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  For my grandparents Gjoko, Loza, Vaso and Kate — thank you for the love, the laughs and joys we had together, and the fascinating stories that will forever connect me to my Macedonian heritage.


  A Note from the  Reteller


  These stories were told to me by my grandparents — Gjoko, Loza, Vaso, and Kate — in Macedonian, usually in the evenings, usually more than once. I was young, and I didn’t always understand every word, but I understood the feeling: a sly fox outwitting everyone around her, a foolish wolf who believed whatever he was told, animals conspiring and quarreling in ways that are unmistakably human.


  North Macedonia has a rich tradition of oral folk literature, passed down through generations in villages and homes long before it was ever written down. The stories in this collection belong to that tradition. They are fables, trickster tales, and moral parables — some funny, some quietly dark, most ending with a lesson that is timeless. They share themes with folk stories from across the Balkans and beyond, but they carry their own particular texture: a dry wit, an earthy realism, a recurring  inkling  that doing good will get you nowhere.


  I  retold  these stories  from Macedonian  into English as faithfully as I could, trying to keep the  feel  of the spoken word. Where the original had a phrase I couldn’t find an English equivalent for, I kept the spirit of it. Where a name had a particular flavor in Macedonian —  Tarlu  for a ram,  Pulche  for a small bird — I kept it .


  I hope these stories find new readers, other children of North Macedonian heritage around the world who will feel wonder, enjoyment and that indefinable connection with their ancestors through the m .


  — Marko Stefanoski, 2026
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  The Little Orphan and the Animals


  ⁂


  Once, a long time ago, there lived a child who had no mother.


  One day, he said to the villagers:


  — I am going out into the world to seek my fortune.


  He walked and he walked until he came upon an ant, a lion, and an eagle, who were all quarreling over a piece of meat.


  The ant said:


  — Though I am smaller than you both, I am still the wisest.


  The ant then said to the boy:


  — Come, young hero, and divide this meat!


  Then the boy took out a knife and divided the meat into three parts.


  The ant said:


  — As this child has done a good deed for us, so must we do one for him.


  The ant said:


  — Let us all spit into his mouth so that he may be able to change into an ant, and into a lion, and into an eagle.


  And so they spat.


  Then the boy continued on his way.


  He walked and he walked until he saw an old man on a dry ridge herding sheep.


  The boy said:


  — Good evening, old man!


  The old man said:


  — May God give you a good evening, young hero! Where are you going?


  The boy answered:


  — I am seeking my fortune, old man!


  The old man answered:


  — Eh, if you have no mother, come to me and be my child.


  The boy said:


  — I will come.


  And the old man said to him:


  — Here, you shall graze these sheep, but do not take them to that mountain because there is a Great Bear there.


  Then the boy took the sheep to the Great Mountain.


  The sheep ate and ate, and there was no room left to put all the milk.


  The old man had a daughter and said to her:


  — Go after him to see where he is grazing the sheep.


  The girl went and saw the boy at the Great Mountain, and she saw him fighting with the Bear.


  The Bear said:


  — Eh! If only there was a villager to bring me a warm pita, I would tear out your heart.


  The boy said:


  — Eh! If only there was someone to bring me a pitcher of cold water, I would tear out yours.


  Then the girl went home and told her father and mother.


  The father said to her:


  — Go after him tomorrow, and when they start to fight, give him a pitcher of water.


  The next day, the girl took the water and followed the boy.


  The boy and the Bear began to fight; they fought and they fought.


  The Bear grew tired and said:


  — Eh, young hero! If only there was a villager to give me a warm pita, I would drink your blood!


  The boy said:


  — Eh! If only there was someone to give me a pitcher of cold water, I would tear out your heart!


  Then the girl said:


  — Here, brother!


  He drank the water and tore out the Bear’s heart.


  Beneath the vitals he found a cage, in the cage there was a pigeon, and beneath the pigeon there was an egg.


  When word spread that the Bear had been killed by a hero child, the Tsar wanted to take him, but the old man said:


  — That is my child.


  The Tsar gave the old man an estate so that he could live well, and he took the boy and brought him to the palace and married him to his daughter.


  Then another Tsar started a war.


  The Tsar asked the boy:


  — How many men do you want to go with you into battle?


  And he said:


  — Give me three men like myself.


  The Tsar gave him three men and they went into battle.


  Then the boy turned into a lion and strangled all the other soldiers.


  Not one of his men died, and they returned home.


  The boy lived a long time and had a large family.


  


  


  


  The Man and the Snake


  ⁂


  There was once a man. He had sheep on a mountain. He was a head shepherd and had a sheepfold. There was a snake; every day he would give it one bucket of milk so that it would not touch the sheep.


  One day, the shepherd went to visit someone and left his son behind. He did not tell him to give a bucket of milk to the snake, nor did he tell the snake that he was going away as a guest. The snake waited one day, waited two days—they gave it no milk and it grew hungry. On the third day, the snake rose, went to where the son was sleeping, and bit him; and the son died. The shepherd came back and found him dead. He grew furious and went to the market, bought an axe, and fixed it to a handle. He went to the snake with the axe in hand. While the snake was sleeping, he swung the axe and cut off its tail. The snake jumped up, drowsy, and entered its hole.


  The next day, the shepherd went to the hole again and said to the snake:


  — Why did you eat my son?


  And it said to him:


  — Why did you leave me hungry!


  He said to it:


  — I was away as a guest.


  And the snake said to him:


  — Why didn’t you tell me? Then I wouldn’t have eaten your son.


  The shepherd said to


  

  

  

  


  

  
