Phaeton’s courage failed, and the reins fell from his hands.

The horses, when they felt the reins loose on their backs, dashed headlong into the unknown regions of the sky. They raced among the stars, hurling the chariot over pathless places, now up in the high heaven, now down almost to earth. The Moon saw with astonishment her brother’s chariot running beneath her own. The clouds began to smoke, and the mountaintops caught fire. Fields grew parched with heat, plants withered, and harvests went up in flames. Cities perished, with their walls and towers, and whole nations turned to ashes.

Phaeton beheld the world on fire and felt the intolerable heat. The air was like the blast of a furnace, full of soot and sparks. The chariot glowed white-hot and veered one way, then another. Forests turned to deserts, rivers ran dry, and the earth cracked open. The sea shrank and threatened to become a dry plain. Three times Neptune tried to raise his head above the surface, and three times he was driven back by the fiery heat.

Then Earth, amid the smoking waters, screening her face with her hand, looked up to heaven, and in a trembling voice called on Jupiter.

“O ruler of the gods,” she cried, “if I have deserved this treatment, and it is your will that I perish with fire, why withhold your thunderbolts? Let me at least fall by your hand. Is this the reward of my fertility? Is it for this that I have given fodder for cattle, and fruits for men, and incense for your altars? And what has my brother Ocean done to deserve such a fate? And look at your own skies. The very poles are smoking, and if they topple, your palace will fall. If sea, earth, and heaven perish, we fall into ancient Chaos. Save what remains from the devouring flame. Take thought, and deliver us from this awful moment!”

And overcome with heat and thirst, Earth could say no more. But Jupiter heard her, and saw that all things would perish if he did not quickly help. He climbed the highest tower of heaven, where often he had spread clouds over the world and hurled his mighty thunder. He brandished a lightning bolt in his hand and flung it at the charioteer. At once the car exploded. The mad horses broke the reins, the wheels shattered, and the wreckage scattered across the stars.

And Phaeton, his hair on fire, fell like a shooting star. He was dead long before he left the sky. A river god received him and cooled his burning frame.






The Boy Who Tried to Be the Sun


This Native American tale about knowing one’s limits and abiding by them comes from the Pacific Northwest. It is remarkably similar to the Greek myth about Phaeton, who also tried to take the sun’s place.



Once upon a time there was a woman who went up to the sky to marry the Sun. They lived happily together, especially after they had a young son. But eventually the woman began to feel homesick for her family and friends far below. Besides, she thought her son ought to get the chance to see her homeland.

The Sun, sensing why his wife was so forlorn, suggested she visit her parents for a while. He opened his eyes wide, and his wife and son slid down to earth on his eyelashes, which were the rays of the Sun.

Before long, the other children of the village began to tease the boy, saying he had no father. He went to his mother with tears in his eyes and begged her for a bow and arrows. Then he went alone to the edge of the village and began shooting the arrows straight up into the air. The first arrow struck the roof of the sky and lodged there; the second arrow struck the notch of the first and stuck; and so on until a long chain of arrows dangled to the earth.

The boy climbed the chain to the Sun’s house, where he told his father how the children of the village treated him.

“I want to show them I am really your son,” he said. “Let me carry your torches for a day.”

The Sun shook his head.

“That is a request I cannot grant,” he said. “You see, I carry many torches across the sky. In the morning, and again in the late evening, I burn only a few small ones, and those you might be able to carry. But in the middle of the day, I light the great torches that only I can bear.”

But the boy begged and pleaded and insisted that, since he was the offspring of the Sun, he could surely handle the flames. At last his father consented.

At dawn the next morning, the boy started out. His father had warned him to light only a few small torches at first, but soon the youth grew impatient. He wanted the children in the village below to see him, so he decided to light all the torches at once, large and small.

Immediately it grew unbearably hot all over the earth. The forests burst into flames, the mountaintops smoked, the valleys turned into fiery furnaces. Some of the animals rushed headlong into the lakes and streams to escape the heat, only to find the water had begun to boil. Others tried to hide under rocks. The ermine tried to bury itself, but it did not dig deep enough, and the top of its tail stuck above the ground. It was scorched by the heat, and to this day the top of the ermine’s tail has remained black. The mountain goat, however, was luckier. It ran into a cave and escaped.

The Sun looked down and saw all the people running to hide themselves from the flames, and he knew all things would perish if he did not act quickly. With a heavy heart he struck his own son down, and the boy fell back to earth like a stone.



Jackie Robinson Leads the Way


Here is the story of an American hero who won his fight using self-control. Often, being brave means keeping your cool and doing the best you can in a bad situation.



More than anything else, Jackie Robinson loved to play baseball. And he was good at it. In fact, he was great. He could run like lightning, and he could hit the ball a mile. And like any other young player, he dreamed of playing baseball in the big leagues, in front of thousands of cheering fans.

But there was one big problem. The year was 1945, and Jackie Robinson was black. It was a time in America when black people were not allowed to do many things that white people could do. That was the rule in baseball, too. Black people were not allowed to play on major league teams. They had their own baseball leagues, called the Negro Leagues. Jackie played for a Negro League team called the Kansas City Monarchs.

But one day the man who ran a major league team called the Brooklyn Dodgers asked Jackie to come and see him. His name was Branch Rickey.

“I’ve heard what a good player you are,” Mr. Rickey said. “I want you to play for our team.”

Jackie could barely believe it. Would he really be the first black baseball player to make it to the big leagues?

“This will not be easy,” Mr. Rickey went on. “There will be many, many people who will not want you to play for the Dodgers. Some of the players will call you dirty names. There will be fans in the stands who will yell awful things at you. Even some of the umpires will be against you and will not give you fair calls.”

“I can take it,” Jackie said.

“You have to do more than that,” Mr. Rickey told him. “You’ll have to take it quietly. You cannot shout back. You cannot lose your temper and get into a fight. That’s just what they want you to do. It will give them an excuse to throw you out of baseball. No, you must have the guts to fight back another way. The only way you can win this fight is by keeping your temper and playing the best baseball you can. You have to show them what a great player you are. That’s how you will win this fight.”

Jackie thought it over. It would not be an easy thing to do. At last he looked Mr. Rickey straight in the eye.

“I’ll do it,” he said. “I promise.”

Mr. Rickey sent him to practice for a while with a Dodgers farm team called the Montreal Royals. Every bad thing that Mr. Rickey had talked about came true—and more. Some of the other players said ugly things to him. Some refused to stand on the same field with him. Newspapers claimed he would not be able to play baseball well enough to stay on a white team. He was locked out of ballparks. In one town, a policeman even threatened to arrest him if he did not leave the field.

These things hurt Jackie’s feelings deeply. Sometimes they made him so angry he wanted to raise his fists and strike back. But he remembered the promise he had made, and he kept his cool.

During Jackie Robinson’s first game as a Montreal Royal, all eyes were on him. He knew how much was riding on that game, and it made him feel weak in the knees. But when his turn came, he stepped up to the plate and swung with all his might. The crowd heard the crack of the bat and watched the ball fly—and fly—and fly—right over the outfield wall. Jackie rounded the bases, and everyone knew that he had come to play great baseball.

The next year, Jackie went to play with the Dodgers. He was in the big leagues at last! But his troubles did not end. In fact, they only got worse. Fans jeered him and even threatened to harm him. Pitchers threw balls straight at him, trying to hit him. Players shoved him on the field or stepped on his feet at first base, where he played. But through it all, Jackie stayed calm and played great baseball.

One day, one of Jackie’s teammates, a shortstop named Pee Wee Reese, trotted across the field to chat with Jackie. He put a friendly hand on Jackie’s shoulder while he talked, and a photographer took a picture of the two men together. Newspapers all over the country carried the shot. The message was clear: There were white players who liked Jackie, and knew he was a great player, and were ready to have him on their team. They did not care about the color of his skin.

The more Jackie played, the more respect he won. There were still plenty of people who gave Jackie trouble simply because he was black. But as more and more people watched him play, they saw that he was good enough to be on any team. At the end of his first year with the Dodgers, Jackie was named Rookie of the Year—the best new player in the league.

He had shown the world that the color of his skin did not matter. What mattered was his skill with the bat and ball, and his courage to lead the way.



George Washington’s Rules of Civility


In the late nineteenth century, a school notebook titled “Forms of Writing” was discovered at Mount Vernon, Virginia, George Washington’s plantation home on the Potomac River. The notebook apparently dates from about 1745, when George was fourteen years old and attending school in Fredericksburg, Virginia. Inside, in George’s own handwriting, we find the foundation of a solid character education for an eighteenth-century youth: some 110 “Rules of Civility in Conversation Amongst Men.”

Historical research has shown that young George probably copied them from a 1664 English translation of an even older French work. Most of the rules are still delightfully applicable as a modern code of personal conduct. On the assumption that what was good enough for the first president of the United States is good enough for the rest of us, here are twenty-five of George Washington’s “Rules of Civility.”



1. Every action in company ought to be with some sign of respect to those present.

2. Speak not when others speak, sit not when others stand, and walk not when others stop.

3. Be no flatterer, neither play with anyone that delights not to be played with.

4. Read no letters, books, or papers in company; but when there is a necessity for doing it, you must ask leave. [Note: This one also applies to cell phones today.]

5. Let your countenance be pleasant, but in serious matters somewhat grave.

6. Let your discourse with men of business be short and comprehensive.

7. Strive not with your superiors in argument, but always submit your judgment to others with modesty.

8. When a man does all he can, though it succeeds not well, blame not him that did it.

9. Wherein you reprove another be unblamable yourself, for example is more prevalent than precept.

10. Use no reproachful language against anyone, neither curses nor revilings.

11. Be not hasty to believe flying reports to the disparagement of anyone.

12. In your apparel be modest, and endeavor to accommodate nature rather than procure admiration.

13. Play not the peacock, looking everywhere about you to see if you be well decked, if your shoes fit well, if your stockings set neatly and clothes handsomely.

14. Associate yourself with men of good quality if you esteem your own reputation, for it is better to be alone than in bad company.

15. Let your conversation be without malice or envy, for it is a sign of tractable and commendable nature; and in all causes of passion admit reason to govern.

16. Speak not injurious words, neither in jest nor earnest. Scoff at none, although they give occasion.

17. Think before you speak; pronounce not imperfectly, nor bring out your words too hastily, but orderly and distinctly.

18. When another speaks, be attentive yourself, and disturb not the audience. If any hesitate in his words, help him not, nor prompt him without being desired; interrupt him not, nor answer him till his speech be ended.

19. Be not tedious in discourse, make not many digressions, nor repeat often the same matter of discourse.

20. Speak no evil of the absent, for it is unjust.

21. Be not angry at table, whatever happens; and if you have reason to be so show it not; put on a cheerful countenance, especially if there be strangers, for good humor makes one dish a feast.

22. Undertake not what you cannot perform; but be careful to keep your promise.

23. When you speak of God or his attributes, let it be seriously, in reverence and honor, and obey your natural parents.

24. Let your recreations be manful, not sinful.

25. Labor to keep alive in your breast that little spark of celestial fire called conscience.



Boy Wanted

Frank Crane


This “want ad” appeared in the early part of the twentieth century. It would be very hard to meet every one of these “job requirements,” but all young men can aim for as many as possible.



Wanted—A boy that stands straight, sits straight, acts straight, and talks straight;

A boy whose fingernails are not in mourning, whose ears are clean, whose shoes are polished, whose clothes are brushed, whose hair is combed, and whose teeth are well cared for;

A boy who listens carefully when he is spoken to, who asks questions when he does not understand, and does not ask questions about things that are none of his business;

A boy that moves quickly and makes as little noise about it as possible;

A boy who whistles in the street, but does not whistle where he ought to keep still;

A boy who looks cheerful, has a ready smile for everybody, and never sulks;

A boy who is polite to every man and respectful to every woman and girl;

A boy who does not smoke cigarettes and has no desire to learn how;

A boy who is more eager to know how to speak good English than to talk slang;

A boy that never bullies other boys nor allows other boys to bully him;

A boy who, when he does not know a thing, says, “I don’t know,” and when he has made a mistake says, “I’m sorry,” and when he is asked to do a thing says, “I’ll try”;

A boy who looks you right in the eye and tells the truth every time;

A boy who is eager to read good books;

A boy who would rather put in his spare time at the YMCA gymnasium than to gamble for pennies in a back room;

A boy who does not want to be “smart” nor in any wise to attract attention;

A boy who would rather lose his job or be expelled from school than to tell a lie or be a cad;

A boy whom other boys like;

A boy who is at ease in the company of girls;

A boy who is not sorry for himself, and not forever thinking and talking about himself;

A boy who is friendly with his mother, and more intimate with her than anyone else;

A boy who makes you feel good when he is around;

A boy who is not goody-goody, a prig, or a little pharisee, but just healthy, happy, and full of life.

This boy is wanted everywhere. The family wants him, the school wants him, the office wants him, the boys want him, the girls want him, all creation wants him.






David and Bathsheba

Retold by Jesse Lyman Hurlbut


Of all the vices, lust is the one many people seem to find the most difficult to control. The story of David and Bathsheba is from the second book of Samuel in the Bible.



When David first became king, he went with his army upon the wars against the enemies of Israel. But there came a time when the cares of his kingdom were many, and David left Joab, his general, to lead his warriors, while he stayed in his palace on Mount Zion.

One evening, about sunset, David was walking upon the roof of his palace. He looked down into a garden nearby and saw a woman who was very beautiful. David asked one of his servants who this woman was, and he said to him, “Her name is Bathsheba, and she is the wife of Uriah.”

Now, Uriah was an officer in David’s army, under Joab; and at that time he was fighting in David’s war against the Ammonites, at Rabbah, near the desert, on the east of Jordan. David sent for Uriah’s wife, Bathsheba, and talked with her. He loved her, and greatly longed to take her as one of his own wives—for in those times it was not thought a sin for a man to have more than one wife. But David could not marry Bathsheba while her husband, Uriah, was living. Then a wicked thought came into David’s heart, and he formed a plan to have Uriah killed, so that he could then take Bathsheba into his own house.

David wrote a letter to Joab, the commander of his army. And in the letter he said, “When there is to be a fight with the Ammonites, send Uriah into the middle of it, where it will be the hottest; and manage to leave him there, so that he may be slain by the Ammonites.”

And Joab did as David had commanded him. He sent Uriah with some brave men to a place near the wall of the city, where he knew that the enemies would rush out of the city upon them. There was a fierce fight beside the wall; Uriah was slain, and other brave men with him. Then Joab sent a messenger to tell King David how the war was being carried on, and especially that Uriah, one of his brave officers, had been killed in the fighting.

When David heard this, he said to the messenger, “Say to Joab, ‘Do not feel troubled at the loss of the men slain in battle. The sword must strike down some. Keep up the siege; press forward, and you will take the city.’ ”

And after Bathsheba had mourned over her husband’s death for a time, then David took her into his palace, and she became his wife. And a little child was born to them, whom David loved greatly. Only Joab, and David, and perhaps a few others, knew that David had caused the death of Uriah; but God knew it, and God was displeased with David for this wicked deed.

Then the Lord sent Nathan, the prophet, to David to tell him that, though men knew not that David had done wickedly, God had seen it, and would surely punish David for his sin. Nathan came to David, and he spoke to him thus: “There were two men in one city; one was rich, and the other poor. The rich man had great flocks of sheep and herds of cattle; but the poor man had only one little lamb that he had bought. It grew up in his home with his children, and drank out of his cup, and lay upon his lap, and was like a little daughter to him.

“One day a visitor came to the rich man’s house to dinner. The rich man did not take one of his own sheep to kill for his guest. He robbed the poor man of his lamb, and killed it, and cooked it for a meal with his friend.”

When David heard this, he was very angry. He said to Nathan, “The man who did this thing deserves to die! He shall give back to his poor neighbor fourfold for the lamb taken from him. How cruel to treat a poor man thus, without pity for him!”

And Nathan said to David, “You are the man who has done this deed. The Lord made you king in place of Saul, and gave you a kingdom. You have a great house, and many wives. Why, then, have you done this wickedness in the sight of the Lord? You have slain Uriah with the sword of the men of Ammon; and you have taken his wife to be your wife. For this there shall be a sword drawn against your house; you shall suffer for it, and your wives shall suffer, and your children shall suffer, because you have done this.”

When David heard all this, he saw, as he had not seen before, how great was his wickedness. He was exceedingly sorry and said to Nathan, “I have sinned against the Lord.”

And David showed such sorrow for his sin that Nathan said to him, “The Lord has forgiven your sin, and you shall not die on account of it. But the child that Uriah’s wife has given to you shall surely die.”

Soon after this the little child of David and Bathsheba, whom David loved greatly, was taken very ill. David prayed to God for the child’s life. He took no food, but lay in sorrow, with his face upon the floor of his house. The nobles of his palace came to him and urged him to rise up and take food, but he would not. For seven days the child grew worse and worse, and David remained in sorrow. Then the child died, and the nobles were afraid to tell David, for they said to each other, “If he was in such grief while the child was living, what will he do when he hears that the child is dead?”

But when King David saw the people whispering to one another with sad faces, he said, “Is the child dead?”

And they said to him, “Yes, O king, the child is dead.”

Then David rose up from the floor where he had been lying. He washed his face and put on his kingly robes. He went first to the house of the Lord and worshipped; then he came to his own house, sat down to his table, and took food. His servants wondered at this, but David said to them, “While the child was still alive, I fasted, and prayed, and wept; for I hoped that by prayer to the Lord, and by the mercy of the Lord, his life might be spared. But now that he is dead, my prayers can do no more for him. I cannot bring him back again. He will not come back to me, but I shall go to him.”

And after this God gave to David and to Bathsheba, his wife, another son, whom they named Solomon. The Lord loved Solomon, and he grew up to be a wise man.

After God had forgiven David’s great sin, David wrote the Fifty-First Psalm, in memory of his sin and of God’s forgiveness. Some of its verses are these:


Have mercy upon me, O God,

According to thy loving kindness.

According to the multitude of thy tender mercies

Blot out my transgressions.

Wash me thoroughly from mine iniquity,

And cleanse me from my sin.

For I acknowledge my transgressions,

And my sin is ever before me.

Against thee, thee only, have I sinned,

And done that which is evil in thy sight.

Hide thy face from my sins,

And blot out all mine iniquities.

Create in me a clean heart, O God,

And renew a right spirit within me.

Cast me not away from thy presence,

And take not thy holy spirit from me.

Restore unto me the joy of thy salvation,

And uphold me with a free spirit.

Then will I teach transgressors thy ways,

And sinners shall be converted unto thee.

For thou delightest not in sacrifice; else would I give it.

Thou hast no pleasure in burnt offering.

The sacrifices of God are a broken spirit:

A broken and a contrite heart, O God, thou will not despise.





How Much Land Does a Man Need?

Leo Tolstoy


This story by Leo Tolstoy (1828–1910), written in 1886, in its fundamental physical action is a marvelous metaphor for the need for us to set definite boundaries on our own appetites.



There once was a peasant named Pahom who worked hard and honestly for his family, but who had no land of his own, so he always remained as poor as the next man. “Busy as we are from childhood tilling mother earth,” he often thought, “we peasants will always die as we are living, with nothing of our own. If only we had our own land, it would be different.”

Now, close to Pahom’s village there lived a lady, a small landowner, who had an estate of about three hundred acres. One winter the news got about that the lady was going to sell her land. Pahom heard that a neighbor of his was buying fifty acres and that the lady had consented to accept one half in cash and to wait a year for the other half.

“Look at that,” Pahom thought. “The land is being sold, and I shall get none of it.” So he spoke to his wife. “Other people are buying it, and we must also buy twenty acres or so. Life is becoming impossible without land of our own.”

So they put their heads together and considered how they could manage to buy it. They had one hundred rubles laid by. They sold a colt, and one half of their bees, hired out one of their sons as a laborer, and took his wages in advance. They borrowed the rest from a brother-in-law, and so scraped together half the purchase money. Having done this, Pahom chose a farm of forty acres, some of it wooded, and went to the lady and bought it.

So now Pahom had land of his own. He borrowed seed, and sowed it, and the harvest was a good one. Within a year he had managed to pay off his debts to the lady and his brother-in-law. So he became a landowner, plowing and sowing his own land, making hay on his own land, cutting his own trees, and feeding his cattle on his own pasture. When he went out to plow his fields, or to look at his growing corn, or at his meadows, his heart would fill with joy. The grass that grew and the flowers that bloomed there seemed to him unlike any that grew elsewhere. Formerly, when he had passed by that land, it had appeared the same as any other land, but now it seemed quite different.

Then one day Pahom was sitting at home when a peasant, passing through the village, happened to stop in. Pahom asked him where he came from, and the stranger answered that he came from beyond the Volga, where he had been working. One word led to another, and the man went on to say that much land was for sale there, and that many people were moving there to buy it. The land was so good, he said, that the rye sown on it grew as high as a horse, and so thick that five cuts of a sickle made a sheaf. One peasant, he said, had brought nothing with him but his bare hands, and now he had six horses and two cows of his own.

Pahom’s heart was filled with desire. “Why should I suffer in this narrow hole,” he thought, “if one can live so well elsewhere? I will sell my land and my homestead here, and with the money I will start fresh over there and get everything new.”

So Pahom sold his land and homestead and cattle, all at a profit, and moved his family to the new settlement. Everything the peasant had told him was true, and Pahom was ten times better off than he had been. He bought plenty of arable land and pasture, and could keep as many head of cattle as he liked.

At first, in the bustle of building and settling down, Pahom was pleased with it all, but when he got used to it, he began to think that even here he was not satisfied. He wanted to sow more wheat but had not enough land of his own for the purpose, so he rented extra land for three years. The seasons turned out well and the crops were good, so that he began to lay money by. He might have gone on living comfortably, but he grew tired of having to rent other people’s land every year and having to scramble to pay for it.

“If it were all my own land,” Pahom thought, “I should be independent, and there would not be all this unpleasantness.”

Then one day a passing land dealer said he was just returning from the land of Bashkirs, far away, where he had bought thirteen thousand acres of land, all for only one thousand rubles.

“All one need do is to make friends with the chiefs,” he said. “I gave away about one hundred rubles’ worth of dressing gowns and carpets, besides a case of tea, and I gave wine to those who would drink it, and I got the land for less than twopence an acre.”

“There now,” thought Pahom, “out there I can get more than ten times as much land as I have now. I must try it.”

So Pahom left his family to look after the homestead and started on the journey, taking his servant with him. They stopped at a town on their way and bought a case of tea, some wine, and other presents, as the tradesman had advised him. On and on they went until they had gone more than three hundred miles, and on the seventh day they came to a place where the Bashkirs had pitched their tents.

As soon as they saw Pahom, they came out of their tents and gathered around their visitor. They gave him tea and kumiss, and had a sheep killed, and gave him mutton to eat. Pahom took presents out of his cart and distributed them, and told them he had come about some land. The Bashkirs seemed very glad and told him he must talk to their chief about it. So they sent for him and explained to him why Pahom had come.

The chief listened for a while, then made a sign with his head for them to be silent, and addressing himself to Pahom, said: “Well, let it be so. Choose whatever piece of land you like. We have plenty of it.”

“And what will be the price?” asked Pahom.

“Our price is always the same: one thousand rubles a day.”

Pahom did not understand.

“A day? What measure is that? How many acres would that be?”

“We do not know how to reckon it out,” said the chief. “We sell it by the day. As much as you can go round on your feet in a day is yours, and the price is one thousand rubles a day.”

Pahom was surprised.

“But in a day you can get round a large tract of land,” he said.

The chief laughed.

“It will all be yours!” said he. “But there is one condition: if you don’t return on the same day to the spot whence you started, your money is lost.”

“But how am I to mark the way that I have gone?”

“Why, we shall go to any spot you like, and stay there. You must start from that spot and make your round, taking a spade with you. Wherever you think necessary, make a mark. At every turning, dig a hole and pile up the turf; then afterward we will go round with a plow from hole to hole. You may make as large a circuit as you please, but before the sun sets you must return to the place you started from. All the land you cover will be yours.”

Pahom was delighted. It was decided to start early next morning. They talked awhile, and after drinking some more kumiss and eating some more mutton, they had tea again, and then the night came on. They gave Pahom a featherbed to sleep on, and the Bashkirs dispersed for the night, promising to assemble the next morning at daybreak and ride out before sunrise to the appointed spot.

Pahom lay on the featherbed but could not sleep. He kept thinking about the land.

“What a large tract I will mark off!” thought he. “I can easily do thirty-five miles in a day. The days are long now, and within a circuit of thirty-five miles what a lot of land there will be! I will sell the poorer land, or let it to peasants, but I’ll pick out the best and farm it. I will buy two ox teams and hire two more laborers. About a hundred and fifty acres shall be plow land, and I will pasture cattle on the rest.”

Looking round he saw through the open door that the dawn was breaking.

“It’s time to wake them up,” thought he. “We ought to be starting.”

He got up, roused his man (who was sleeping in his cart), bade him harness, and went to call the Bashkirs.

“It’s time to go to the steppe to measure the land,” he said.

The Bashkirs rose and assembled, and the chief came, too. Then they began drinking kumiss again, and offered Pahom some tea, but he would not wait.

“If we are to go, let us go. It is high time,” said he.

The Bashkirs got ready and they all started, some mounted on horses and some in carts. Pahom drove in his own small cart with his servant and took a spade with him. When they reached the steppe, the morning red was beginning to kindle. They ascended a hillock and, dismounting from their carts and their horses, gathered in one spot. The chief came up to Pahom and stretched out his arm toward the plain.

“See,” said he, “all this, as far as your eye can reach, is ours. You may have any part of it you like.”

Pahom’s eyes glistened: it was all virgin soil, as flat as the palm of your hand, as black as the seed of a poppy, and in the hollows different kinds of grasses grew breast high.

The chief took off his fox-fur cap, placed it on the ground, and said: “This will be the mark. Start from here and return here again. All the land you go round shall be yours.”

Pahom took out his money and put it on the cap. Then he took off his outer coat, remaining in his sleeveless undercoat. He unfastened his girdle and tied it tight below his stomach, put a little bag of bread into the breast of his coat, and, tying a flask of water to his girdle, he drew up the tops of his boots, took the spade from his man, and stood ready to start. He considered for some moments which way he had better go—it was tempting everywhere.

“No matter,” he concluded, “I will go toward the rising sun.”

He turned his face to the east, stretched himself, and waited for the sun to appear above the rim.

“I must lose no time,” he thought, “and it is easier walking while it is still cool.”

The sun’s rays had hardly flashed above the horizon before Pahom, carrying the spade over his shoulder, went down into the steppe.

Pahom started walking neither slowly nor quickly. After having gone a thousand yards he stopped, dug a hole, and placed pieces of turf one on another to make it more visible. Then he went on. Now that he had walked off his stiffness, he quickened his pace. After a while he dug another hole.

Pahom looked back. The hillock could be distinctly seen in the sunlight, with the people on it, and the glittering tires of the cart wheels. At a rough guess Pahom concluded that he had walked three miles. It was growing warmer; he took off his undercoat, flung it across his shoulder, and went on again. It had grown quite warm now. He looked at the sun. It was time to think of breakfast.

“The first shift is done, but there are four in a day, and it is too soon yet to turn. But I will just take off my boots,” said he to himself.

He sat down, took off his boots, stuck them into his girdle, and went on. It was easy walking now.

“I will go on for another three miles,” thought he, “and then turn to the left. This spot is so fine that it would be a pity to lose it. The farther one goes, the better the land seems.”

He went straight on for a while, and when he looked round, the hillock was scarcely visible. The people on it looked like black ants, and he could just see something glistening there in the sun.

“Ah,” thought Pahom, “I have gone far enough in this direction; it is time to turn. Besides, I am in a regular sweat, and very thirsty.”

He stopped, dug a large hole, and heaped up pieces of turf. Next he untied his flask, had a drink, and then turned sharply to the left. He went on and on; the grass was high, and it was very hot.

Pahom began to grow tired. He looked at the sun and saw that it was noon.

“Well,” he thought, “I must have a rest.”

He sat down and ate some bread and drank some water; but he did not lie down, thinking that if he did, he might fall asleep. After sitting a little while, he went on again. At first he walked easily. The food had strengthened him, but it had become terribly hot, and he felt sleepy. Still, he went on, thinking: “An hour to suffer, a lifetime to live.”

He went a long way in this direction also, and was about to turn to the left again, when he perceived a damp hollow. “It would be a pity to leave that out,” he thought. “Flax would do well there.” So he went on past the hollow and dug a hole on the other side of it before he turned the corner. Pahom looked toward the hillock. The heat made the air hazy. It seemed to be quivering, and through the haze the people on the hillock could scarcely be seen.

“Ah!” thought Pahom, “I have made the sides too long; I must make this one shorter.” And he went along the third side, stepping faster. He looked at the sun: it was nearly halfway to the horizon, and he had not yet done two miles of the third side of the square. He was still ten miles from the goal.

“No,” he thought, “though it will make my land lopsided, I must hurry back in a straight line now. I might go too far, and as it is I have a great deal of land.”

So Pahom hurriedly dug a hole and turned straight toward the hillock.

Pahom went straight toward the hillock, but he now walked with difficulty. He was done up with the heat, his bare feet were cut and bruised, and his legs began to fail. He longed to rest, but it was impossible if he meant to get back before sunset. The sun waits for no man, and it was sinking lower and lower.

“Oh dear,” he thought, “if only I have not blundered trying for too much! What if I am too late?”

He looked toward the hillock and at the sun. He was still far from his goal, and the sun was already near the rim.

Pahom walked on and on. It was very hard walking, but he went quicker and quicker. He pressed on but was still far from the place. He began running, threw away his coat, his boots, his flask, and his cap, and kept only the spade, which he used as a support.

“What shall I do?” he thought again. “I have grasped too much and ruined the whole affair. I can’t get there before the sun sets.”

And this fear made him still more breathless. Pahom went on running. His soaking shirt and trousers stuck to him, and his mouth was parched. His breast was working like a blacksmith’s bellows, his heart was beating like a hammer, and his legs were giving way as if they did not belong to him. Pahom was seized with terror lest he should die of the strain.

Though afraid of death, he could not stop. “After having run all that way they will call me a fool if I stop now,” thought he. And he ran on and on, and drew near and heard the Bashkirs yelling and shouting to him, and their cries inflamed his heart still more. He gathered his last strength and ran on.

The sun was close to the rim, and cloaked in mist looked large, and red as blood. Now, yes now, it was about to set! The sun was quite low, but he was also quite near his aim. Pahom could already see the people on the hillock waving their arms to hurry him up. He could see the fox-fur cap on the ground, and the money on it, and the chief sitting on the ground holding his sides.

“There is plenty of land,” thought he, “but will God let me live on it? I have lost my life, I have lost my life! I shall never reach that spot!”

Pahom looked at the sun, which had reached the earth; one side of it had already disappeared. With all his remaining strength he rushed on, bending his body forward so that his legs could hardly follow fast enough to keep him from falling. Just as he reached the hillock it suddenly grew dark. He looked up—the sun had already set! He gave a cry: “All my labor has been in vain,” thought he, and was about to stop, but he heard the Bashkirs still shouting, and remembered that though to him, from below, the sun seemed to have set, they on the hillock could still see it. He took a long breath and ran up the hillock. It was still light there. He reached the top and saw the cap. Before it sat the chief laughing and holding his sides. Pahom uttered a cry: his legs gave way beneath him, he fell forward and reached the cap with his hands.

“Ah, that’s a fine fellow!” exclaimed the chief. “He has gained much land!”

Pahom’s servant came running up and tried to raise him, but he saw that blood was flowing from his mouth. Pahom was dead!

The Bashkirs clicked their tongues to show their pity.

His servant picked up the spade and dug a grave long enough for Pahom to lie in, and buried him in it. Six feet from his head to his heels was all he needed.



Terence, This Is Stupid Stuff

A. E. Housman


With wry irony, Alfred Edward Housman (1859–1936) advises preparing oneself for a world that may contain “much good, but much less good than ill.” Escapist solutions such as drink (Burton-on-Trent, mentioned in the second stanza, is a famous English brewing town) offer only the false answer of illusion. The best tack, Housman says, is to “train for ill and not for good,” and thereby steel oneself against all the unfairness life has to offer. And so he suggests as a model Mithridates, king of ancient Pontus in Asia Minor, who made himself immune to poison by swallowing small doses every day. There’s a bit of cynicism in this poem, but there’s also a good measure of hard truth: we must practice bracing ourselves for all of life’s contingencies.




“Terence, this is stupid stuff:

You eat your victuals fast enough;

There can’t be much amiss, ’tis clear,

To see the rate you drink your beer.

But oh, good Lord, the verse you make,

It gives a chap the bellyache.

The cow, the old cow, she is dead;

It sleeps well, the hornèd head:

We poor lads, ’tis our turn now

To hear such tunes as killed the cow.

Pretty friendship ’tis to rhyme

Your friends to death before their time

Moping melancholy mad:

Come, pipe a tune to dance to, lad.”

Why, if ’tis dancing you would be,

There’s brisker pipes than poetry.

Say, for what were hopyards meant,

Or why was Burton built on Trent?

Oh many a peer of England brews

Livelier liquor than the Muse,

And malt does more than Milton can

To justify God’s ways to man.

Ale, man, ale’s the stuff to drink

For fellows whom it hurts to think:

Look into the pewter pot

To see the world as the world’s not.

And faith, ’tis pleasant till ’tis past:

The mischief is that ’twill not last.

Oh I have been to Ludlow fair

And left my necktie God knows where,

And carried halfway home, or near,

Pints and quarts of Ludlow beer:

Then the world seemed none so bad,

And I myself a sterling lad;

And down in lovely muck I’ve lain,

Happy till I woke again.

Then I saw the morning sky.

Heigho, the tale was all a lie;

The world, it was the old world yet,

I was I, my things were wet,

And nothing now remained to do

But begin the game anew.

Therefore, since the world has still

Much good, but much less good than ill,

And while the sun and moon endure

Luck’s a chance, but trouble’s sure,

I’d face it as a wise man would,

And train for ill and not for good.

’Tis true the stuff I bring for sale

Is not so brisk a brew as ale:

Out of a stem that scored the hand

I wrung it in a weary land.

But take it: if the smack is sour,

The better for the embittered hour;

It should do good to heart and head

When your soul is in my soul’s stead;

And I will friend you, if I may,

In the dark and cloudy day.

There was a king reigned in the East:

There, when kings will sit to feast,

They get their fill before they think

With poisoned meat and poisoned drink.

He gathered all that springs to birth

From the many-venomed earth;

First a little, thence to more,

He sampled all her killing store;

And easy, smiling, seasoned sound,

Sate the king when healths went round.

They put arsenic in his meat

And stared aghast to watch him eat;

They poured strychnine in his cup

And shook to see him drink it up:

They shook, they stared as white’s their shirt.

Them it was their poison hurt.

—I tell the tale that I heard told.

Mithridates, he died old.





Plato on Self-Discipline

From Gorgias


The right and wrong uses of rhetoric are technically the themes of Plato’s Gorgias, but, as with all Platonic dialogues, the true end is the examination of how life should be lived. Here we find Callicles boldly asserting “what the rest of the world think, but do not like to say”: leading the Good Life means having what you want, as much as you want, whenever you want. In short, the life of the rich and famous is the truly happy life. Socrates replies with his famous image of a leaky vessel as a metaphor for the intemperate soul. He insists that the ordered soul is the only truly happy one, the only one capable of living the Good Life.



Socrates. Every man is his own ruler; but perhaps you think that there is no necessity for him to rule himself; he is only required to rule others?

Callicles. What do you mean by his “ruling over himself”?

Soc. A simple thing enough; just what is commonly said, that a man should be temperate and master of himself, and ruler of his own pleasures and passions.

Cal. What innocence! you mean those fools—the temperate?

Soc. Certainly: anyone may know that to be my meaning.

Cal. Quite so, Socrates; and they are really fools, for how can a man be happy who is the servant of anything? On the contrary, I plainly assert that he who would truly live ought to allow his desires to wax to the uttermost, and not to chastise them; but when they have grown to their greatest he should have courage and intelligence to minister to them and to satisfy all his longings. And this I affirm to be natural justice and nobility. To this, however, the many cannot attain; and they blame the strong man because they are ashamed of their own weakness, which they desire to conceal, and hence they say that intemperance is base. As I have remarked already, they enslave the nobler natures, and being unable to satisfy their pleasures, they praise temperance and justice out of their own cowardice. For if a man had been originally the son of a king, or had a nature capable of acquiring an empire or a tyranny or sovereignty, what could be more truly base or evil than temperance—to a man like him, I say, who might freely be enjoying every good, and has no one to stand in his way, and yet has admitted custom and reason and the opinion of other men to be lords over him?—must not he be in a miserable plight whom the reputation of justice and temperance hinders from giving more to his friends than to his enemies, even though he be a ruler in his city? Nay, Socrates, for you profess to be a votary of the truth, and the truth is this: that luxury and intemperance and license, if they be provided with means, are virtue and happiness—all the rest is a mere bauble, agreements contrary to nature, foolish talk of men, worth nothing.

Soc. There is a noble freedom, Callicles, in your way of approaching the argument; for what you say is what the rest of the world think, but do not like to say. And I must beg of you to persevere, that the true rule of human life may become manifest. Tell me, then: You say, do you not, that in the rightly developed man the passions ought not to be controlled but that we should let them grow to the utmost and somehow or other satisfy them, and that this is virtue?

Cal. Yes; I do.

Soc. Then those who want nothing are not truly said to be happy?

Cal. No indeed, for then stones and dead men would be the happiest of all.

Soc. But surely life according to your view is an awful thing…. Let me request you to consider how far you would accept this as an account of the two lives of the temperate and intemperate in a figure: There are two men, both of whom have a number of casks; the one man has his casks sound and full, one of wine, another of honey, and a third of milk, besides others filled with other liquids, and the streams which fill them are few and scanty, and he can only obtain them with a great deal of toil and difficulty; but when his casks are once filled he has no need to feed them anymore, and has no further trouble with them or care about them. The other, in like manner, can procure streams, though not without difficulty; but his vessels are leaky and unsound, and night and day he is compelled to be filling them, and if he pauses for a moment, he is in an agony of pain. Such are their respective lives: And now would you say that the life of the intemperate is happier than that of the temperate? Do I not convince you that the opposite is the truth?

Cal. You do not convince me, Socrates, for the one who has filled himself has no longer any pleasure left; and this, as I was just now saying, is the life of a stone: he has neither joy nor sorrow after he is once filled; but the pleasure depends on the superabundance of the influx.

Soc. But the more you pour in, the greater the waste; and the holes must be large for the liquid to escape.

Cal. Certainly.

Soc. The life which you are now depicting is not that of a dead man or of a stone but of a cormorant; you mean that he is to be hungering and eating?

Cal. Yes.

Soc. And he is to be thirsting and drinking?

Cal. Yes, that is what I mean; he is to have all his desires about him, and to be able to live happily in the gratification of them….

Soc. Listen to me, then, while I recapitulate the argument: Is the pleasant the same as the good? Not the same. Callicles and I are agreed about that. And is the pleasant to be pursued for the sake of the good? Or the good for the sake of the pleasant? The pleasant is to be pursued for the sake of the good. And that is pleasant at the presence of which we are pleased, and that is good at the presence of which we are good? To be sure. And we are good, and all good things whatever are good when some virtue is present in us or them? That, Callicles, is my conviction. But the virtue of each thing, whether body or soul, instrument or creature, when given to them in the best way comes to them not by chance but as the result of the order and truth and art which are imparted to them: Am I not right? I maintain that I am. And is not the virtue of each thing dependent on order or arrangement? Yes, I say. And that which makes a thing good is the proper order inhering in each thing? Such is my view. And is not the soul which has an order of her own better than that which has no order? Certainly. And the soul which has order is orderly? Of course. And that which is orderly is temperate? Assuredly. And the temperate soul is good? No other answer can I give, Callicles dear; have you any?

Cal. Go on, my good fellow.

Soc. Then I shall proceed to add that if the temperate soul is the good soul, the soul which is in the opposite condition, that is, the foolish and intemperate, is the bad soul. Very true. And will not the temperate man do what is proper, both in relation to the gods and to men; for he would not be temperate if he did not? Certainly he will do what is proper. In his relation to other men he will do what is just; and in his relation to the gods he will do what is holy; and he who does what is just and holy must be just and holy? Very true. And must he not be courageous? For the duty of a temperate man is not to follow or to avoid what he ought not but what he ought, whether things or men or pleasures or pains, and patiently to endure when he ought; and therefore, Callicles, the temperate man, being, as we have described, also just and courageous and holy, cannot be other than a perfectly good man, nor can the good man do otherwise than well and perfectly whatever he does; and he who does well must of necessity be happy and blessed, and the evil man who does evil, miserable: now this latter is he whom you were applauding—the intemperate who is the opposite of the temperate. Such is my position, and these things I affirm to be true. And if they are true, then I further affirm that he who desires to be happy must pursue and practice temperance and run away from intemperance as fast as his legs will carry him: He had better order his life so as not to need punishment; but if either he or any of his friends, whether private individual or city, are in need of punishment, then justice must be done and he must suffer punishment, if he would be happy. This appears to me to be the aim which a man ought to have, and toward which he ought to direct all the energies both of himself and of the state, acting so that he may have temperance and justice present with him and be happy, not suffering his lusts to be unrestrained, and in the never-ending desire to satisfy them leading a robber’s life. Such a one is the friend neither of God nor man, for he is incapable of communion, and he who is incapable of communion is also incapable of friendship. And philosophers tell us, Callicles, that communion and friendship and orderliness and temperance and justice bind together heaven and earth and gods and men, and that this universe is therefore called Cosmos or order, not disorder or misrule, my friend.



Aristotle on Self-Discipline

From the Nicomachean Ethics


We are the sum of our actions, Aristotle tells us, and therefore our habits make all the difference. Moral virtue, we learn in this discussion from the Nicomachean Ethics, comes with practice, just like the mastery of any art or mechanical skill. And what is the best way to practice? Aristotle’s answer lies in his explanation of “the mean.” In his view, correct moral behavior in any given situation lies at the midway point between the extremes of two vices. We must practice hitting the mean by determining which vice we tend toward and then consciously moving toward the other extreme until we reach the middle.



Virtue, then, is of two kinds, intellectual and moral. Intellectual virtue springs from and grows from teaching, and therefore needs experience and time. Moral virtues come from habit…. They are in us neither by nature nor in despite of nature, but we are furnished by nature with a capacity for receiving them, and we develop them through habit…. These virtues we acquire by first exercising them, as in the case of other arts. Whatever we learn to do, we learn by actually doing it: Men come to be builders, for instance, by building, and harp players by playing the harp. In the same way, by doing just acts we come to be just; by doing self-controlled acts, we come to be self-controlled; and by doing brave acts, we become brave….

How we act in our relations with other people makes us just or unjust. How we face dangerous situations, either accustoming ourselves to fear or confidence, makes us brave or cowardly. Occasions of lust and anger are similar: some people become self-controlled and patient from their conduct in such situations, and others uncontrolled and passionate. In a word, then, activities produce similar dispositions. Therefore we must give a certain character to our activities…. In short, the habits we form from childhood make no small difference, but rather they make all the difference.



Moral virtue is a mean that lies between two vices, one of excess and the other of deficiency, and… it aims at hitting the mean both in feelings and actions. So it is hard to be good, for surely it is hard in each instance to find the mean, just as it is difficult to find the center of a circle. It is easy to get angry or to spend money—anyone can do that. But to act the right way toward the right person, in due proportion, at the right time, for the right reason, and in the right manner—this is not easy, and not everyone can do it.

Therefore he who aims at the mean should make it his first care to keep away from that extreme which is more contrary than the other to the mean…. For one of the two extremes is always more erroneous than the other. And since hitting the mean exactly is difficult, one must take the next-best course, and choose the least of the evils as the safest plan….

We should also take notice of the errors into which we naturally tend to fall. They vary in each individual’s case, and we will discover ours by the pleasure or pain they give us. Having discovered our errors, we must force ourselves off in the opposite direction. For we shall arrive at the mean by moving away from our failing, just as if we were straightening a bent piece of wood. But in all cases we should guard most carefully against what is pleasant, and pleasure itself, because we are not impartial judges of it….

This much, then, is plain: in all our conduct, the mean is the most praiseworthy state. But as a practical matter, we must sometimes aim a bit toward excess and sometimes toward deficiency, because this will be the easiest way of hitting the mean—that is, what is right.
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