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A Note from the 
Gatherer of Tales

Dear eyes that read this book, 

 dear warm hands that hold it, 

Stories are the best travelers and the most successful migrants 

that have ever existed on our beautiful planet. If you take 

cheese from the Netherlands to Iraq, people there might say, 

“That’s Dutch cheese.” If I take wooden shoes to Suriname, 

the locals might say, “Hey, look! Dutch clogs!” 

 However, a tale changes when it travels from the Nether-

lands to Iraq or to Suriname. It becomes an Iraqi tale or a 

Surinamese one, because stories do not believe in borders or 

countries or languages or identity or culture. Stories belong 

to everyone and are for everyone.

 So in this collection, you will fi nd folk tales that have 
traveled a long way. Some of them were originally Russian, 

but when I heard them in Iraq, they had become Iraqi, and 

Ivan had turned into Murat. Other stories may come from 

Germany, Turkey, or other countries without my ever 

realizing they were not from Iraq. 



 Like a sort of gatherer of tales, I went in search of the 

most beautiful stories from my childhood, from literature, 

from history, and I tried to rewrite them in my own style. 

So these are not my own stories, but stories that belong to 

everyone.

 I wish you lots of pleasure reading this book, and I hope 

that you will give my stories a chance to become stories 

from wherever it is that you live. Feel free to change the 

names or to choose other fl owers, waters, windows, or 
doors. Because, as I said: stories are the best migrants and 

the fi nest travelers. Let these stories become your own.

Rodaan Al Galidi
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T
here was once a mighty man who owned the whole 

kingdom. His name was Niron. He had soldiers, 

money, buildings, jails, and many, many other 

things. In fact, everything in the country belonged to him.

 Far from the palace, somewhere in the desert, there 

lived a man who had nothing. His name was Jordion. 

Jordion was the only person in the country who was not 

afraid of Niron.

 One day, Niron called for his bravest soldier, Nadi. 

“Listen, Nadi,” he said. “Everyone in the country obeys me. 

Everyone admires me, and everyone fears me. Everyone 

except for Jordion, that is. So I command you to go to the 

desert and kill him.”

 Nadi bowed to Niron, took his horse and his sword, and 

set out for the desert, where Jordion lived.

 On the way there, however, Nadi had plenty of time to 

think. I don’t want to kill Jordion, he thought. He has not 

done anything wrong, not to me and not to Niron. He 

does not harm anyone. He lives in the desert, owns 

nothing, and longs for nothing. But what can I do? I am 

a soldier. I must obey the king and carry out his orders.
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 The whole journey his heart said to him: “Don’t do it. 

You do not have to listen if Niron asks you to do something 

that is not good.” And the whole journey his head said: 

“You have no choice. You must obey, or Niron will be furious 

with you—and you will not survive his rage.”

 Nadi traveled through the desert for days until he saw a 

thin man who was dressed in a white piece of cloth and 

sitting by a small date palm tree.

Found him! thought Nadi. Oh, he has such a kind face! 

He is wearing an old robe, and he does not even have 

sandals for his feet. He lives here peacefully, with little to 

eat and drink, and he does no one any harm. But I have 

been ordered to kill him. I have no choice. I will do it 

quickly so that he does not realize what I am planning. 

Then it will be less painful for him.

 Having hidden his sword under his clothes, Nadi 

approached Jordion and gave him a friendly smile.

 “My dear Jordion, how are you today?”

 Jordion looked into Nadi’s eyes, saw the uncertainty 

there, and knew at once that the soldier was not saying 

what he was thinking.

 “Nadi, you are a soldier. You do not do what you want, 

but what others want you to do. I know you have not 
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traveled all this way just to say hello. No, you were sent by 

Niron. Have you come to kill me? Then please do it quickly. 

I am not afraid of death, because I have never done anything 

wrong.”

 “Aha, so you know why I have come,” Nadi replied, drawing 

his sword. “That makes it easier. But before I kill you, you may 

say a prayer.”

 “What should I pray for?” asked Jordion.

 “Pray for me. Pray for the animals. Pray for the birds. Pray 

for whatever you fi nd beautiful.”
 “But Nadi,” said Jordion, “if I pray for what I fi nd beautiful, 
I will be praying for a good while. Hours, days, weeks, 

months, years, maybe even centuries.”
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 “And what if you are?” said Nadi. “I am a man of my 

word. I have said that you may pray, and I shall wait until 

you have fi nished.”
 Jordion kneeled and began to pray. He prayed for every-

thing he found beautiful. For the trees, which provide fruit 

without taking anything. For the springs, which bring water. 

For the rivers, which provide a bed for the water. For the 

birds, which fi ll the sky with their singing and their beautiful 
colors. For the fl owers, which give the world their scent. For 
the air, which is everywhere and for everyone. For the light, 

for the stars, for the mountains, and for the sea.

 He prayed for an hour, a day, a week, a month, a year.

 He prayed for centuries and centuries. And because of the 

love with which Jordion prayed, the little date palm tree 

grew and began to give fruit. More palm trees grew from the 

stones of those dates, until a forest sprang up. Birds made 

nests in the trees and laid their eggs. Springs fl owed with 
water for foxes and deer to drink, and a new world was born. 

 And Nadi? He stood waiting beside Jordion. His clothes 

rotted away, his skin grew old and wrinkled, and his sword 

rusted, but he kept his word, and he waited and he waited. 
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T
here was once an island where only turtles lived. 

They were happy on the island and had been so for 

years because it was full of fruit trees and plants 

they could eat. The turtles went out all day long, looking for 

food, and in the evening they met up again in the spot where 

they lived. But one day something different happened. Out 

of nowhere, a partridge landed on their island. What a 

miracle! Such wondrous beauty! thought the turtles. They 

had never seen anything so magnifi cent before.
 The partridge had become hot and tired when fl ying 
over the great ocean and had fl own down to the dot of 
green far below. That dot turned out to be the turtles’ island.

 The turtles were thankful for this very fi ne visitor, and 
they gave the partridge a warm and friendly welcome. The 

partridge soon felt so at home among the turtles that he 

decided to stay. They grew fond of one another, the 

partridge and the turtles. During the daytime the partridge 

fl ew off to look for food, and in the evening he returned to 
sleep with the turtles. 

 After some time, the turtles began to miss the partridge 

during the daytime. They saw him only at night, and they 

said to one another: “Oh, how can we live without seeing 

him? He is the most beautiful thing on our island, and 
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whenever he leaves, we miss his beauty. Our island is 

already beautiful, but he makes it even more so. We would 

love for him to stay with us forever. And for him not to be 

here only when it is dark. What can we do to keep him 

here? Whatever will we do if he leaves one day and we 

never see him again?”

 “Sisters,” said one of the turtles, who believed she was 

smarter than the rest, “all we need to do is ask him to stay. 

Staying is a sign of love and a sign that you feel at home. 

I can make sure he stays.”

 “If you can make him stay, sister, we will be eternally 

grateful! There is nothing fi ner than being together forever 
with the one you love.”

 That evening, the unsuspecting partridge returned. The 

turtles crowded around to welcome him. The one who 

thought she was smarter than the others stepped forward.

 “Dear Partridge, we missed you so much today, and we 

are so happy to see you again! It is, quite simply, not as nice 

on this island without you. You are our best friend. And best 

friends should always be together, shouldn’t they? But as 

soon as it is light, you leave and you do not return until 

much later, when we are asleep. We are best friends, but we 

spend no time together—and that is a terrible thing!”
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 “I have missed all of you too,” replied the partridge, “but 

I am a bird. I cannot help fl ying away in search of food. 
That is why I have wings. Birds rest only at night, when 

they sleep.”

 “But, dear Partridge . . . how should I put this? Yes, you 

are indeed a bird. But what good are your wings to you? 

You fl y back and forth, but it does you very little good. 
What is truly important for every creature is rest! That is 

why you landed here with us. And that is why we became 

friends, so that you too can have the rest you deserve. What 

if you were attacked and eaten up? Then we would never 

see you again!”

 “But what do you expect me to do about it?” asked the 

partridge.

 “I have the solution: pluck the feathers from your wings! 

Then you cannot fl y away again and you will stay in our 
company forever. You will no longer have to fl y high into 
the sky. You will be with us, eating with us, drinking with 

us, waking with us in the morning, and sleeping with us at 

night. You will truly become 

one of us.”
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They are right, thought the partridge. Why should 

I make so much effort to go away and come back again 

when I could just stay here with my friends?

 One by one, he pulled the feathers out of his wings, until 

the turtle said it was enough. The turtles plucked the feathers 

he could not reach with his beak. From that day on, the 

partridge lived among the turtles, enjoying earthly pleasures 

and the delights of rest.

But then . . . one day a weasel appeared. The weasel peeked 

out at the partridge from among the branches and thought: 

Aha! What do we have here? A plump and juicy bird! And 

it has already been plucked too! He rubbed his eyes to make 

sure he was not dreaming. Then he darted toward the 

partridge—and seized the bird in his mouth!

 The partridge shrieked and screamed: “Help! Help! I am 

being eaten! Help me, turtles! Help me, my friends!”

 The turtles were shocked to see the weasel, and they 

quickly hid inside their shells. 

 “Turtles! Help me!” cried the partridge. “Do something!”

 “What can we do to protect you from a weasel? Nothing!” 

was what the turtles shouted back—they did sound sad about 

it though.
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 The partridge understood that the turtles could not help 

him. “You are not to blame, my dear friends. This is my own 

stupid fault. I deserve this fate because I chose to listen to 

you. I was the one who pulled out the feathers that might 

have allowed me to fl y away. If I had not done so, the 
weasel would never, ever have been able to catch me. I do 

not blame you for anything. Once again, it is not your fault.”

 Much to his own surprise, with one last burst of energy, 

the partridge managed to wriggle out of the weasel’s 

mouth and run away. The weasel gazed longingly at the 

fl eeing partridge, and just before the bird disappeared, the 
weasel shouted after him: “Hey! It’s just as well you pulled 

your feathers out only in a story and not for real. A plucked 

partridge could never have escaped from my mouth in real 

life!”
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 The partridge grew back his feathers lickety-split and 

fl ew away only every now and then. But he usually returned 
to the island in the evening. And that was enough for the 

turtles. Never again did they suggest that he should change 

for them. 
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O
ne day, long ago, the king of the land suddenly 

became tired of everyone always bowing whenever 

he went past and stopping whatever they were 

doing. He was annoyed that they only said nice things 

about him, and he wanted to fi nd out what the people of his 
country were like when there was no king around. He 

decided it was time for him to get to know his subjects 

better, and so he put on old clothes and went in search of 

some ordinary folk.

 In the village he chose to visit, there lived a man who 

had everything anyone could wish for, but still he was never 

satisfi ed. He had fi ne clothes, a big house on the village 
uare with lots and lots of rooms, and a beautiful gar-

den full of fl owers, and on the outskirts of the village 
he also owned a small farm with a vegetable garden, 

where he grew all kinds of things. But even though 

he was so rich, he was not satisfi ed.
 On the day the king visited the village, 

the man who was never satisfi ed was sitting 
on a bench in front of his house. He gave the 

king a smile and a nod. Of course, he did not 

know it was the king who was walking by. 
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