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TRICKSTER IN AFRICAN FOLKTALES

From: Roger D. Abrahams, ed. African Folktales: Traditional Stories of the Black World.  New York: Pantheon Books, 1983.  Pp. 158, 178-80, 182-3, 203, 212-6.

45. WHY MONKEYS LIVE IN TREES

Listen to the story of the bush cat.

The bush cat had been hunting all day, and had got nothing. She was tired. She went to sit down and rest, but the fleas wouldn't give her any peace.

She saw a monkey passing. She called to him, "Monkey, please come and flea me," (for that is what friends do for each other). The monkey agreed, and while he was picking out the fleas, the bush cat fell asleep. Then the monkey took the tail of the bush cat, tied it to a tree, and ran away.

The bush cat awoke. She wanted to get up and leave, but she found her tail tied to the tree. She struggled to get free, but she could not do it, so she remained there panting.

A snail came along. "Please unfasten my tail," cried the bush cat when she saw him. "You will not kill me if I untie you?" asked the snail. "No, I will do nothing to you," answered the bush cat. So the snail untied her.

The bush cat went home. Then she said to all her animals friends, "On the fifth day from now, announce that I am dead, and that you are going to bury me." The animals said, "Very well."

On the fifth day, the bush cat lay down flat, pretending to be dead.

And all the animals came, and all danced round her. They danced.

The bush cat sprang up all at once. She leaped to catch the monkey.

But the monkey had already jumped into a tree. He escaped.

So this is why the monkey lives in the trees, and will not stay on the ground. He is too much afraid of the bush cat.

—Ewe
50. SAVING THE RAIN

There was a great drought in the land, and Lion called together a number of animals so that they might devise a plan for gathering up water when the rains fell. The animals who attended at Lion's summons were Baboon, Leopard, Hyena, Jackal, Hare, and Mountain Tortoise.

It was agreed that they should scratch out a large hole to catch the rain, and so the next day they all set to work. Only Jackal didn't help; he hovered nearby, muttering that he was not going to scratch his nails off in making water holes.

When the hole was finished, the rains fell and soon filled it with water, to the great delight of those who had worked so hard. The first one to come and drink there, however, was Jackal, who not only drank, but filled his clay pot with water, and then went for a swim in the water hole, making it as muddy and dirty as he could.

This was made known to Lion, who was very angry. He ordered Baboon to guard the water the next day, armed with a huge fighting stick. Baboon concealed himself in a bush close to the water, but Jackal soon became aware of his presence there, and guessed the reason for it. Knowing the fondness of baboons for honey, Jackal immediately hit a plan. Marching back and forth, he every now and then dipped his fingers into his clay pot, and licked them with an expression of intense relish, saying to himself in a low voice, "I don't want any of their dirty water when I have a pot full of delicious honey." This was too much for poor Baboon, whose mouth began to water. He begged Jackal to give him a little honey, as he had been guarding the water for several hours, and was incredibly hungry and tired.

At first, Jackal took no notice of Baboon. Then he looked around, and said, in a patronizing manner, that he pitied such an unfortunate creature, and would give him some honey on the condition that Baboon give up his fighting stick and allow himself to be bound by Jackal. Baboon foolishly agreed, and was soon tied in such a way that he couldn't move hand or foot.

Jackal now drank the water, filled his pot, and swam in front of Baboon. From time to time he chided him, pointing out how foolish he had been to be so easily duped, since he, Jackal, had no honey or any thing else to give him, except a good blow on the head every now and then with his own fighting stick.

The animals soon appeared and found poor Baboon in this sorry way, looking the picture of misery. Lion was so exasperated that he had Baboon severely punished, and denounced him as a fool.

Then, Tortoise came forward, and offered to catch Jackal. They thought, at first, that he was merely joking, but when he explained his plan, it was considered so good that Lion told him to go ahead.

Tortoise asked them to spread a thick coating of beeswax resin all over him. Then he went and placed himself across the path to the water hole, so that on his way to drink, Jackal would have to walk on him, and would stick fast.

The next day, when Jackal came, he approached very cautiously, wondering why no one was there. In order to get a better look around, he stepped on a large black stone—and, at once, he was stuck fast. Jackal saw that he had been tricked, for now the stone put out its head and began to move. Since Jackal's hind legs were still free, he threatened to smash Tortoise with them if he didn't let him go. Tortoise answered, "Do as you like." Jackal made a violent jump, and now found, to his horror, that his hind feet were also stuck fast. "Tortoise," he said, "I have still my mouth and teeth left, and will eat you alive if you don't let me go." "Do as you like," Tortoise again replied. Jackal made a desperate snap at Tortoise, and now found himself completely stuck, head and feet. Tortoise, feeling proud of his successful ruse, now marched quietly up to the top of the bank with Jackal on his back, so that he could be seen by the other animals as they came to the water.

They were indeed astonished to find how cleverly the crafty Jackal had been caught, and Tortoise was much praised for the capture.

Jackal was at once condemned to death by Lion, and Hyena was told to execute the sentence. Jackal pleaded hard for mercy, but finding this useless, he made a last request, asking that as Lion always was so fair and just in his dealings, he decree that Jackal not have to suffer a lingering death.

Lion inquired of him in what manner he wished to die. He asked that his tail be shaved and rubbed with a little fat, and that Hyena then swing him around twice and dash his brains out upon a stone.

This was considered fair by Lion, and he ordered the sentence to be carried out in his presence.

When Jackal's tail had been shaved and greased, Hyena caught hold of him with great force, hut before he could lift him from the ground, cunning Jackal had slipped away from his grasp, and was running for his life, pursued by all the animals, with Lion in the forefront.

After a long chase, Jackal got under an overhanging precipice, and, standing on his hind legs with his shoulders pressed against the rock, he called loudly to Lion to help him support it, as the rock was falling, and would crush them both. Lion put his shoulders to the rock, and exerted himself to the utmost. After some little time, Jackal proposed that he should creep out carefully and fetch a large pole to prop up the rock, so that Lion could escape and save his life. And so Lion—still believing the rock would fall on him—was left there by Jackal to starve and die.

—Amalouw or Amakosa
52. CUTTING THE ELEPHANT'S HIPS

One day, Hare gave a dance and Elephant came to it, and the two danced together, but Hare danced better than Elephant. Hare said to Elephant, "Your movements are too slow, owing to your size; if you would only let me cut off some of the flesh from your hips, you might dance better." Elephant caught at the suggestion, and said, "You come and cut off the flesh as you think best, so I can become a good dancer." Hare took a sharp knife and cut off a large quantity of flesh from Elephant, and then he left him.

This made Elephant very ill, and he called in Bushbuck to help him. He said, "Go to Hare and ask him to send back my flesh, because I shall die without it." So Bushbuck went to Hare and asked him for Elephant's flesh. Hare said, "Won't you eat first?" Bushbuck said he would, so Hare gave him some of the meat from Elephant to eat. Bushbuck said, "This is very good meat, where did you get it?" Hare said, "It comes from the hill, from a place frequented by this kind of animal." Bushbuck said, "Let us go and hunt them."

Hare agreed, and they went to a place in the bush. Hare said, "You stop and catch them here, and I will go farther on. When you hear a little rumbling noise keep your head in, but when it is loud, put your head out." Bushbuck did so. When there was a little noise, he kept his head well in, but when it got louder, he looked out, and was struck by a rolling stone, which killed him.

Hare then came along, saying, "My friend, where are you? Why do you hide?" When he reached the place, he saw that Bushbuck was dead, so he lifted up the body, took it home, cooked, and ate it.

In this very same way, Hare tricked all the messengers sent by Elephant, until the day Elephant sent Leopard. Hare made the same proposals to him as to the others, but Leopard was far too shrewd to be as easily caught, and when he heard the loud noise of the rolling stone, he kept his head well in, and it rolled past him. He then pretended to be dead. Hare came round and said, "My friend, what has killed you?" and thinking the leopard was dead, he took it up and carried it home.

When he was about to begin cutting it up, Leopard sprang to his feet, and said, "This is what you do every day, is it? You kill all the foolish animals?" Hare ran away as fast as he could and Leopard chased him, but couldn't catch him.

Hare crossed a river, and then turned back immediately and recrossed it. He met Leopard coming the other way. Leopard didn't recognize Hare, because he was so wet, and asked him, "Did you meet Hare on the other side!" He replied, "No, we have been hunting the King's leopards from early morning and have caught ten, and only you have escaped." When Leopard heard this he ran back to Elephant, but only to find him dead.

—Baganda
66. THE TRAPPER TRAPPED

Goat and Fox were quarreling and Goat told Fox that he intended to get him into trouble so bad he would never be able to get out. Fox said, "All right; you do that, and I will return the favor to you."

Goat went for a walk and saw Leopard; being frightened, he asked, "Auntie, what you are doing here?" "My little one is sick," said Leopard. Then Goat, thinking quietly, said, "Fox has medicine that will make your little one well." Leopard said to call him, so Goat went to Fox and said, "They are calling you."

"Who is calling me?" replied Fox. "I don't know," said Goat; "I think it is your friend. Go this way and you will run into him." Fox went down the path and at length came upon Leopard. Fox was frightened, and inquired: "Did you call me?" "Yes, my son; your brother is sick. Goat came just a while ago and told me you had medicine that would make my little one well." "Yes," said Fox, "I have medicine that will cure your little one, but I must have a little goat horn to put it in. If you get me a goat horn I will let you have the medicine." "Which way did Goat go?" asked Leopard. "I left him up there," replied Fox.

"You wait here with my little one, and I will bring you the horn," said Leopard, and away she ran. Soon after, Leopard killed Goat and returned with his horns to fox. Beware, lest you fall into the trap you set for someone else.

—Vai
71. SPIDER OUTWITS THE RICH WOMAN

There was a woman who lived by herself; she had no husband, only her many dogs. Their names were Bangbi, Banga, Nguabakinde, Karawandorkiri, and still others. She crossed a great expanse of water and made her home beyond it, right in the wilderness, with her dogs. She was very rich, she had much of everything—sesame, millet, and also dried meat in a separate granary. She went hunting with her dogs for all kinds of animals, and they caught buffalo, waterbuck, hartebeest, elephant—what big dogs, bigger than lions! She ate meat from her catch all the time.

When Ture the spider heard about this woman, he came to the edge of this great water and asked himself how he could get to the other side. Then he decided he would twine some cord to set a snare. He went and twined a very long length, and set his snare at the edge of this great water. Then he decided he would try it out, and he put his foot in the noose and it acted as a catapult and threw him to the other side. He said, "That's fine! I will eat all this woman's things." Then, Ture set another snare on the far side and he put his foot in the noose and it threw him back over again. Ture said, "Everything's ready."

He took his big elephant-hide bag and hung it over his shoulder, he put his foot in the snare and again it lifted him and threw him to the far side, and then he stole to this woman's home. But he didn't find her there as she was out hunting with her dogs. Ture went and looked in her granaries and found peanuts in two granaries, sesame in three granaries, dried meat in four granaries, and grain in five granaries—every sort of food, for she was rich. Ture climbed up one granary and gathered up some of her dried meat and crushed it to cook on the fire. He put water for porridge on the fire, and when the meat simmered, he went out and gathered up some of her sesame to cook with it, and when the water for the porridge simmered, he mixed in flour from the grain and then quickly scraped out the porridge from the pot and put it into a bowl, and when that was done he took the meat off the fire. Then he went to sound on that woman's grindstone, which rang out like a bell, telling her to come.

While Ture sounded on it and it spoke, the woman was far away searching for her animals. When Ture sounded on it she heard it and slopped. She stopped and said, "Who sounds on Nawongowongo's stone?"

Ture then played out the stone: "I am here, I Ture, I sound on Nawongowongo's stone. It says 'Wongo Ture, wongo Ture!' "

As soon as she heard what Ture told her on the stone, she sent out her dogs, saying, "O Bangbi, that man who sounds on my stone, you must kill him." She ran along with them as fast as she could go; they rushed towards the entrance to the courtyard. Ture took the porridge as well as the meat and emptied them into his elephant-hide bag. The dogs saw Ture and they sprinted after him. Ture took the bag and ran to the catapult and it threw him back over the water, and the dogs got to the edge of this great water only in time to see Ture on the other side. Ture stood there and taunted this woman and her dogs, saying: "Look at the food I have stolen from you! What are you going to do to me?" Then Ture departed and this woman collected her dogs and returned her home.

Ture ate some of the porridge and took some more and went and gave it to that animal, Digdig. When Digdig ate it, it tasted so good to him that he exclaimed, "Oh friend, Ture, where did you find this wonderful food?" Ture replied, "I got it from that woman who lives on the other side of that river over there." Digdig asked him, "Friend, Ture, the next time you go to eat, you must tell me. I will even go with you tomorrow morning." Ture agreed to what Digdig said, and replied, "All right, that's just what I would like to do, so we will go together."

They left early the next morning, and went on and on until they arrived at the edge of this great water. Ture set his snare-catapult and Digdig set one also. And when all was ready, they put their feet in the nooses and were thrown to the other side. They immediately set the snares again so everything would be ready for them to get back over—but, Ture secretly went and loosened Digdig's. Then they entered the woman's home and looked for her, but she was away again. They went to her granary and grabbed dried meat and jammed it into a big pot and put it on the fire. When it was simmering they collected grain and pounded it. And when that was done, they roasted it and ground it into flour. They cooked grain flour, and they cooked meats, and all was ready. She still hadn't come back for she had gone far.

Ture went and sounded on her stone so that it would taunt her again, thinking that when she heard it she would come. He sounded on the stone and it called out her name: "Nawongowongo." She asked, "Who is sounding Nawongowongo's stone?" Ture said: "I am here, I Ture, I sound on it. It says 'Wongo Ture, wongo Ture!' "

She sent forth her dogs and called out to them, saying, "Look for the one who sounds on my stone." The dogs rushed ahead towards Ture and Digdig, who quickly emptied the porridge and meat into their bags and ran away. Ture put his foot into his noose, and it threw him to the other side. But when Digdig put his foot into his—oh no! It didn't throw him to the other side, because Ture had loosened it. The dogs started to pursue Digdig and chased him hotly along the river bank, and caught him and killed him. Ture stood on this side to watch them, how they treated Digdig on the other side. Ture taunted them, saying, "Since you are killing Digdig because of the lost food, just look at your food in my hands. What can you do to kill me, for there is all that water between me and you. What will you do to catch me?"

Ture took out some porridge and ate it, and the dogs could only sit there and watch him. He stuffed himself till he could eat no more. Then he put what was left back into the bag and went and showed it to another animal, the large antelope, Red Duiker. Ture gave some to him, and he took it, and when he ate it, it tasted fine to him, and he asked, "Where did you get it?" Ture said, "If you want to come with me and get some more like this, sleep, and just as it is light, come here and we will go to the place I found it."

So, Red Duiker slept, and early in the morning he went to Ture's home, and said, "Let us go." They traveled till they arrived at the edge of the water, and then they set their snares. When they were ready, they put their feet in them and were thrown to the other side. Then they prepared the new snares to get them back over. Ture and his companion went then to the woman's homestead, but they did not see her; she was wandering. So they collected dried meat and put it on the fire, and they cooked porridge quickly and took it off the fire, and waited for the meat to be finished. Ture spoke to Red Duiker thus: "I am going to the bush to shit. Stay right here and watch over things." Ture did not go to the bush, but to spoil Red Duiker's snare just as he had done before to Digdig's. Ture returned and once more sounded his taunt on the stone. The woman asked, "Who sounds on Nawongowongo's stone?" Ture replied on it: "I am here, I Ture, I sound on it. It says 'Wongo Ture, wongo Ture!' "

Again she sent her dogs, and quickly they came on and on. When they got near, Ture picked up the porridge and poured it into the bag. They saw Ture and they began to chase him and Red Duiker. The mistress of the dogs cried out to them, saying, "You must catch Ture this time!" But when they got near to Ture, he stepped on his snare and again it threw him to the other side. But Red Duiker cried out and trod on his snare in vain, for Ture had loosened it. The dogs chased Red Duiker hotly along the riverbank, on and on, until they caught him. Then the woman shouted out: "Ture, just wait till my dogs get you!" Ture replied from the other side: "Can you cross this great water to catch me?" Ture talked to her from the other side, stuffing himself and taunting her. Then the woman killed Red Duiker and went home with him.

When he was satisfied, Ture took what food remained and gave it to the small antelope, the Gray Duiker. It tasted good, and the antelope asked where he had found such a nice thing. Ture replied, "Would you like to go with me to get some more?" He said yes. Ture told him: "You sleep. Then very early tomorrow, you come and we will go together." At dawn, Gray Duiker appeared before Ture, and said, "I have come for that journey we arranged yesterday." They traveled to the edge of the great water and prepared their snares, and when they were ready, the snares took them to the other side. They went to the woman's home, but she was out wandering with her dogs.

Ture showed Gray Duiker around, saying, "That is the granary for sesame, that is the peanut granary, that is for grain, and that is the one for dried meat." They gathered up some grain-flour to cook it, and as they were making porridge, Ture said that he was going to the bush, but, of course, it was not to the bush he was going. Ture thought he would be able to deceive Gray Duiker with this lie, but Gray Duiker was no fool. Ture went to loosen Gray Duiker's snare just as he had loosened Digdig's and Red Duiker's. After loosening up the snare, he set his own in order, and then he went back.

Then Gray Duiker said to Ture that he too had to go to the bush, and Gray Duiker came and saw that Ture's snare was in good order whereas his own was completely messed up. He left his as it was, though, thinking, "No matter that Ture has spoilt mine, because I will use his instead." He went back to the homestead, but he said nothing.

They cooked porridge. And when it was ready, Ture broke off a lump and dipped it into the broth and gave it to Gray Duiker to eat. Gray Duiker said, "Who is going to carry the bag with porridge in it?" Ture answered, "I'll carry it, of course." Gray Duiker said, "No you won't. It is for me to carry it who am a child."

Ture went and sounded on the woman's stone for her to come. He sounded on it and it spoke as always. The woman asked: "Who sounds on Nawongowongo's stone?" Ture replied: "I am here, I Ture, I sound on it. It says 'Wongo Ture, wongo Ture!' "

She herself heard it before her dogs heard it. Ture sounded again and then her dogs heard it, too, and she spoke to her dogs each by name, "Bangbi, Banga, Karawandokiri, Nguabakinde, you run. That man Ture who has been such a thorn in our sides, catch him." They ran on and on. And as they approached Ture they began to chase Gray Duiker, and he fled right to the place of Ture's snare, and Ture said, "No, no, that's not yours!" But Gray Duiker would not listen. He put his foot into Ture's snare and was thrown to the other side, along with the porridge. Ture looked around in vain for something with which to catapult himself across the water, but there seemed to be no means of escape. When Ture saw Gray Duiker on the other side, he was very angry.

The dogs started to chase Ture hotly along the riverbank. To escape, he plucked the red fruits of the Kaffir apple, put them over his eyes, took a harp and climbed with it into a tree, and there he made music to enthrall the dogs and their mistress. He played beautifully, looking only upwards, and singing a song:

Looker-up, I look down,
All men die, shimmering.
Looker-up, I look down,
All men die.

 The woman came with her dogs. She said to Ture, "That's fine! Man, have you seen here that man Ture?" But Ture did not answer her. She asked him again, "Hey, Man, have you seen Ture?" She did not know that he was Ture, on account of Ture's deception. She asked Ture once more, and he said to her, "I do not look downwards, I only look up, for if I look down everybody will die." Ture said to her, "Tie up your huge dogs to a tree. If you don't tie them to a tree, I will look down right now and you will die." When she heard Ture's words, she said "Oh, don't do that. I will tie them to a tree, just don't look down at me." So she tied her dogs to a tree, and she went away. It was those huge dogs of hers which Ture feared and therefore he told her to tie them to a tree. Ture then came down from the tree and escaped safely away.

—Zande
