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ÆSOP AND THE ASS 

The next time you write a fable about me," said the donkey to Æsop, "make me say 

something wise and sensible." 

"Something sensible from you!" exclaimed Æsop; "what would the world think? People 

would call you the moralist, and me the donkey!" 

(Lessing, Fables, Book I, No. 30. Translated by G. Moir Bussey.) 
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THE LION AND THE MOUSE 

  A lion was sleeping in his lair when a mouse, not knowing where he was going, ran over 

the mighty beast's nose and awakened him. The lion clapped his paw upon the frightened little 

creature and was about to make an end of him in a moment, when the mouse, in pitiable tone, 

besought him to spare one who had so unconsciously offended, and not stain his honorable 

paws with so insignificant a prey. The Lion, smiling at his little prisoner's fright, generously let 

him go. 

Now it happened that a short time later the Lion, while ranging the woods for his prey, 

fell into the toils of the hunters. Finding himself entangled without hope of escape, he set up a 

roar that filled the whole forest with its echo. 

The mouse, recognizing the voice of his former benefactor, ran to the spot and, without 

more ado, set to work to nibble the knot in the cord that bound the lion. In a short time the 

mouse set the noble beast at liberty, thus convincing him that kindness is seldom thrown away 

and that there is no creature so much below another but that he may have it in his power to 

return a good favor. 

(Fable 256 Halm; Thomas Jamas' translation.) 

MERCURY AND THE WOODMAN 

A woodman was felling a tree on the bank of a river, and by chance let slip his axe into 

the water, when it immediately sunk to the bottom. Being thereupon in great distress, he sat 

down by the side of the stream and lamented his loss bitterly. But Mercury, whose river it was, 

taking compassion on him, appeared at the instant before him; and hearing from him the cause 

of his sorrow, dived to the bottom of the river, and bringing up a golden axe, asked the 

Woodman if that were his. Upon the man's denying it. Mercury dived a second time, and 

brought up one of silver. Again the man denied that it was his. So diving a third time, he 

produced the identical axe which the man had lost. "That is mine!" said the Woodman, 

delighted to have recovered his own; and so pleased was Mercury with the fellow's truth and 

honesty, that he at once made him a present of the other two. 

The man goes to his companions, and giving them an account of what had happened to 

him, one of them determined to try whether he might not have the like good fortune. So 

repairing to the same place, as if for the purpose of cutting wood, he let slip his axe on purpose 

into the river, and then sat down on the bank, and made a great show of weeping. Mercury 

appeared as before, and hearing from him that his tears were caused by the loss of his axe, 
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dived once more into the stream; and bringing up a golden axe, asked him if that was the axe 

he had lost. "Aye, surely," said the man, eagerly; and he was about to grasp the treasure, when 

Mercury, to punish his impudence and lying, not only refused to give him that, but would not so 

much as restore him his own axe again. 

Honesty is the best policy. 

(Fable 308 Halm; Thomas James' translation.) 

THE ANT AND THE DOVE 

An ant went to a fountain to quench his thirst, and tumbling in, was almost drowned. 

But a Dove that happened to be sitting on a neighbouring tree saw the Ant's danger, and 

plucking off a leaf, let it drop into the water before him, and the Ant mounting upon it, was 

presently wafted safe ashore. Just at that time, a Fowler was spreading his net, and was in the 

act of ensnaring the Dove, when the Ant, perceiving his object, bit his heel. The start which the 

man gave made him drop his net, and the Dove, aroused to a sense of her danger, flew safe 

away. 

One good turn deserves another. 

(Fable 296 Halm; Thomas James' translation.) 

THE WOLF AND THE CRANE 

A wolf had got a bone stuck in his throat, and in the greatest agony ran up and down, 

beseeching every animal he met to relieve him: at the same time hinting at a very handsome 

reward to the successful operator. A Crane, moved by his entreaties and promises, ventured 

her long neck down the Wolfs throat, and drew out the bone. She then modestly asked for the 

promised reward. To which, the Wolf, grinning and showing his teeth, replied with seeming 

indignation, "Ungrateful creature! to ask for any other reward than that you have put your 

head into a Wolf's jaws, and brought it safe out again!" 

Those who are charitable only in the hope of a return, must not be surprised if, in their 

dealings with evil men, they meet with more jeers than thanks. 

(Fable 276 b. Halm; Thomas James' translation.) 

THE MOUSE AND THE FROG 

A mouse in an evil day made acquaintance with a Frog, and they set off on their travels 

together. The Frog, on pretence of great affection, and of keeping his companion out of 

harm's way, tied the Mouse's fore-foot to his own hind-leg, and thus they proceeded for some 
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distance by land. Presently they came to some water, and the Frog, bidding the Mouse have 

good courage, began to swim across. They had scarcely, however, arrived midway, when the 

Frog took a sudden plunge to the bottom, dragging the unfortunate Mouse after him. But the 

struggling and floundering of the Mouse made so great commotion in the water that it 

attracted the attention of a Kite, who, pouncing down, and bearing off the Mouse, carried away 

the Frog at the same time in his train. Inconsiderate and ill-matched alliances generally end in 

ruin; and the man who compasses the destruction of his neighbour, is often caught in his own 

snare. 

(Fable 298 Halm; Thomas James' translation.) 

THE SHEPHERD-BOY AND THE WOLF 

A shepherd-boy, who tended his flock not far from a village, used to amuse himself at 

times in crying out "Wolf! Wolf!" Twice or thrice his trick succeeded. The whole village came 

running out to his assistance; when all the return they got was to be laughed at for their pains. 

At last one day the Wolf came indeed. The Boy cried out in earnest. But his neighbours, 

supposing him to be at his old sport, paid no heed to his cries, and the Wolf devoured the 

Sheep. So the Boy learned, when it was too late, that liars are not believed even when they tell 

the truth. 

(Fable 353 Halm; Thomxis James' translation.) 

THE HORSE AND THE LOADED ASS 

A man who kept a Horse and an Ass was wont in his journeys to spare the Horse, and 

put all the burden upon the Ass's back. The Ass, who had been some while ailing, besought the 

Horse one day to relieve him of part of his load; "For if," said he, "you would take a fair portion, 

I shall soon get well again; but if you refuse to help me, this weight will kill me." The Horse, 

however, bade the Ass get on, and not trouble him with his complaints. The Ass jogged on in 

silence, but presently, overcome with the weight of his burden, dropped down dead, as he had 

foretold. Upon this, the master coming up, unloosed the load from the dead Ass, and putting it 

upon the Horse's back, made him carry the Ass's carcase in addition. "Alas, for my ill nature!" 

said the Horse; "by refusing to bear my just portion of the load, I have now to carry the whole 

of it, with a dead weight into the bargain." 

A disobliging temper carries its own punishment along with it. 

(Fable 177 Halm; Thomas James' translation.) 

JUPITER AND THE BEE 
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In days of yore, when the world was young, a Bee that had stored her combs with a 

bountiful harvest, flew up to heaven to present as a sacrifice an offering of honey. Jupiter was 

so delighted with the gift, that he promised to give her whatsoever she should ask for. She 

therefore besought him, saying, "O glorious Jove, maker and master of me, poor Bee, give thy 

servant a sting, that when any one approaches my hive to take the honey, I will kill him on the 

spot." Jupiter, out of love to man, was angry at her request, and thus answered her: "Your 

prayer shall not be granted in the way you wish, but the sting which you ask for you shall have; 

and when any one comes to take away your honey and you attack him, the wound shall be fatal 

not to him but to you, for your life shall go with your sting." 

He that prays harm for his neighbour, begs a curse upon himself. 

(Fable 287 b. Halm; Thomas James' translation.) 

THE WOLF AND THE LION 

One day a Wolf had seized a sheep from a fold, and was carrying it home to his own den, when 

he met a Lion, who straightway laid hold of the sheep and bore it away. The Wolf, standing at a 

distance, cried out, that it was a great shame, and that the Lion had robbed him of his own. The 

Lion laughed, and said, "I suppose, then, that it was your good friend the shepherd who gave it 

to you." 

(Fable 279 Halm; Thomas James' translation.) 

THE WOLVES AND THE SHEEP 

Once on a time, the Wolves sent an embassy to the Sheep, desiring that there might be peace 

between them for the time to come. "Why," said they, "should we be forever waging this 

dreadful strife? Those wicked Dogs are the cause of all; they are incessantly barking at us, and 

provoking us. Send them away, and there will be no longer any obstacle to our eternal 

friendship and peace." The silly Sheep listened, the Dogs were dismissed, and the flock, thus 

deprived of their best protectors, became an easy prey to their treacherous enemy. 

(Fable 268 Halm; Thomas James' translation.) 

THE HORSE AND THE STAG 

A horse had the whole range of a meadow to himself; but a Stag coming and damaging 

the pasture, the Horse, anxious to have his revenge, asked a Man if he could not assist him in 

punishing the Stag. "Yes," said the Man, "Only let me put a bit in your mouth, and get upon 

your back, and I will find the weapons." The Horse agreed, and the Man mounted accordingly; 

but instead of getting his revenge, the Horse has been from that time forward the slave of Man. 

Revenge is too dearly purchased at the price of liberty. 
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(Fable 175 Halm; Thomas James' translation.) 

THE HIGHWAYMAN AND THE PRIEST 

A highwayman, having waylaid a Priest, prepared to kill him. The Priest suddenly found 

himself possessed of great strength, and he fought and conquered the Highwayman, and 

punished him as his conduct merited. The Highwayman cried for mercy and said: "How can you, 

who are a Priest, treat me thus, when you are all the time preaching 'Peace to all the earth,' 

and other similar teachings?" The Priest replied: "Oh, wicked Highwayman, it is in order to keep 

Peace on earth that I am maltreating you—you who do not know the beauty of Peace!" 

This Fable teaches us that it is right to resist injustice, not from love of combat, but to 

prevent the troubling of Peace. 

(Fables de Mkhithar Goch, Journal Asiatique, Ser. 9, Vol. 19.) 

THE PRINCE AND THE FLEA 

A prince of Royal blood was once sadly tormented by a Flea. At last he caught the 

troublesome pest, and was about to kill it when the Flea said: "I beg of you, do not kill me, for 

the harm I have done you is small." "Yes," replied the Prince, before he crushed it, "but you did 

me all the harm that you could!" This Fable teaches that even small offenders must be 

punished, in order that big criminals may see and tremble. 

(Fables de Vartan. Paris, 1825.) 

THE OWL AND THE LEMMING 

An Owl saw a Lemming feeding just outside of his burrow. Accordingly, the Owl flew 

down from the tree and perched at the entrance to the burrow, and then said to the Lemming: 

"Two dog-teams are coming this way!" This frightened the Lemming so badly that he came up 

close to his burrow, pretending that he would rather be eaten by the Owl than caught by the 

dogs. He said, "I am very fat and you can have a good meal. Take me! But if you wish to 

celebrate before eating me, I will sing while you dance." The Owl agreed to this; he drew 

himself up and the Lemming began to sing while the Owl danced. When dancing, the Owl 

looked up to the sky and quite forgot about the Lemming. While he was moving about, he 

spread his legs far apart, and instantly the lemming ran between them into his burrow. The Owl 

called to him to come out again, saying that the dog-teams had both passed by and were gone. 

But the Lemming's wife told her husband not to go out but to throw dirt in the Owl's face. And 

that was what he did. 

(Eskimo Fable. From The Eskimo in Baffin Land, by Franz Boas.) 

http://en.wikisource.org/wiki/Author:Franz_Boas
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THE OWL AND THE TWO RABBITS 

An Owl saw two Rabbits playing close together and seized them both, one with each 

foot. But the Rabbits were too strong for him, and ran away, dragging the Owl with them. The 

Owl's wife shouted to him: "Let one of the Rabbits go and kill the other!" But the Owl replied, 

"The moon is waning and will soon disappear, and then we shall be hungry; we shall need both 

of them." The Rabbits ran on; and when they came to a bowlder, one of the Rabbits ran to the 

right side, while the other ran to the left side of it. The Owl was not able to let go quickly 

enough and so was torn in two. 

(From The Eskimo in Baffin Land, by Franz Boas.) 

THE EAGLE AND THE SPIDER 

An Eagle had soared above the clouds to the highest peak of a mountain range, and 

perching upon an ancient cedar, admired the landscape spread out below it. For it seemed as 

though the boundaries of the whole world could be seen from that height. 

"Heaven be praised," said the Eagle, "for giving me such powers of flight, that there is 

no mountain too high for me to reach. I am now looking down upon the beauties of the world 

from a point which no other living creature has ever reached!" 

"What a boaster you are," observed a Spider from a near-by twig. "Where I am sitting 

isn't so far below you, is it, friend Eagle?" 

The Eagle glanced upward. True enough, the Spider was busily spinning its web from a 

twig above his head. 

"However did you reach this height?" asked the Eagle. "Weak and wingless, as you are, 

how did you ever crawl way up here?" 

"Why, I fastened myself unto you," returned the Spider. "You yourself brought me from 

down below clinging to your tail feathers. But now that I am so high up in the world I can get 

along very well by myself, without your help. So you needn't put on any airs with me. For I want 

to tell you that—" 

At this moment a sudden gust of wind swept by, and brushed the Spider, web and all, 

back again into the depths of the valley from which it had come. 

(Krilov, Fables. Adapted from the translation by William R. S. Ralston.) 

THE FLYING-FISH 
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A young Flying-fish, discontented with his lot, said one day to his aged grandmother: "I 

don't know what I am going to do to escape death. Every time that I rise into the air I dread the 

claws of the sea-eagles; and when I plunge into the depths of the sea, the sharks attack me." 

The older Fish replied: "My child, in this world if you are neither an eagle nor a shark you 

must quietly follow a narrow path, swimming high near the air, and flying low near the water." 

(Florian, Fables, Vol. V, No. 20.) 

THE WATERMELON 

A man, entering a garden, cut off a Watermelon and was about to eat it, when the 

Watermelon cried out in alarm: 

"What would you do, man? Do you not know that I am an Elephant's egg? If you carry 

me away and keep me unbroken, I shall hatch out for you a little Elephant, that will be worth 

hundreds of dollars." 

The foolish man, happy to have such a prize, carried it home with him and kept it 

carefully. But when the Watermelon only rotted, instead of hatching out a little Elephant, he 

threw it away in disgust. And thus the Watermelon escaped the knife. 

If you fall into the hands of wicked men, pretend to be of great value, and perhaps you 

will be spared until you have a chance to escape. 

(Fables de Mkhithar Goch, Journal Asiatique, Ser. 9, Vol. 19.) 

THE THREE COMPANIONS 

An Ermine, a Beaver and a Wild Boar made up their minds to seek a better country, and 

set out on the search for some forests, lakes and woods, which had still preserved the beauty of 

their primeval purity. After a wearisome journey through deserts and over rocks and 

mountains, their eyes discovered in the distance a glorious landscape, with a profusion of 

woods, lakes, gardens and ripe fruit. The travellers were delighted at the sight, and did not at 

first notice that in order to arrive at their new-found Paradise it would be necessary for them to 

pass through a wide expanse of stagnant water, full of slime and snakes. The Ermine was the 

first to attempt a passage. Going delicately on the tips of his toes he made a few steps forward, 

but soon drew back, saying, with assumed indifference, "The country is certainly rich and 

beautiful, but it will not suit me. I would rather lose it all than soil the delicacy of my beautiful 

coat." The Beaver said, "Have a little patience, brothers; we live in scientific times you, know, 

and I am a first-rate architect. In two months I will guarantee to build you a bridge over which 
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you may pass to our future home without fear of mud or snakes." "Two months, slowcoach," 

said the Boar, "why, we may all be dead before that: you are much too slow for me." And so 

saying, he plunged into the slime. Splash, dash, he had reached the opposite side, in spite of the 

mud and reptiles. And while shaking off the mud, he said to his ignorant companions, "Paradise 

is not made for cowards or coxcombs, but for the strong." We may all profit by this lesson. 

(From Spanish Fables by Fernandez Cavetano. Translated by Margaret R. Cresswell.) 

THE WIND AND THE DUCK 

On a bitterly cold day of winter, the Northwest Wind, rising, saw a solitary Duck diving 

through the few holes still remaining in the ice, near the shore of a great Bay. 

"What folly!" blustered the Wind, "to try to resist me who have driven every other living 

creature away." 

So saying, the Wind blew so hard and so cold that he froze over all the remaining holes, 

and forced the poor little Duck to take shelter under the lea of the bank. Satisfied with this 

success, the Wind retired, whistling, to his far-away home in the mountains. When he arose the 

next morning, he found, to his surprise, that the Duck had discovered some new holes and was 

pushing the reeds out of her way and diving as cheerfully as ever. 

"This will never do," howled the Wind, "No Duck is going to get the best of me!" 

So for a whole week the Wind blew, harder and harder, bleaker and bleaker every day. 

But regularly each morning, when he arose he found the little Duck steadily at work, seeking 

out or breaking new holes, or else patiently waiting for the ice to drift out of her way, and 

earning her living as best she could. At last the Wind said to himself: 

"Such brave persistence deserves success. I may as well leave the Duck in peace." 

(Indian Fable. From American Wonderland, by Richard Meade Bache, 1871.) 

THE HARE AND THE TORTOISE 

A Hare jeered at a Tortoise for the slowness of his pace. But he laughed and said, that he 

would run against her and beat her any day she would name. "Come on," said the Hare, "you 

shall soon see what my feet are made of." So it was agreed that they should start at once. The 

Tortoise went off jogging along, without a moment's stopping, at his usual steady pace. The 

Hare, treating the whole matter very lightly, said she would first take a little nap, and that she 

should soon overtake the Tortoise. Meanwhile the Tortoise plodded on, and the Hare 

oversleeping herself, arrived at the goal, only to see that the Tortoise had got in before her. 

Slow and steady wins the race. 

http://en.wikisource.org/w/index.php?title=Author:Richard_Meade_Bache&action=edit&redlink=1
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(Fable 420 b. Halm; Thomas James' translation.) 

THE BUTTERFLY AND THE BEE 

All day long, from early morning, a Bee clung to a stalk of wild thyme, feasting on its 

nectar. A Butterfly, flitting from flower to flower and constantly changing her fickle mind and 

her pasturage, met the Bee on her homeward way in the evening. "Bless me!" said the 

Butterfly, "you are a faithful soul or else a very stupid one, to single out just one flower and 

devote the whole day to it,—all day long the same, same flower! Oh, my poor dear, when I saw 

you clinging to that wild thyme stalk from early morning until sun-down, I tell you frankly, I 

thought of nothing in the world but an Oyster sadly glued to a rock, without ever being able to 

change its home!" 

"You are perfectly right," replied the Bee, "and I like the comparison, for it suits us Bees 

admirably. We have no desire to imitate the idle pleasures of you Butterflies. We are satisfied 

to be useful; and that is what Nature designed us for. Those Oysters, sadly bound to a rock, 

produce pearls, and we Bees, well, we make honey." 

(Nivernois, Fables, Vol. 11, No. 7.) 

THE SPIDER AND THE SILK-WORM 

How vainly do we promise ourselves that our flimsy productions will be rewarded with 

immortal honour! 

A spider, busied in spreading his web from one side of the room to the other, was asked 

by an industrious silk-wrom, to what end he spent so much time and labour, in making such a 

number of lines and circles? The spider angrily replied: "Do not disturb me, thou ignorant thing. 

I transmit my ingenuity to posterity, and fame is the object of my wishes." Just as he had 

spoken, a chambermaid coming into the room to feed her silk-worms, saw the spider at his 

work: and with one stroke of her broom swept him away, destroying at once his labour and his 

hopes of fame. 

(Robert Dodsley.) 

THE BOY AND THE NETTLE 

A boy playing in the fields got stung by a Nettle. He ran home to his mother, telling her 

that he had but touched that nasty weed, and it had stung him. "It was just your touching it. my 

boy," said the mother, "that caused it to sting you; the next time you meddle with a Nettle, 

grasp it tightly, and it will do you no hurt." 
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Do boldly what you do at all. 

(Dodsley, Original Fables, No. 19.) 

THE FARMER AND HIS TWO DAUGHTERS 

A Man who had two daughters married one to a Gardener, the other to a Potter. After a 

while he paid a visit to the Gardener's, and asked his daughter how she was, and how it fared 

with her. "Excellently well," said she; "we have everything that we want; I have but one prayer, 

that we may have a heavy storm of rain to water our plants." Off he set to the Potter's, and 

asked his other daughter how matters went with her. "There is not a thing we want," she 

replied; "and I only hope this fine weather and hot sun may continue, to bake our tiles." 

"Alack," said the Father, "if you wish for fine weather, and your sister for rain, which am I to 

pray for myself?" 

(Fable 166 Halm; Thomas James' translation.) 

THE HOUND AND THE HARE 

A Hound after long chasing a Hare at length came up to her, and kept first biting and 

then licking her. The Hare, not knowing what to make of him, said: "If you are a friend, why do 

you bite me?—but if a foe, why caress me?" 

A doubtful friend is worse than a certain enemy. Let a man be one thing or the other, 

and we then know how to meet him. 

(Fable 229 Halm; Thomas James' translation.) 

THE WIDOW AND THE SHEEP 

There was a certain Widow who had an only Sheep; and, wishing to make the most of 

his wool, she sheared him so closely that she cut his skin as well as his fleece. The Sheep, 

smarting under this treatment, cried out—"Why do you torture me thus? What will my blood 

add to the weight of the wool? If you want my flesh, Dame, send for the Butcher, who will put 

me out of my misery at once; but if you want my fleece, send for the Shearer, who will clip my 

wool without drawing my blood." 

Middle measures are often but middling measures. 

(Fable 382 b. Halm; Thomas James' translation.) 
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THE MAN AND THE SATYR 

A Man and a Satyr having struck up an acquaintance sat down together to eat. The day 

being wintry and cold, the Man put his fingers to his mouth and blew upon them. "What's that 

for, my friend?" asked the Satyr. "My hands are so cold," said the Man; "I do it to warm them." 

In a little while some hot food was placed before them, and the Man, raising the dish to his 

mouth, again blew upon it. "And what's the meaning of that, now?" said the Satyr. "Oh," 

replied the Man, "my porridge is so hot, I do it to cool it." "Nay, then," said the Satyr, "from this 

moment I renounce your friendship, for I will have nothing to do with one who blows hot and 

cold with the same mouth." 

(Fable 64 Halm; Thomas James' translation.) 

 


