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STORY ONE  

THE BIRD OF HAPPINESS A tale from Russia  

Before reading section 1, close your eyes and try to imagine the scene from these words: Russia – 

a woodcutter – birdsong.  

SECTION 1  

A long time ago, a little boy called Igor lived with his mother and father in a small house which was 

made of wood.  

Igor's family was very poor. His father was a woodcutter, and his mother made clothes for rich 

people in the city. Their house was in the middle of a large forest in the north of Russia. In summer, 

the days were long and the forest was alive with the sounds of birds singing to each other. Igor's 

father taught him the names of the different birds, and the boy soon knew all their songs. But in 

winter, the days were very short, and there was deep snow everywhere. The forest became quiet 

because the birds left to spend the winter months in warmer countries.  

One winter, Igor became ill. His mother made special food and drink for him, but he only got worse. 

The doctor from the city came to see Igor, and spent some time talking with the boy, and looking at 

him. Then he spoke to Igor's mother and father.  

'He's very ill, but I don't know what's wrong with him. This winter many young children all over the 

country are becoming ill and dying, and nobody knows why. I'm sorry but there's nothing that I can 

do to help. Give him lots of good things to eat, and make sure that he gets lots of sleep.'  

During the next few days, Igor got worse. He became more and more ill. He spent all day in bed and 

became bored with his toys. His father brought him little things from the forest to try to make him 

forget that he was ill, but he was not interested in anything. His face became white, and he didn't 

want to eat. Sometimes at night he had a fever, and then he dreamt that he was flying above the 

forest, looking at his family's little house far below him.  

End of section 1. Before reading section 2 think about this question. Why do you think Igor asks 

his father to bring him a bird? Read on and find out.  

SECTION 2  

One morning, after a very bad night, Igor woke up and found his father looking at him.  

'Is there anything that you want?' said his father.  
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'Yes, there is, Father,' said Igor. 'I miss the songs of the birds. Could you catch a bird and put it in a 

cage for me? If you put the cage above my bed, I can listen to the bird singing and remember the 

sounds of the forest.'  

'Of course, little Igor,' said his father, smiling. 'I'll bring you your bird tomorrow.'  

But he knew that, now it was winter, there were no birds in the forest. This was the only thing that 

his son wanted, and he could not give it to him.  

'Perhaps you could make him a bird out of wood?' said Igor's mother. 'You could use one of those 

little pieces of wood that we usually burn on the fire.'  

It was a cold, snowy day, and the forest trees were hard to cut. But all day, while he was working, 

Igor's father thought about how to make his son a bird out of wood. 'Of course it'll never sing,' he 

said to himself, 'but perhaps if it's very beautiful, little Igor will like it just the same.'  

After dinner that night, he started making the bird. The first few times that he tried were no good. 

The finished birds were all too fat and too heavy to fly. He put them one by one on the fire and held 

his head in his hands. It was now the middle of the night, and outside more snow was falling. Then 

he suddenly said to himself, 'I know! The bird needs to be just two pieces of wood. If I cut the wood 

carefully, the bird can have real feathers.' First he took a piece of wood for the head, body and tail. 

He began with the tail, cutting the wood into feathers with his right hand. Then, with his left hand, 

he smoothed out the feathers. When he was happy with the tail, he took some more wood for the 

wings. He cut them out carefully. It all took a long time because sometimes the feathers broke and 

he had to start again. But in the end, he finished it. While the sun was beginning to come up he 

showed the bird to his wife.  

'It's beautiful, 'she said. 'But it's not ready yet,'  

She took a needle and some thread and carefully sewed the ends of the tail-feathers and wing-

feathers together. Soon the feathers were all together, just like on a real bird. Then she tied a long 

thread to the middle of the bird's back. This way they could hang it above Igor's bed. They looked at 

the bird together.  

'Now that it's ready,' said the woodcutter, 'I'll take it into little Igor's room.'  

Igor was asleep. Very quietly the father hung the bird above the boy's bed. He stood back and 

looked at it. The bird turned slowly on its thread. The woodcutter went happily to his bed to rest 

after his long night's work.  
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End of section 2. Before reading section 3 think about these questions. Igor’s parents hang the 

wooden bird above Igor’s bed. Will this help Igor? How? Now read on.  

SECTION 3  

Later that morning, he went back into Igor's room. The bird was turning slowly above Igor's head. 

His son was watching the bird carefully. There was a light in his eyes for the first time in many 

weeks.  

'It's beautiful, Father,' said Igor. 'Thank you. But I've never seen a bird like it before in the forest. 

What's it called?'  

'That's a good question. I'll find out and tell you later.'  

The next morning, when the woodcutter went into his son's room, he found the boy sitting up in 

bed, trying to touch the bird. 'The last time that Igor sat up in bed was many weeks ago,' he 

thought.  

'So what's it called, Father?' the boy asked.  

'I'm still not sure,' his father replied.  

That night, Igor's father went into his son's room and he quietly made the thread a little shorter. 

Now the bird was hanging a little higher above Igor's head. Three days later, he found Igor kneeling 

on the bed, trying to touch the bird. His hand was very near it.  

'Have you decided on the name of my bird, Father?' Igor asked.  

'Not yet, my son. I'll tell you later,' his father replied.  

Again the father went at night into his son's room and put the bird a little higher.  

Five days later, Igor was standing on the bed, and nearly touching the bird.  

'Father, help me. I want to make it go round,' he said.  

'Go on trying. It's not as high as you think,' replied his father.  

'And when will you tell me its name?'  

'Very soon, my son,' replied the father.  

Seven days later, Igor's father was cutting wood when he heard strange sounds coming from the 

house. He ran quickly to his son's bedroom. Igor was jumping up and down on his bed, laughing. 

Above his head the bird was going round very fast.  

'Look, Father. I touched the bird!' shouted Igor happily. 'Now, please tell me. What's its name?'  

'It's called the bird of happiness,' his father replied. And his mother, standing at the door, smiled to 

see her young son so full of life once more.  
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After reading, answer these questions. Share your answers with colleagues.  

Why did the Igor’s father name the bird ‘the bird of happiness’?  

Do you know any stories about people getting well again because they wanted something 

particular?  

Do you know any stories from Myanmar that involve birds? 

 
 STORY TWO  

 

THE THIEF OF SMELLS A tale from America  

 

Before reading: you are going to read a story about a baker. Do you like the smell of fresh bread 

and cakes? Close your eyes. Can you smell them? If you are not too hungry, read on.  

While you are reading, think about these questions.  

What is the baker’s unusual idea? Do you agree with it?  

What does the judge decide to do? Do you agree with him?  

 

There was once a baker who had a shop in a small town in America. This baker was not a very kind 

man. He never gave his customers any more bread than necessary for their money, and he never 

smiled. But he was a very good baker. His bread was the softest bread that you could imagine. 

Sometimes customers paid for their bread and started eating it there in the shop. And his cakes... 

mmmmm!! His cakes were really delicious. People came to his shop from all over town. When they 

walked down the street they smelled the baker's wonderful bread and his delicious cakes, and they 

walked right into his shop. But not everyone came inside. Some people just stood outside the shop, 

smelling, and looking in through the windows. The baker didn't like this.  

'Their stomachs are full of the smell of my bread. I'm giving them a free lunch! And I get nothing for 

my hard work,' he said to himself. 'Perhaps there's some way to put those delicious smell in bottles. 

Then I can sell them, just like I sell my bread.'  

One winter morning, very early, the baker was in his shop, making bread. He wasn't singing happily 

while he worked. He was complaining to himself about getting up early, about the cold weather, 

and about anything that came into his head. In the middle of all this, he looked up and saw 
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someone looking in through the window. It was a young man wearing an old coat. He was looking 

at the baker's bread and he was hungry. He was smelling the fresh bread and smiling. When the 

baker saw him, he felt very angry.  

'That thief outside my shop has a stomach full of the smell of my bread! It's a free breakfast! I get 

nothing for my hard work, while he steals my smells.'  

The man didn't move, he just stood there, closed his eyes, and smelt the fresh bread happily. The 

baker was really angry now.  

He walked across the shop, opened the door and shouted at the man, 'Pay me!'  

'Pay you for what?' asked the young man in great surprise.  

'For the smells that you've stolen,' replied the baker.  

'But I've stolen nothing. I'm only smelling the air. Air is free,' said the hungry young man.  

‘It's not free when it's full of the smells from my shop,' replied the baker. 'Pay me now, or I'll call 

the police.'  

When the young man didn’t pay, the baker took him by the coat and pulled him through the snow 

to the judge’s house. He knocked on the door. After a long time, the judge opened the door in his 

night clothes. He looked at the baker and the hungry young man standing outside in the street. It 

was six o’clock in the morning. What could be so important so early in the day?  

‘This man is a thief. He stole the smells from my shop,’ said the baker.  

The judge was surprised. But all he said was, ‘Come in and tell me your story. But first give me time 

to dress myself.’  

He went back into the house. After a few minutes he came back, and he took them inside. They all 

sat down together round a large table.  

‘All right, tell me everything. Baker, you start,’ said the judge.  

He listened quietly. First the baker told him all about the hungry man who stole all his smells. The 

judge went on listening. Then the young man told him that air was free, and that any man could 

have as much as he wanted.  

When they finished telling their stories, the judge was silent for a few minutes. The baker started 

telling him again of how the other man took all his smells without paying.  

‘Stop! Be quiet! I’ve decided what we’ll do,’ said the judge. ‘Young man, do you have any money?’  

The young man put his hand in his pocket and took out a few coins. He showed them to the judge, 

and said, ‘Sir, this is all the money that I have in the world.’  
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‘Give those coins to me,’ said the judge.  

The young man put them into the judge’s hand.  

‘I’ve listened carefully to both your stories,’ began the judge. ‘It’s true that the smells were coming 

out of the baker’s shop. And these smells belonged to the baker. And it’s also true that this young 

man took those smells without paying for them. And so I say that the young man has to pay the 

baker for the smells that he took.’  

The baker smiled, perhaps for the very first time in his life. He held out his hand at once for the 

money. But the judge didn’t give him the coins. ‘Baker, listen and listen carefully,’ he said. He shook 

the coins in his hand and they clinked together. ‘That can pay for the smells,’ he said to the baker.  

‘Give me my coins, sir,’ said the baker, not smiling any more.  

‘No,’ said the judge. ‘I’ve decided that the sound of money is the best way to pay for the smell of 

bread.’ And with that, he gave the coins back to the poor man and told him to go home.  

After reading:  

What is your opinion of the baker? What advice would you give him?  

Do you ever stand outside shops selling food in order to enjoy the smells? I do. I love shops selling 

spices and coffee. What about you? Share your thoughts with colleagues. 

 
 STORY THREE  

 

THE ALCHEMIST A tale from Burma  

 

Before reading: do you know what an alchemist does? Alchemists try to turn some basic material, 

such as iron, into something very valuable. Read the first paragraph to find out what that 

valuable material is?  

 

Once there was an old man in Burma who had a daughter. He was very happy when she married a 

nice young man who came from a good family. At first everything went well, but after a little while 

there was a problem. The young husband wanted to be an alchemist. He spent all his time trying to 

turn dirt into gold. He was sure that they could one day be rich without working. Night and day he 

dreamt of finding the secret of the alchemists. He also spent a lot of money trying to find a way to 
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make his dream come true. After some months like this, there was very little money. The young 

wife decided to talk to her husband.  

‘Husband, why don’t you try to find a job? Trying to make us rich fast has left us with no money at 

all,’ she said to him one day.  

‘But can’t you see that I’m very near to finding the secret!’ he replied. ‘When I know how to turn 

dirt into gold, we’ll be richer than you can ever imagine!’  

Perhaps it was true that he was always very near to finding the secret. But he never found it. After 

many weeks, life became more and more difficult. Sometimes there were days when there was no 

money for food in the house. So, the young wife went to talk to her father. The father was 

surprised to hear that his son-in-law wanted to be an alchemist and he asked to speak to the young 

man the next day.  

‘My daughter has told me about your plans,’ he said to his son-in-law. ‘When I was young, I too 

wanted to be an alchemist!’ The younger man was very happy. Here, at last, was someone who 

could understand his dream. The father-in-law asked about the young man’s work, and the two of 

them started talking about different ways of trying to turn dirt into gold. After two hours talking 

about the things that an alchemist must do, the old man jumped to his feet.  

‘You’ve done everything that I did when I was a young man!’ he shouted. ‘I’m sure you’re very near 

to finding the great secret. But you need one more special thing to change dirt into gold, and I only 

learned about this a few days ago.’  

‘One more special thing?’ asked the son-in-law. He found talking with the old man more and more 

interesting.  

‘Yes, that’s right. But I’m too old to do this job,’ he said. ‘It’s a lot of work and I can’t do it now.’  

‘I can do it, father-in-law!’ shouted the young man.  

‘Hmm, perhaps you can,’ said the old man. His voice was suddenly quiet. ‘Listen carefully. The 

special thing is a silver powder that grows on the back of the leaves of the banana plant. This is a 

magic powder.’  

‘Magic powder?’ asked the son-in-law. ‘What do you mean?’  

‘Listen,’ replied the older man. ‘To get this powder you must plant bananas, lots of bananas. And 

you must plant them yourself. While you plant each banana seed you must say special magic words. 

Then when the plant grows, you’ll see the magic silver powder on the leaves.’  

‘How much magic powder do we need?’ the young man asked at once, very interestedly.  
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‘One kilogram,’ the old man replied.  

‘One kilogram! We’ll need hundreds of banana plants for that!’  

‘Yes,’ said the old man, ‘and that’s why I can’t do the work myself, I’m afraid.’  

‘Don’t worry!’ said the young man, ‘I’ll do it!’  

And so the old man taught his son-in-law the magic words and gave him enough money to start 

planting the bananas.  

The next day, the young man bought a field. He planted the banana seeds just as the old man told 

him to do. He quietly said the magic words while each seed went into the ground. Each day he 

looked carefully at the little plants. He made sure that there were no banana flies on them. When 

the bananas came, he carefully took the silver powder off the banana leaves and put it into a 

special bag. The banana plants grew quickly and the young man worked hard every day.  

The only problem was that on each plant there was very little silver powder. So the young man had 

to buy more fields and plant more bananas. It took seven years, but at last the young man had one 

kilogram of silver powder. He ran to his father-in-law’s house.  

‘I’ve got enough magic powder!’ he shouted.  

‘Wonderful!’ replied the old man. ‘Now I can show you how to turn dirt into gold! But first your 

wife must come here. We need her too.’  

When she arrived, the old man asked his daughter, ‘While your husband was getting the banana 

powder, what did you do with the bananas?’  

‘I sold them in the market,’ the daughter said. ‘We’ve lived on that money for these seven years.’  

‘Did you save any money?’ asked the father.  

‘Yes,’ she replied.  

‘Can I see it?’ asked the old man. So his daughter hurried home and came back with ten big bags. 

The old man opened them and saw that they were full of gold. He took all the coins out of one of 

the bags and put them on the floor. Then he took the banana powder and put it next to the gold.  

‘You see,’ he said, turning to his son-in-law, ‘you’ve changed dirt into gold! So you are an alchemist 

in a way, after all. And what’s more, you’re now a very rich man!’  

After reading: can you answer these questions? Check back in the text if you are not sure.  

What is the magic powder? How much does the husband in the story need? How long did it take 

to collect it? Was the father-in-law really an alchemist?  
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 STORY FOUR  

 

GOOD LUCK OR BAD LUCK? A tale from China  

 

Before reading: this is a story about luck. Do you believe in luck?  

While you are reading the story, keep thinking about this. Why does the old man in the story keep 

on saying “Bad luck or good luck, who knows?”? What does he mean?  

 

A long time ago an old man lived in a small village in the mountains, in the middle of China. He had 

a son that he loved very much, but this son was a student in a city very far from his father’s village. 

And so the old man lived and worked alone. Every day he worked for long hours on his farm. There 

was always a lot to do there. He was a kind, friendly man, and all the people in the village liked him. 

They knew that the old farmer needed the help of his son, a strong young man who was not afraid 

of hard work, but the old farmer never complained. The villagers often came over to the old man’s 

house and told him how sorry they were that his son was not there to help him.  

‘When will your son come back home? It’s bad luck for you to live alone, so far away from your only 

son,’ they said.  

But the old farmer always replied in the same words, ‘Bad luck or good luck, who knows?’  

One day, the old man’s son came back to the village. The people in the village were very happy for 

the old man, and they all came to his house.  

‘Now that your son has come back, your house will be full of good luck again,’ they said.  

But the old farmer only smiled, and replied, ‘Good luck or bad luck, who knows?’  

People knew that the farmer was a man who used few words. They didn’t ask him what he meant 

when he said things like this.  

Life was hard in the village and nearly everybody there was poor. But the old farmer and his son 

were not as poor as some others. They had a horse, and on a farm a horse can do the work of four 

men. But one morning the farmer’s son left the stable door open and the horse ran away. The son 

felt terrible.  

‘What have I done? Work on the farm without a horse will be really hard. What will we do now?’ he 

asked his father. And the people of the village again felt sorry for the old farmer and his son.  
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‘This is very bad luck,’ they all said.  

But again the old farmer smiled quietly. He didn’t look worried about the horse. ‘Bad luck or good 

luck, who knows?’ he said.  

That afternoon some people in the village thought that they saw the old man’s horse running 

across the hills near the farm. So that evening the son went to look for it. After a few hours he 

found their horse, quietly eating grass next to a wild horse. The son was able to bring both horses 

back to his father’s farm. When the people of the village heard this news, they were very happy for 

the farmer.  

‘First you had one horse. Then you had no horse. Now you have two horses!’ they shouted happily. 

‘Your good luck has come back again!’  

But the old farmer just smiled his quiet smile and said, ‘Good luck or bad luck, who knows?’  

The son liked the new horse very much, and he decided to tame it. ‘Be careful, son. You’ve lived in 

the city for many years. You don’t know very much about taming wild horses,’ said the old farmer 

worriedly.  

‘Don’t worry, Father. I know what I’m doing,’ replied the son. ‘When I’ve tamed this horse, we’ll 

have two horses to help us on the farm, and life will be better.’ But the next day, the old man’s son 

fell from the wild horse’s back to the ground and broke his leg. Now this was a big problem. A man 

with a bad leg needs to eat but cannot work.  

Once again the people of the village came to the farmer’s house to say how sorry they were. ‘First 

your son was in the city and there was no one to help you. Then your son came back to help you. 

Now your son has broken his leg, and you must help him. Your bad luck has come back,’ they said.  

Again the father smiled quietly and replied, ‘Bad luck or good luck, who knows?’  

Some of the villagers were surprised to hear this. Where was the good luck in breaking your leg?  

At that time in China, there was a long and terrible war between the east and west of the country. 

Every week hundreds of young men died in this war. One day some soldiers arrived in the village. 

They were looking for more men to fight with them. All the young men in the village had to become 

soldiers in the army and leave for the war. Their families cried when they said goodbye. They knew 

that many of these young men would be dead in a few days. But the soldiers left the old farmer’s 

son behind. What good to an army was a soldier with a bad leg?  
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Now the villagers understood the old farmer’s words. They went to see him. ‘Your son didn’t have 

to go with the soldiers because he broke his leg. It’s true that your bad luck changed into good 

luck,’ they said, happy that they understood the old farmer’s wise words.  

The old farmer smiled kindly at them. ‘Good luck or bad luck, who knows?’ he answered.  

 

After reading: a proverb in English says ‘Every cloud has a silver lining’. It refers to a dark, storm 

cloud and means that good things can come from bad things. Is there a similar saying in 

Myanmar?  

Think of an occasion when you were lucky. What happened? Was it good luck or bad? Tell a 

friend/colleague about it in English. 

 

 
 STORY FIVE  

 

THE BASKET OF EGGS A tale from Egypt  

 

Before reading: This story is about a young man who dreams of becoming rich by selling things. 

Think about merchants, both successful and less successful, that you know. Is being a merchant 

something you have thought of doing one day?  

Vocabulary: a ‘ewe’ (pronounced like ‘you’) is a female sheep and ‘lambs’ are baby sheep.  

 

Mousa really didn't like being poor. He lived in a small house in a small village next to the River Nile 

in Egypt. When there was work, he worked on farms, and when there was no work, he watched the 

waters of the River Nile. Sometimes he dreamt that he was in a beautiful boat, going slowly up the 

river to Cairo. He dreamt of a new life there - a big house, lots of money, beautiful clothes and lots 

of food. One day, when there was no work and he was tired of looking at the Nile, he thought, 

'Enough is enough.' He decided to leave for Cairo and become rich.  

While he was walking down the street, he met his old friend Abdullah. 'Abdullah, I'm so happy to 

see you before I go,' he said.  

'Before you go? Where are you going?' asked his friend, with great surprise.  
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'I'm going to Cairo to become rich,' replied Mousa, excitedly. 'How are you going to become rich?' 

asked his friend.  

'I'm going to...' Mousa began, but he wasn't really very sure of his plan.  

'Listen, Mousa,' said Abdullah, putting his hand on his friend's arm. 'I'm going to help you. Come 

with me.'  

Abdullah pulled Mousa down a little street and took him to Hafsah's house. In front of the house 

there was a big garden with many chickens running around in it. Everyone knew that Hafsah's eggs 

were the best in the village.  

'Good morning, Hafsah,' said Abdullah. 'We need two hundred eggs, in a big basket.'  

'Why are we buying eggs?' asked Mousa.  

'With these eggs, you can go to the big market in Cairo. There you'll sell them for good money. Then 

you'll buy something else and sell it in a different place for more money. You'll buy and sell, buy and 

sell, and soon you'll be rich. Then you can give me back the money for the eggs - and perhaps a 

little more for helping you to start your business.'  

Abdullah gave the eggs to Mousa, and they walked through more little streets until they came to 

the Nile. They found a boat which was going to Cairo.  

'Here's some money for the journey. And Cairo is waiting for you! Good food, beautiful clothes, all 

the things that you've ever dreamt about. Good luck, Mousa. Come back rich!'  

Mousa said goodbye to his friend and got on the boat.  

Twenty minutes later, the boat left. In two hours he would be in Cairo, for the first time. A new life 

was waiting! Mousa closed his eyes and tried to imagine that great city.  

'Mousa! What are you doing with all those eggs?'  

Mousa opened his eyes to see who was talking to him. It was Khaled, the baker's son. He was going 

to Cairo that day to sell his father's cakes there.  

'I’m going to sell them in the market in Cairo. I bought them from Hafsah, so I’ll get good money for 

them.’  

'Hafsah's eggs are the best in the village,' said Khaled.  

‘But I'm not going to sell eggs all my life, you know. I'm going to be much more than that.'  

'What are you going to do?' Khaled looked interested. A man and his wife from their home village 

also looked at Mousa, waiting to hear his answer. Mousa was very happy to tell them about his 

dreams.  
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'Then I'm going to buy some beautiful material,' said Mousa. Some of the women sitting near 

looked at Mousa when he said this.  

'And what material is that?' asked one of them.  

'Ah, the finest material that you can imagine. There are materials in Cairo that you can't find 

anywhere else, materials that are made with really beautiful colours... I can't even tell you their 

names.  

The women looked at each other. One of them closed her eyes, trying to imagine those colours.  

I'll come back to our village and sell this material,' said Mousa. 'All the women will want to buy 

some to make new clothes, so I'll make more money.' Now all of the women in the boat were 

listening to Mousa.  

'With this money I'll buy a ewe and give her the best food to eat.'  

When he said that, a group of men looked at him. 'A ewe is a good animal to buy,' said one of them. 

'You must give her apples sometimes.'  

'Carrots are better,' said another man in the group.  

'My ewe will eat both apples and carrots,' said Mousa. 'Later she'll have two lambs. I'll sell the 

lambs and their mother, and... then do you know what I'll buy?'  

Now everyone in the boat was listening to Mousa.  

'A cow?'  

'A boat?'  

'A camel?'  

'No, a water buffalo,' said Mousa in a loud voice.  

Ah yes, I see. From two hundred eggs to a water buffalo. That's good business,' said Khaled.  

'Very good business!' they all said.  

Mousa stood up excitedly.  

'When the water buffalo has a calf I'll have two water buffaloes to sell,' he shouted. And after I sell 

them, I'll be rich. And when I'm rich, I'll have a servant to work for me. All day I'll shout at him, "Do 

this! Do that! Quickly! Run!" And if he's slow, I'll give him a big kick, like this!'  

With that, Mousa kicked the basket of eggs and it fell off the boat into the waters of the Nile. Two 

hundred eggs went to the bottom of the river, and Mousa was left with nothing - only his dreams.  

After reading  

1. Can you remember. Check back in the text if you need to.  
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What does Abdullah advise Mousa to do and how does he help him?  

What are the five things that Mousa dreams of selling? The first are the eggs, then ….. .  

2. Think about these questions. Share your opinions.  

 

What do you think of Mousa? Imagine what you would have said to Mousa on the boat when he 

lost his eggs. And imagine the conversation that Mousa has with his friend Abdullah when he 

returns to his village. How can he pay back Abdullah? You can roleplay these dialogues with a 

colleague.  

Do you know of anyone who boasted of big plans like Mousa did? 

 
 STORY SIX  
 
A GIFT OF GOD A tale from Mexico  
 
Before reading: if you don’t know what a ‘tortilla’ is, find out on-line. Make sure you see pictures. They 
might make you feel hungry.  
While reading: the story is divided into in 5 sections. You will find a question for you to think about before 
read sections 2, 3,4 and 5.  
 
SECTION 1  
 

It was six o'clock in the morning and - in his little house in a little village in Mexico - Mario was 

asleep. He was still asleep at seven, at eight, at nine, and at ten o'clock. Most days Mario woke up 

at about eleven. Then his wife usually went to the shop to buy tortillas and coffee for his breakfast.  

Mario was a lucky man because Pedro, the shopkeeper, was a good friend and never asked him to 

pay for his food. But one morning, Pedro woke up feeling angry.  

'I get up at five every morning to work,' he said to himself. 'But Mario lies in bed all morning doing 

nothing. He doesn't work and I give him free food. That's enough! If he wants any more free food, 

he'll have to do some work for me.'  

Later that morning, Mario's wife walked into the shop at the usual time.  

'Tell your husband that I can't give him any more free food,' Pedro said. 'I'm making an extra room 

on the side of my house. If he helps me carry some large rocks from the quarry, then you can have 

more food.'  
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'Oh no!' said Mario, when he heard Pedro's words. 'Those rocks are too heavy for me to move. How 

many times must I say, "If God wants to give, He'll give. And when He gives, He'll push it in through 

the window." Please, no more talk of work. What about a nice cup of fresh coffee?'  

After that, he put on his clothes and left the house.  

 

END OF SECTION 1  

 

Before reading section 2: What do you think of Mario? Do you like him? Why/why not?  

 

SECTION 2  

 

Later that morning, Mario was walking up the hill happily watching the clouds in the sky. Suddenly 

he heard shouts behind him, 'Whoa! Whoa, there!' Turning round, he saw that a horse was 

galloping nearer and nearer. A man was riding the horse and shouting, but the horse didn't stop. 

'Whoa!' the rider shouted again, but the horse didn't go any slower.  

Now the horse was right in front of Mario. He jumped at it, took the horse's reins in his hands and 

made it stop.  

The rider was an old man with long white hair. He got down. 'You don't run around all day like 

other people,' he said to Mario, 'but you're there when someone needs you.'  
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'You're very kind,' replied Mario. 'But to be like this is not hard. I try to sleep well, eat well, and not 

worry about things.'  

'Well, today you really helped me,' said the old man. 'And so I want to give you a gift of God.'  

'A gift of God? I don't understand,' said Mario.  

'When God gives a gift to somebody,' the old man explained, 'only the person that God gives it to 

can keep it. Follow me.' Mario followed him, and they went up the hill. There the old man stopped 

and showed him a large rock. 'Under that rock,' he said, 'are some leaves. Under the leaves are 

some chest  

In the chests you'll find the gift of God waiting for you.'  

 

END OF SECTION 2  

 

Before reading section 3: Why did the old man want to give Mario a reward? And, what do you 

think the gift in those chests will be?  

 

SECTION 3  

 

Mario went over to the rock, knelt by it, and took it in his hands. It moved easily. Then he moved 

the leaves and saw six chests made of wood.  

Slowly he opened one of the chests. Inside it there were hundreds of silver coins. He opened a 

second chest and a third... all six chests were full of silver coins! Mario turned to thank the old man, 

but strangely he wasn't there any more.  

Mario picked up some of the coins and put them in his pocket. Then he closed all six chests, put 

leaves over them again, and put back the rock. Now, after all this work, he felt tired. He sat down 

under a tree, and went to sleep.  

When Mario woke up, he was hungry. He remembered something about a horse, an old man and 

some silver. 'Did it really happen or was it just a dream?' he said to himself. But then he 

remembered something much more important - lunch! He started walking quickly down the hill to 

his house. Suddenly he heard a clinking noise. He put his hand in his pocket and found six silver 

coins there.  
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That evening Mario's wife went back to the shop. She put the coins in Pedro's hand. 'My husband 

sends you these. We need rice, a chicken, tortillas, tomatoes, and coffee.'  

Pedro's mouth fell open when he saw the silver coins in his hand. 'How did Mario get so much 

money?' he asked.  

'Come to our house tomorrow morning after eleven,' the wife said, 'and he'll tell you.'  

 

END OF SECTION 3  

 

Before reading section 4: Do you think Mario will tell the truth about how he got those silver 

coins?  

 

SECTION 4  

 

The next morning Pedro heard the story. He wasn't really sure if it was true.  

'But Mario,' he cried, 'why didn't you bring all those chests home with you?'  

'They were too heavy,' Mario explained. 'I needed horses to carry them and I have no horses. And, 

my friend, how many times have I told you, "If God wants to give, He'll give. And when He gives, 

He'll push it in through the window"?’  

'I know!' Pedro said. 'I have some horses. I'll come to your house tonight and we'll go to this place 

together. My horses will carry all six chests; you'll keep three of them and give the other three to 

me. We'll become rich together! Do you agree?'  

'All right,' said Mario. He was happy because his wife was cooking a delicious chicken for dinner.  

Pedro went back to his shop. But he began to think, 'Why must I share the silver with Mario? The 

horses belong to me. Without them Mario can do nothing. And he won't know what to do with the 

money. He'll just eat and sleep as usual. But I always know what to do with money. I'll build a larger 

house...'  

That night, at eleven o'clock, Mario was asleep. 'Husband,' said his wife. 'Wake up. It's already 

eleven o'clock and your friend hasn't come.'  

'He's just late,' said Mario and he went back to sleep.  

An hour later the wife woke her husband again.  

'Husband, it's midnight and I'm afraid that Pedro has decided to keep all the silver for himself.'  
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'Midnight? It's too late to go anywhere now. Wife, go to sleep.' After that, Mario and his wife slept 

all through the night without waking up again.  

END OF SECTION 4  

 

Before reading section 5: Mario seems to trust his friend but his wife doesn’t. Who do you think is 

wiser, Mario or his wife? Why?  

 

SECTION 5  

 

While Mario was sleeping, Pedro went up the hill with his horses and his men. He told the men to 

move the rock and look under the leaves. They found the six chests. 'Open them!' Pedro said. But 

when they opened them, they saw no silver coins inside, only lots of dirt and stones.  

'My friend Mario is laughing at me! He thinks that this is funny!' Pedro shouted. 'Well, I know how 

to be funny too!' He told his men to put the chests onto the horses, to carry them down the hill, 

and to leave all the dirt and stones in front of Mario's house. They did this, and then they went back 

home.  

The next morning, when Mario's wife woke up, she couldn't open the door or window.  

'Husband, wake up,' she said. 'There's something outside our house and we can't open the door or 

the window.'  

Mario got out of bed, and he pushed the door. He couldn't open it, not even a crack. He pushed the 

window, and at last it opened a crack. Lots of silver coins came through the crack and fell onto the 

floor. 'Husband,' the wife said, 'Pedro did come last night.'  

'Perhaps,' replied Mario. 'But all this work has made me hungry. What about a nice tortilla?'  

Later that morning, the shopkeeper's mouth fell open for the second time in two days. Mario's wife 

came into the shop and bought more food, and new clothes for herself and Mario. She put twenty 

silver coins down in front of the shopkeeper.  

'What happened yesterday? We waited for you until midnight!' she said. 'I was worried when you 

didn't come. Then this morning it all came through the window. But surely you gave us more than 

half?'  

'It wasn't me,' Pedro said quickly.  

'Of course it was. Who else would leave all those silver coins outside our house?'  
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There was silence.  

Then Pedro said quietly, 'Your husband always says that if God wants to give, He'll give. And that 

when He gives, He'll push it in through the window.'  

After reading:  

Explain why there was silence.  

In your opinion, did Mario deserve such a big reward? Tell a colleague your opinion or write it and 

send a message. 

 
 STORY SEVEN  

 

A WISE WOMAN A tale from Guinea, West Africa  

 

Before reading: The story is divided into five sections. There are questions for you to think about 

at the end of each section.  

Read section one where you meet the Great Chief of the region who asks a difficult question.  

 

It was a beautiful African morning. Children were playing happily in the village streets. The women 

were washing clothes in the river and singing songs about lazy husbands. The great chief was 

listening to two men sitting in front of him. 'Great chief, the man next to me is a thief,' said the 

older man. 'Is that really so?' replied the great chief. 'Then tell me: what did he steal from you?'  

'One of my sheep,' answered the old man.  

'And what is your answer to that?' the great chief asked the younger man.  

'Why steal sheep, great chief?' replied the young man. 'I have lots of them. If I need more sheep, I 

buy them. I don't steal them from other people. He's the thief, not me.'  

The great chief looked at the far mountains and smiled. Then he looked at both men. Was the 

young one lying? He wasn't sure. But the old man didn't have the look of a thief. This was a difficult 

problem. He wasn't going to find the answer in just a few minutes. But the great chief liked 

problems like this. It took some time to find the answer. People came to him from very far away to 

ask him to be the judge of their problems. The great chief liked this also.  
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'I have a question for both of you,' said the great chief. 'The person who finds the solution will keep 

the sheep. Go home and think about this question and come back only when you know the answer. 

What's the fastest thing in the world? Don't come back until you have the solution.'  

END OF SECTION 1  

Before reading section 2: ‘What’s the fastest thing in the world?’ What is your answer?  

 

SECTION 2  

The two men left the great chief's house. The old man was sad. How could he find the answer to 

such a difficult question? When he got home he repeated the question to his daughter, Zia. She was 

a beautiful, happy woman who liked helping others. She was young and she was also very wise.  

'I know the answer, Father,' she said. 'It's "time".'  

The old man went back to the great chief's house.  

The great chief was surprised. 'You're back again! Not even one hour has passed and you already 

have an answer to my question?'  

'Yes, great chief,' replied the old man, 'it wasn't so difficult.'  

'So tell me, what is the fastest thing in the world?'  

'Time,' answered the old man. 'It always goes too fast. There's never enough time for all the things 

that we want to do. And when we want more time to do something, it goes faster.'  

The great chief was surprised. The old man's answer was even better than his own solution.  

'Who helped you to find the answer? Who gave you these words?' asked the great chief.  

'They're my words,' said the old man. 'No one helped me.'  

'If that's not true, I'll punish you,' said the great chief.  

The old man was too afraid to go on with his story. 'It was my daughter, Zia. She's a very wise young 

woman and she gave me the words,' he said.  

'She must be very wise!' thought the great chief.  

'Very well,' he said. 'You have found the answer and so you shall keep the sheep. And now that this 

is all finished, I think that I'd like to meet your daughter.'  

END OF SECTION 2  

Before reading section 3: What is Zia’s answer to the chief’s question? (Was your answer the 

same?)  

Can you remember the four adjectives used to describe Zia? Check.  
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Why does the chief want to meet Zia? What is he thinking?  

SECTION 3  

The next day the old man brought his daughter Zia to meet the great chief. They sat at the great 

chief's table and had a big lunch - chicken, rice, fruit and a drink made from palm juice. During lunch 

they talked about the young man who stole the sheep, and about how difficult it was to be a good 

judge. The great chief enjoyed the lunch very much. While he talked about things with Zia, he felt 

so happy that he wanted to sing and dance. Was it the palm juice drink, or the wise and beautiful 

young woman looking into his eyes? But time always passes too fast, and soon it was time for them 

to leave.  

The great chief saw Zia every day, and his love for her grew and grew.  

'You're a wise and beautiful woman. I'd really like to marry you,' he said.  

'Me too,' replied Zia, laughing.  

And so they married. The great chief was very happy, but he was also worried about having a wise 

wife. He didn't want her to help him with the problems that people brought him. He liked being the 

great chief who was a wise judge. He didn't want people to start talking about the great chief's very 

wise wife.  

'Everything in my house belongs to you,' he said to her the day after they were married. 'But I ask 

only one thing from you. Never try to help with the problems that people bring me. If you do, you'll 

stop being my wife. I'm saying this to you only once.' Zia listened without looking at the great chief. 

When he finished, she smiled.  

END OF SECTION 3  

Before reading section 4: In your opinion, why does the chief forbid Zia from giving advice to 

people?  

SECTION 4  

Zia and her husband were happy and life went well for a time. The great chief listened to people's 

problems as before. Zia was busy with the house and the animals. In the evenings he told her about 

the problems of the day and she usually agreed with his answers.  

But one day two little boys went to see the great chief about a cow. Each boy said that it was his 

cow. The great chief gave them a very difficult question to answer. Zia knew which boy was telling 

the truth, because she often saw him in the fields with the family's cow. When he walked past her 

that afternoon, he was crying. Zia spoke to him.  
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'Tell me, little boy, what's the matter?' she asked him.  

'The great chief gave us a question that I can never answer,' he said sadly.  

'What did he ask you?'  

'His question was: what's the biggest thing in the world?'  

Zia knew that she mustn't help the boy. But the answer was easy for her and very difficult for him. 

And he was telling the truth about the cow.  

'Go back to the great chief now,' said Zia. 'Tell him the answer in these words: "It is air. Air is all 

around us. When we walk, in front of us there is only air and more air. When we look up at the sky, 

there is air as far as we can see."'  

The little boy went to see the great chief. He said the same words that Zia told him. This time the 

great chief wasn't surprised, he was very angry.  

'Who helped you find this answer?' he shouted. 'These words are too wise for a young boy. Who 

gave them to you?'  

'They're my words, great chief,' said the boy. 'No one helped me to find the answer.'  

'If this isn't the truth, I'll punish you,' said the great chief.  

The boy was afraid. 'It was your wife, Zia,' he said in the end.  

The great chief was very angry with his wife. That evening he spoke to her. 'Didn't I tell you that 

everything which I have belongs to you? You have done the one thing, the only thing that I asked 

you not to do. Now, take what belongs to you and go back to your father's home.'  

 

END OF SECTION 4  

Before reading section 5: What will Zia do? She is wise. She has a clever plan. Can you think what 

it is? Read on.  

 

SECTION 5  

'Before I go, can I make you one last meal?' asked the woman. 'Then I'll take what belongs to me 

and go.'  

'Yes,' answered the great chief. 'Make what you want to eat. Take what you want to take. Just be 

sure that you're not still here tomorrow!'  



 
 
 

24 
 

Zia cooked the great chief's favourite meal: chicken with rice and vegetables. While he ate, she 

gave him a strong drink made from palm juice. She gave him many cups of it. At the end of the 

meal, the great chief lay down and slept.  

With her family's help, Zia carried the great chief to her father's home. They put him on a bed, and 

he stayed in a deep sleep all night.  

In the morning a great voice woke everyone in the house. 'Where am I? What am I doing here?' 

shouted the great chief.  

Zia ran into the room, laughing. 'You said that I could take anything that I wanted from your house. 

I wanted you and so I took you.'  

'You are truly wise,' smiled the great chief. 'Come, let's go back to our home together. Only a stupid 

man would send away so wise a woman.'  

'And you, my great chief, are not a stupid man,' said his clever wife.  

After reading: What did the chief learn? Share your ideas with others.  

Who are the wisest women that you know? Write and post a short text about one of them. 

 

 
 STORY EIGHT  

 

THE DRUM A tale from India  

 

Ravi is a little boy who would like a drum. However, a lot of things happen before he can get one.  

 

Once, a poor woman from India had a son. His name was Ravi. She worked hard making bread for 

rich families. They paid her with a little grain and she and Ravi lived on it. But she never had any 

money to buy nice things.  

One morning she had some grain to sell in the market. When she was leaving, she said to her son, 

'Today we'll have some money. Do you want something from the market?' Ravi knew that they had 

very little money and usually he never asked for anything. But that morning he said, 'A drum!'  

His mother said nothing. She knew that she wouldn't have enough money for a drum. She went to 

the market and sold the grain. Then she bought some flour and salt to make bread. She felt sad that 
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she had nothing for Ravi. So when she saw a piece of wood on the road, she picked it up and 

brought it home. She was sure that Ravi would find something to do with it.  

Ravi didn't know what to do with it. But he didn't want to disappoint his mother, so he carried the 

wood with him when he went to look for his friends. While he was walking along the street, Ravi 

saw an old woman. She was trying to light a fire, and she was crying.  

'What's the matter?' he asked.  

'I need to make bread, but I can't light this fire. This wood is too wet,' she replied.  

'I've got some dry wood that you can use,' said Ravi.  

The old woman took Ravi's wood, lit the fire with it, made some bread, and gave a piece of it to 

Ravi.  

Ravi wasn't hungry. But to say no to the old woman wouldn't be kind. So he took the bread and 

walked on. A little later he came to a young woman by the road with a child in her arms. The child 

was crying loudly. The young woman's face was tired and sad.  

'Why is your son crying?' Ravi asked.  

'He's hungry and I have nothing to give him,' the young woman replied.  

Ravi gave his piece of bread to the child. 'Eat this,' he said.  

The little boy stopped crying, took it quickly, ate it, and smiled.  

‘Thank you. You're very kind,' the mother said. 'Please take this pot. You'll think of some way to use 

it, I'm sure.' Ravi didn't know what to do with a pot. But to refuse would be hurtful, so he took it 

and started walking again.  

A little while later, he came to the river, where he saw a man and his wife. They were standing next 

to some clothes and a pot which lay in pieces on the ground. The man was shouting at his wife, and 

they were both angry.  

'Why are you shouting at your wife?' Ravi asked the man.  

'She's broken our pot,' he replied.  

'I dropped it. It was a mistake,' said the wife, crying.  

'Perhaps,' the man went on, 'but people pay us to wash their clothes and now we don't have 

anything to boil water in.'  

Ravi said, 'Look, I don't need my pot. Please take that.'  

The man and his wife were very happy with their new pot. The man took off his coat. 'You've been 

very kind. I want to thank you. Please take this coat.'  
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It was a fine coat, but it was too big for Ravi. He didn't know what to do. But he didn't want to 

disappoint the man, so he took the coat and went on walking along by the river.  

After a short time, he came to a bridge, where he saw something strange. A man was sitting on a 

horse wearing only trousers. He was shivering.  

'What happened?" Ravi asked.  

'I was coming to the city on my horse. Some thieves were waiting on the road. They took everything 

- my money, shirt, hat, and coat - even my shoes.'  

'Please take my coat,' said the boy. The man took it.  

'You're very kind,' he said. 'How can I pay you for what you've done?'  

'I don't need paying,' Ravi replied. 'I'm happy to help you.'  

'Well,' said the man. 'You've done a very kind thing. So I want to give you my horse.'  

Ravi and his mother didn't have enough food for a horse at home. But he couldn't say no to the 

man. So he took the horse, and went across the bridge to the other side of the river. There he saw 

some people going to a wedding: a bridegroom, his family and some musicians. They were wearing 

beautiful clothes. But they were sitting sadly under a tree. 'Why are you all so sad?' Ravi asked 

them.  

The bridegroom's father said, 'We need a horse for the bridegroom. The man with the horse hasn't 

come. And the bridegroom can't arrive on foot, because everyone will laugh at him. It's late now, 

and everybody's waiting for us.'  

'Please take my horse,' said Ravi.  

'Are you sure?' said the bridegroom.  

'Yes,' said Ravi. 'I don't want it.'  

So the bridegroom took the horse. 'You're very kind. Now we can go to the wedding. But how can I 

thank you?'  

Ravi looked at one of the musicians. 'Well... perhaps you can give me the drum that your musician 

is carrying.'  

The bridegroom gave some money to the musician, and he took the drum from him and turned to 

Ravi.  
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'Is that all?' asked the bridegroom.  

'Yes, thank you!' cried Ravi, taking the drum. And he ran home, beating it all the way.  

After reading: can you list all of the things that Ravi is given before he gets a drum. Make a list 

and then check in the text.  

Ravi is kind and does good things without asking for a reward. Do you know any similar stories 

from your own culture? 


