„Lacing the cobbler” by Janina Porazińska
(“Szewczyk Dratewka”)

Once there was a cobbler called Lancing. He was the poorest of poor men. Only the flimsy clothes on his back, only the worn-out brogues on his feet, only his bag and in it  a crust of bread – that was his entire fortune.

Form village to village he wandered, patching old shoes.

Once Lancing was going through a huge forest and under a pine – tree he saw an anthill, all scattered. Must have been a bear that likes guzzling ants’ eggs in the spring, that had played them this mean trick. 

The poor ants were running hither and thither, carrying sand by the grain, pine needles one by one and thus repairing their anthill.

It was sorry that Lancing felt for them, so he took his hat form his head and with it swept that scattered anthill into a heap, as best as he could.

Then the mother ant climbed to the top of the anthill and addressed him thus, 

“Thank you good human. Should you ever be in need, we shall come to your aid”.

The cobbler smiled – for what help could humble ants ever give? – bowed to them and on his way he went.

A little – long time passed. Again Lacing went through a green forest, a rustling forest and again he saw a great hurt.

In the hollow on an old pine was a bees’ nest and this bees’ nest was wrecked. Honeycombs lay on the ground, honey dripped down the tree trunk.

Must have been a bear’s doing again.

So Lacing started helping those bees. Put the honeycombs back in the tree he did, and fixed them within the hollow; the hole he stopped with wax and staunched the following honey.

The queen bee came to the edge of the bees’ nest and addressed him thus,

“Thank you, good human. Should you ever be in need, we shall come to you aid”.

Again lacing smiled, bowed to the bees and went on.

A little – long time passed. One day Lacing was going along dyke between two great lakes. On the lakes were mallards swimming . When they caught sign of Lacing they began quacking mightily and hiding in the reds. They knew, these mallards, that hunters coming onto the dyke would take aim and send bright arrows form their bows at them.

The cobbler stood on the dyke and called out,

“have no fear, my little ducklings, it’s not aiming at you that I’m after, but taking delight in your beauty, not killing you, but a-feeding of you with this bread!”

And he began crumbling bread and throwing it upon the water.

The ducks came swimming out of the reeds, collected all the crumbs off the water and were mightily surprised with this delicacy, they having never eaten bread before.

The oldest drake, he of the beautiful blue wings spoke.

“Thanks you, good human, that you came not to sly us but to give us of your food. Should you ever be in need, we shall come to your aid”.

Lacing smiled to himself, thinking,

“what a help could I ever be getting form you? You couldn’t sew an upper to a sole nor nail in a heel”.

But he made a fine, handsome bow and on his way he went.

On and on he went until he came to a land where there was a castle, and by the castle there was a tower, and in the tower there was a maiden, and the maiden as watched over by a witch.

People were standing by the castle and they were saying,

“Whosoever weds the maiden will release her form the witch’s thrall”.

“But only he can wed the maiden, who completes two tasks and answers one riddle”.

“So maybe I could try?”, said Lacing

“get back, you fool! Is your life so worthless to you? Any man who volunteers but does not succeed, the witch has him beheaded”.

“But maybe I could try”, Lacing insisted.

“Better men than you have tried their hand. Knights there have been  and princes and dukes. No one of them could complete the tasks or answer the riddle. Not one of them did yhe witch spare, all lost their heads!”

Lacing was undeterred:

“But I shall go and try”.

And the cobbler banged on the castle gate.

Out came the witch and said:

“Are you a man or are you beast?

Say what you want, at least”.

“I would  wed the maiden that sits in the tower”.

“Do both tasks without delay,

the answer to the riddle say,

then you can wed.

Fail and you lose your head”.

“So, I shall try,” said Lacing.

The witch let him into the castle and brought him to a chamber locked with seven keys, that had iron bars in the window and said,

“Here’s sack of seeds and sand:

sort them ere dawn lights the land.

If by sunrise you’re not ready

Then you’’ surely be beheaded.”

Out went the witch, turning the seven keys in seven locks.

Lacing sat, scratched his head and thought to himself,

“Such a sack to pick through! Sand here and seed there…Tis labour  for a year, form one Spring to the next, and she bids me do it before dawn.

Oh woe, Lacing, woe!”

Then, what he did he hear but a whisper of sound on the wall outside the window. The sound neared the window, ever nearer, and then, between the iron bars ants were hurrying into chamber, thousands upon thousands of ants, an uncountable multitude.

Up jumped Lacing and emptied the sack on the floor. Did those ants jump to it! Did they work! One hurrying up another, shifting those grains: sand on the left, seed on the right. By midnight they had sorted it all.

Now again there was a whisper of sound on the wall. The ants went out between the iron bars and made away into the forest.

Lacing, happy, rolled up the sack, placed it under his head and slept.

At first dawn the witch undid the seven locks, pleased that there would be another suitor for beheading. In she came and what did she see? On one pile seed, on the other sand, and in the middle the cobbler stretching himself after a good sleep.

The witch was mightily surprised, but all she said was,

“Your next task will now be told.

My maiden had a key of gold

Which , taking once her morning dip,

Into the water she let slip.

Find it for her in the deep

If your head your want to keep.

If by sunrise you’re not ready

Then you’ll surely be beheaded”.
To the lakes went Lacing. On the dyke he stood, troubled with deep trouble, thoughtful with dark thoughts.

How was he to find the key? Who could know where the maiden had dropped it? Which was the lake that she had bathed in? Who could know the measure of the deep, the treachery of the eddies?

Thus he stood and pondered…

But then, out of the reed glided a drake and asked,

“Good human, friend, what is your need?”

“I must find the golden key that the maiden dropped while bathing. If by sunrise I find it not, then the witch will have my head off.”

“Worry not, good human. All the mallards will dive for it, all the fishes will seek it until we bring it to you.”

The reeds rustled, the mallards swam out onto the lake. The water gurgled, the fishes swam into depths.

A little long time passed when , at the bottom, a fish found a key. The fish passed it to a duck, a duck gave it to the drake, the drake brought it to the shore and said,

“Be troubled no more, good human, the golden key is found.”

Lacing grasped the key, gave the drake thanks and hurried to the witch.

The witch was mightily surprised, but all she said was,

“Golden door, golden key,

The end of you, or the end of me?”

With that she ordered Lacing to follow her.

Up seven hundreds and seventy – seven steps they went, until they reached the top of the tower. 

With the golden key the witch opened a golden door and they entered a chamber. And in this chamber there was a bench and on it nine maidens were seated. Each of them was dressed in white and each had on veil of pure linen.

Then the witch said,

“Now here is trail number three,

for death or wedding bells it be.

Soon the dawn will fill your eyes,

Very soon the sun will rise.

You the tower maid must choose,

Otherwise the game you lose.

If by sunrise you’re not ready

Then you’ll surely be beheaded”.

Lacing gazed and gazed at the maidens, wondering which was different one, the imprisoned one. But they looked just the same, like white geese in a meadow.

How to pick? How to guess?

“It is the end of me”, thought the cobbler.

Then, through the open window there came a golden swarm of bees. Circling the chamber, over the last maiden in the row they came to rest and above her head in a golden, buzzing halo they hung.

“she is the one!” exclaimed Lacing.

And to the last maiden he ran.

Up jumped she, tore off her veil and clasped the cobbler about the neck.

“Oh my darling dear! You have released me form the prison!”

When the witch saw this, one-two-three! She transformed into a great bird, flapped her wings and through the window she flew into the wide world, to be seen no more.

Lacing and the maiden form the tower had a sumptuous wedding and into the witch’s castle they moved, where they live happily to this very day.

( “Children’s favourites. An anthology of Polish writing for young people”, translation – Jolanta Scicińska; Wydawnictwo Siedmioróg, Warszawa, 2004) 

The Wawel Dragon

King Krak built a fortified castle. Surrounded by an oak palisade it was strong and beautiful. At foot of the Wawel Hill lay the town with its white houses of the local craftsmen: bakers, potters and shoemakers. A little bit further, among the fields and forests, farmers’ houses were scattered.

One day the King looked at his rich and fertile land. He was proud and happy. Farmers were bringing in the last sheaves of corn.  The following day, they would visit the castle with huge loaf made of this year’s flour. There would be singing, dancing and general merriment. The good king was smiling, quite unaware of what was about to happen.

The following morning promised to be delightful. The sun warmed earth smelled like a fresh loaf of bread. The bright-colored harvest-home procession had just set off for the Wawel Castle when, suddenly, the sky darkened as if a giant cloud had veiled the sun. the people looked up and froze in horror. It was not a cloud! It was a winged fire-breathing monster, all covered with fish scales.

The beast hovered for a short while over the Wawel Hill and then, with a rustle of its wings, landed on the river bank. The people saw it creep into a rock cave under the castle. Cold fear filled the hears of Cracovians.

Next day the dragon tumbled out of its cave and gave a powerful roar.

“Let’s bring it goat or sheep. Otherwise it might turn on people”, whispered the terrified royal counselors. 

When it was done the monster gobbled up the gift, washed it down with some water form the river and crawled back into its cave.

The following day, same story repeated all over again, except that the dragon captured some sheep for the royal herds and ate them for dessert.

“If it goes on like this”, people lamented, “the reptile will devour all our possessions and then…”

They dreaded to think what might happen then. The wisest Cracovians spent hours deliberating  on how to kill the beast.

Many braves tried to fight the monster. Unfortunately the dragon was so strong that one blow its paw was enough to send an armoured knight flying. Those who managed to reach the beast with their swords said its skin was as hard as a rock. How to confront such an enemy? How to defend the town?

All Cracow was overcome with fear and sadness. People would stay in their houses. The poor distressed king could not sleep at night.  And just then, when it seemed that nothing could be done, a poor cobbler knocked at the gates of the castle. “Your Majesty”, he said to Krak. “If the dragon cannot be defeated by force we might try a trick”.

The King and the cobbler discussed the issue for a long time in the throne room. When they left the room they sat down to dinner together. For the first time in many days, the King could really enjoy his meal.

The next day at dawn, the cobbler made his way to the dragon’s cave. He was carrying a sheep or rather a sheep’s skin stuffed with tar and sulphur. Quickly he took four thick sticks and used them to support his construction.

“Here you are, you nasty reptile!” he murmured and ran away as the dragon’s panting could be heard from outside the cave. The monster was terribly hungry as the previous day it had only found two skinny geese waiting is front of its pothole. It swallowed the sheep, licked its lips and let out a stream of fire. 

Suddenly something strange happened. The dragon felt the burn inside its stomach. It rushed towards the Vistula river and started to drink.

The king and the cobbler watched a drink, the former form his castle and the latter form a hill by the forest. The beast drank and drank and its belly grew bigger and bigger. Suddenly a huge explosion was heard. Frightened birds took to flight and people dashed out of their houses. 

“Hurrah!” shouted the cobbler. The King fell down on his knees thanking heaven for deliverance.

The loathsome creature was dead torn apart into thousands of pieces!

Great celebration followed. Krak loaded the brave cobbler with gifts. For three days people were eating, drinking and dancing and after that they happily got back to their normal work. Farmers started to go about their work, potters want back to their wheels and the cobbler set about making dragoon skin boots to the King. 

