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			INTRODUCTION

			This is a collection of traditional stories from two countries in Africa—Zimbabwe and Botswana. These countries are neighbours, and although they differ from one another in ethnic and linguistic terms, they share many of the folktales which are found throughout southern Africa. This sharing of oral literature is not uncommon. Folktales the world over have a striking number of common features, and many familiar themes crop up in folk traditions that are otherwise culturally very different. In a sense, then, these tales are part of a universal language which can speak to people across human frontiers, just as music does.

			There are many fine collections of sub-Saharan African folktales, many of them compiled by scholars of oral literature. I do not count myself amongst such experts—far from it—and this collection therefore makes very modest claims. In order to present the stories in a way which will interest and entertain a broad readership, I have deliberately taken certain liberties with retelling, added some descriptions of landscape, and deepened the treatment of certain emotions. I hope that in doing so I have been able to bring out the beauty and poetry of these stories. A word-for-word transcription would not necessarily do them justice in that respect.

			I collected many of these stories myself some twenty years ago in the southern part of Zimbabwe known as Matabeleland. These stories were told to me—with the assistance of an interpreter—by people living in the Matopo Hills, to the south of Bulawayo. They were also recounted to me by people in Bulawayo itself. Sometimes they were told by old people—by grandmothers—sometimes by children. It was a particular pleasure to hear the stories from children, as they told them with such spirit and enjoyment. All of these stories were recounted to me with generosity and warmth—qualities which those who know that part of Africa, or even just visit it briefly, will recognise as being so typical of the people there.

			I have expanded this original collection of stories, published some years ago under the title Children of Wax, to include stories from Botswana. These stories were obtained for me from people living in the Mochudi and Odi areas of Botswana. They were collected by Elinah Grant, a friend of mine, who runs a small museum in Mochudi. Elinah translated the stories from Setswana into English, and I am most grateful to her for her labours. Again, I have retold them, using some of the original language and some of mine.

			And what wonderful things are contained in these stories! Not only do we find all the familiar human emotions—jealousy, ambition, love—but we see moral rules set out very clearly. We see loyalty rewarded; we see greed punished; we see the encouragement of those values of community which are so important in Africa and from which we can learn so much. But we are shown more than that: we are introduced to a fascinating worldview in which the boundaries between the animal and human worlds are indistinct and fluid. This is a traditional African vision, but it is also something very modern that we are only beginning to understand in western countries. We are not the masters of nature—we are part of it.

			The two countries from which these stories are drawn are remarkable places. The people who inhabit them are generous-spirited and have a superb sense of humour. In these stories we are afforded a glimpse of the values and traditions that have made their societies what they are. These stories speak to us from the African heart. I count myself fortunate indeed that I have been given the chance to hear them and to help pass them on to others. But the stories remain the property and creation of those who told them to me, and any credit is theirs alone.

			But let us pass from these serious matters to the true business of this book. How can a girl possibly have married a lion? How can a man have a tree growing out of his head? And how can a woman have children made of wax? The stories in this collection make these questions seem simple, everyday ones—with, as it happens, simple, everyday answers.

			Alexander McCall Smith

		

	
		
			A LETTER FROM  MMA RAMOTSWE

			When I was a  very young girl in Mochudi, I listened to stories just like the ones in this  book. They were told to me by my father’s aunt, who was very old then and  who is now late. She was a very kind woman, and she knew many stories, which  she had told to my father, Obed Ramotswe, when he was a small boy. That is how  these stories are remembered in Botswana, and in many other countries in  Africa.

			When I hear these stories, they make me sad. That is not  because they are stories of sad things that have happened; it is because they  remind me of the Africa of my childhood and of all the good things that there  were then. Everybody feels a little bit sad when they think of their childhood,  because the world we knew then seems so far away. Looking back is like looking  through a window which is covered with dust: you can just make out the faces,  but nothing is very clear.

			But then you hear these old  stories—the stories that you heard so many times—and suddenly  everything comes back. You are there again, sitting with your aunt outside her  house, and it is quiet, and the sky is empty and the sun is on the land. And  you think: I am a lucky person to be here, to be listening to these things that  happened in another place, just round the corner, in the days when the animals  could speak. And the sadness goes away and your heart is full again.

			I  shall put this book on my desk and read it when there is nothing much to be  done in the No. 1 Ladies’ Detective Agency. And I shall choose one of the  stories and ask my assistant, Mma Makutsi, whether she remembers it. And she  will laugh, and say yes, and we shall think about that story while the kettle  is boiling and we are preparing our tea. That is what we shall do.

			Precious Ramotswe 
No. 1 Ladies’ Detective  Agency
Behind Tlokweng Road Speedy Motors, 
Tlokweng Road 
Gaborone, Botswana

		

	
		
			GUINEA  FOWL CHILD

			A rich  man like Mzizi, who had many cattle, would normally be expected to have many  children. Unhappily, his wife, Pitipiti, was unable to produce children. She  consulted many people about this, but although she spent much on charms and  medicines that would bring children, she remained barren.

			Pitipiti  loved her husband and it made her sad to
see his affection for her  vanishing as he waited for the birth of children. Eventually, when it was clear  that she was not a woman for bearing a child, Pitipiti’s husband married  another wife. Now he lived in the big kraal with his new young wife, and  Pitipiti heard much laughter coming from the new wife’s hut. Soon there  was a first child, and then another.

			Pitipiti went to take gifts to  the children, but she was rebuffed by the new wife.

			“For so many  years Mzizi wasted his time with you,” the new wife mocked. “Now in  just a short time I have given him children. We do not want your  gifts.”

			She looked for signs in her husband’s eyes of the  love that he used to show for her, but all she saw was the pride that he felt  on being the father of children. It was as if she no longer existed for him.  Her heart cold within her, Pitipiti made her way back to her lonely hut and  wept. What was there left for her to live for now—her husband would not  have her and her brothers were far away. She would have to continue living by  herself and she wondered whether she would be able to bear such  loneliness.

			Some months later, Pitipiti was ploughing her fields when  she heard a cackling noise coming from some bushes nearby. Halting the oxen,  she crept over to the bushes and peered into them. There, hiding in the shade,  was a guinea fowl. The guinea fowl saw her and cackled again.

			“I  am very lonely,” he said. “Will you make me your child?”

			Pitipiti laughed. “But I cannot have a guinea fowl for my  child!” she exclaimed. “Everyone would laugh at me.”

			The guinea fowl seemed rather taken aback by this reply, but he did not  give up.

			“Will you make me your child just at night?” he  asked. “In the mornings I can leave your hut very early and nobody will  know.”

			Pitipiti thought about this. Certainly this would be  possible: if the guinea fowl was out of the hut by the time the sun arose, then  nobody need know that she had adopted it. And it would be good, she thought, to  have a child, even if it was really a guinea fowl.

			“Very  well,” she said, after a few moments’ reflection. “You can be  my child.”

			The guinea fowl was delighted, and that evening,  shortly after the sun had gone down, he came to Pitipiti’s hut. She  welcomed him and made him an evening meal, just as any mother would do with her  child. They were both very happy.

			Still the new wife laughed at  Pitipiti. Sometimes she would pass by Pitipiti’s fields and jeer at her,  asking her why she grew crops if she had no mouths to feed. Pitipiti ignored  these jibes, but inside her every one of them was like a small sharp spear that  cuts and cuts.

			The guinea fowl heard these taunts from a tree in which  he was sitting, and he cackled with rage. For the new wife, though, these  sounds were just the sound of a bird in a tree.

			“Mother,”  the guinea fowl asked that night, “why do you bear the insults of that  other woman?”

			Pitipiti could think of no reply to this. In truth  there was little that she could do. If she tried to chase away the new wife,  then her husband would be angry with her and might send her away altogether.  There was nothing she could do.

			The bird, however, thought differently.  He was not going to have his mother insulted in this way, and the following day  he arose early and flew to the highest tree that overlooked the fields of the  new wife. There, as the sun arose, he called out a guinea fowl song:

			 

			Come, friends, there is grain to eat!
Come and eat all this woman’s grain!

			 

			It did not take long for the new wife to realize what was  happening. Shouting with anger, she ran out into the fields and killed  Pitipiti’s guinea fowl and his friends. Then she took them back to her  hut, plucked out their feathers, and began to cook them.

			Mzizi was  called to the feast and together he and his new wife ate all the guinea fowl at  one sitting. It was a tasty meal and they were both very pleased with  themselves for having made such a good start to the day.

			No sooner had  they finished the last morsel than Mzizi and the new wife heard the sound of  singing coming from their stomachs. It was the guinea fowls singing their  guinea fowl songs. This, of course, frightened the couple and they immediately  seized long knives and stabbed at their stomachs to stop the noise. As the  knives pierced their skins, bright blood flowed freely and they fell to the  ground. As they fell, from out of the wounds came the guinea fowl and his  friends, cackling with joy at their freedom. Soon they were back in the field,  eating the last of the grain that was left.

			Pitipiti was pleased that  she no longer had to suffer the taunts of the new wife. She now owned her  husband’s cattle, and because of this there were many men waiting to  marry her. All of them, of course, were happy at the thought that they might  marry a wife who had such a clever and unusual child.

		

	
		
			A BAD WAY TO TREAT  FRIENDS

			It used to be that  Leopard, Goat, Guinea Fowl, and Wild Cat were all good friends. They lived  together in the same place, near some hills that came out of the plains, and  where there was good water and cool places to sleep.

			Goat had some  very fine children, of which she was justly proud. They were strong and  healthy, and they could stand on their back legs and eat the leaves from the  shrubs that other animals could not reach. They were very clever children, too,  and knew a lot about the world, which made other children envious.  Leopard’s children were not very strong. They could not run as fast as  leopard children normally run, and their coats were dull and matted.

			When Leopard saw Goat’s children playing in the grass, her heart was  filled with hatred for them. These children made her own children look so thin  and weak that she wished that they could be got rid of. In that way her own  children would be the healthiest and strongest children in that place. But how  was she to get Goat to go away long enough for her to deal with Goat’s  children? The idea came to her that she would ask Goat to go and look for a new  dress for her, as she had been invited—or so she would say—to a  party to be held by her cousins.

			Goat agreed to Leopard’s  request, and she went off to the other side of the river to look for a fine new  dress for her friend Leopard. She left her children behind, telling them not to  wander away but to stay within sight of Leopard, who would look after them.  These strong children, who were also very obedient, agreed to do what their  mother had asked them. All the time, Leopard was watching this, watching,  watching.

			Once Goat had gone, Leopard crouched down and began to stalk  Goat’s children through the long grass. The poor children, not knowing  the danger that was now so close to them, were full of happiness. Then, in an  instant, Leopard was upon them. She seized them and carried them back to her  place by the scruff of their necks. The children thought that this must be a  game, as Leopard was their mother’s friend, and they continued to laugh  and smile even as they were dragged along.

			Once she had captured all  the children, Leopard tied up their mouths and wrapped them in leaves. Now they  were bundles ready to take off to the party, where they would be eaten by  Leopard and her cousins. Unknown to Leopard, though, Guinea Fowl and Wild Cat  had returned from a journey, and they watched in dismay as they saw what  Leopard was doing. They were saddened by the thought that these happy children  of Goat would no longer be jumping up and down in the grass and singing their  goat songs that they all so liked to hear. They could not believe that Leopard  would be wicked enough to do such a thing, but now they saw it all before their  very eyes.

			Shortly afterwards, Goat returned from the other side of the  river, bearing a fine new dress which she had bought for Leopard. Leopard was  very pleased with this, as she was a vain person who liked to wear fine dresses  and admire her reflection in the water.

			While Leopard was busy trying  on her new dress, Guinea Fowl and Wild Cat crept round to the place where the  parcels were stored and they took the leaves off Goat’s children.

			“You must go and hide,” they said to the children. “Make  sure that Leopard doesn’t see you, though, for she is very  wicked.”

			Goat’s children, shocked by what had happened to  them, went off into the bushes, stifling their tears as they did so. Guinea  Fowl and Wild Cat did not go with them, as they had business to do. Seeing  Leopard’s children nearby, they went over to them and very quickly  overpowered them. It was not difficult to do, as Leopard’s children were  weak and sickly. Then they wrapped them in leaves—the very leaves which  only a short time ago had been wrapped around Goat’s children.

			It  was now time for everybody to set off to the party. Leopard, who was pleased  with herself in her new dress, did not bother to find out where her children  were and had no idea that they were inside the parcels which she was carrying.  So when Guinea Fowl and Wild Cat asked her what was in these parcels, she  replied only that there was good meat for them to have at the party.

			When they arrived at the party, Leopard told her cousins that they should  put the parcels into the pot unopened. She did not want Goat, who was there, to  see that her children were being put into the pot. Guinea Fowl, though,  realized the danger that they were in, and she whispered to Goat and Wild Cat  that they should all run away before the parcels were taken out of the  pot.

			When Leopard took out the parcels and opened them, she saw that  her own children were inside and had been cooked. This made her cry out in  anger and run back to their place by the hills, so that she might catch Goat  and her children and punish them. But they had left by the time she got there,  and that is why even to this day we see leopards searching for goats.

		

	
		
			A GIRL WHO  LIVED IN A CAVE

			A  girl who had only one brother liked the place where she and her parents lived.  There was a river nearby, where she could draw water, and the family’s  cattle enjoyed the sweet grass which grew by the riverside. The huts were  shaded from the hot sun by the broad leaves of the trees, and at night there  was a soft breeze from the hills, which kept them cool. Passersby who called in  to drink water from the family’s calabashes would say how much they  envied that quiet place, and how their own places were so much drier and  dustier.

			Then a terrible thing happened, which spoiled the  happiness of the family. The girl had gone to fetch water from the river and  was walking back to her hut with a large calabash on her head. Suddenly she  began to feel that she was being followed. At first she did nothing, but then,  when the feeling became quite strong, she turned round and looked behind her.  There was nothing to be seen, although the tall grass moved and there was a  faint sound, rather like that which a creature makes when it scurries through a  bush.

			The girl continued on her way. After she had taken a few more  steps she again heard a noise. This time she swung round more sharply, dropping  the calabash to the ground. There was a man behind her, crouching down, half in  the grass, half out of it.

			The girl was frightened by the sight of the  man, but she tried not to show her fear. He smiled at her, and rose to his  feet.

			“You must not be afraid of me,” he said. “I am  just walking in the grass.”

			The girl could not understand why a  man should wish to walk in the grass, but she did not say anything. The man  came up to her and reached out to touch her.

			“You are a nice,  fat girl,” he said.

			The girl was now very nervous and moved away  from the man’s touch.

			“My father’s place is just  there,” she said. “I can see the smoke from his fire.”

			The man looked in the direction of the huts.

			“If that is  so,” he said, “I can walk with you to your father’s place,  where I can eat some food.”

			The girl walked ahead of the man and  soon they came to the circle of huts under the trees. There the stranger waited  at the gate while the girl went in to tell her father that there was a man who  wished to eat some food. The father came out, called to the man, and invited  him to sit on a stone under one of the trees. Food was made by the girl’s  mother and given to the man. He took it and put it all into his mouth in one  piece. Then he swallowed, and all the food was
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