1. The Milkmaid and Her Pail

Aesop/Greece

A farmer's daughter had been out to milk the cows and was returning to the dairy carrying her pail of milk upon her head. As she walked along, she fell amusing after this fashion:

The milk in this pail will provide me with cream, which I will make into butter and take to market to sell. With the money I will buy a number of eggs, and these, when hatched, will produce chickens, and by and by I shall have quite a large poultry yard. Then I shall sell some of my chickens, and with the money which they will bring in I will buy myself a new gown, which I shall wear when I go to the fair; and all the young fellows will admire it, and come to me, but I shall toss my head and have nothing to say to them.

Forgetting all about the pail, she tossed her head. Down went the pail, all the milk was spilled, and all her fine castles in the air vanished in a moment!
Moral: Do not count your chickens before they are hatched.

Source: Aesop's Fables, translated by V. S. Vernon Jones (London: W. Heinemann; New York: Doubleday, Page and Company, 1912), pp. 25-26.
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The Broken Pot
The Panchatantra/India

In a certain place there lived a Brahman by the name of Svabhâvakripana, which means "unlucky." By begging he acquired a quantity of rice, and after he had eaten what he wanted, there was still a potful left. He hung this pot on a nail in the wall above his bed. As night progressed, he could not take his eyes from the pot. All the while he was daydreaming:

This pot is overflowed with rice. If a famine comes to the land, then I could sell it for a hundred rupees. Then I could buy a pair of goats. They have kids every six months, so I would soon have an entire herd of goats. Then I would trade the goats for cattle. As soon as the cows bear calves, I would sell them. Then I would trade the cattle for buffalo and the buffalo for horses. And when the horses foaled, I would own many horses. From their sale I would gain a large amount of rupees. With this I would buy a house with four buildings in a rectangle. 

Then a Brahman would enter my house and give me a very beautiful girl with a large dowry for my wife. She will give birth to a son, and I will give him the name Somasarman. When he is old enough to be bounced on my knee, I will take a book, sit in the horse stall, and read. In the meantime, Somasarman will see me and want to be bounced on my knee. He will climb down from his mother's lap and walk toward me, coming close to the horses hooves. Then, filled with anger, I will shout at my wife, "Take the child! Take the child!" 

But she, busy with her housework, will not hear me. So I will jump up and give her a kick! 

And, buried in his thoughts, he struck out with his foot, breaking the pot, and covering himself with the rice that had been in it. Therefore I say:

He who dreams about unrealistic projects for the future will have the same fate as Somasarman's father: 

(Source: Pantschatantra: Fünf Bücher indischer Fabeln, Märchen und Erzählungen, translated from the Sanskrit into German by Theodor Benfey, vol. 2 (Leipzig: F. A. Brockhaus, 1859), book 5, story 9, pp. 345-46. )
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The Dervish and the Honey Jar
Jewish

There was once a dervish in the service of a king who used to give him daily a cake and a bowl of honey. The dervish ate the cake and put the honey into a jar that he always carried upon his head. Honey, however, in those days was very expensive, and one day the dervish, noticing that his jar was nearly full, thought of the high price his honey would fetch in the market.

"I will sell my honey for a piece of gold and buy ten sheep, all of which will bring forth young, so that in the course of one year I shall have twenty sheep. Their number will steadily increase, and in four years I shall be the owner of four hundred sheep. I shall then buy a cow and an ox and acquire a piece of land. My cow will bring forth calves, the ox will be useful to me in plowing my land, while the cows will provide me with milk. In five years time the number of my cattle will have increased considerably, and I shall be the possessor of great wealth. I shall then build a magnificent house, acquire slaves and maidservants and marry a beautiful woman of noble descent. She will become pregnant and bear me a son, a robust and beautiful child. A lucky star will shine at the moment of his birth, and he will be happy and blessed, and bring honor to my name after my death. Should he, however, refuse to obey me, I will beat him with this stick, thus."

And so thinking, the dervish raised his stick, which hit the jar and broke it, so that the honey was lost.

It is not wise to speak of things that are uncertain. King Solomon said 

'Boast not thyself, for thou knowest not what a day may bring forth.'" (Proverbs 27:1)

· Source: Angelo S. Rappoport, The Folklore of the Jews (London: The Soncino Press, 1937), pp. 173-175. No copyright notice.  
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The Lad and the Fox
Sweden

There was once upon a time a little lad, who was on his way to church, and when he arrived in the forest he caught sight of a fox, who was lying on the top of a big stone fast asleep, so that the fox did not know the lad had seen him.

"If I kill that fox," said the lad, taking a heavy stone in his fist, "and sell the skin, I shall get money for it, and with that money I shall buy some rye, and that rye I shall sow in father's cornfield at home. When the people who are on their way to church pass by my field of rye they'll say, 'Oh, what splendid rye that lad has got!' Then I shall say to them, 'keep away from my rye!' But they won't heed me. Then I shall shout to them, 'I say, keep away from my rye!' But still they won't take any notice of me. Then I shall scream with all my might, 'Keep away from my rye!' and then they'll listen to me."

But the lad screamed so loudly that the fox woke up and made off at once for the forest, so that the lad did not even get as much as a handful of his hair.

It’s always best to take what you can reach, for of undone deeds you should never screech, as the saying goes.
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The Peasant and the Cucumbers 
Leo Tolstoy 

Russia

A peasant once went to a garden to steal cucumbers. He crept up to the cucumbers, and thought, "I will carry off a bag of cucumbers, which I will sell; with the money I will buy a hen. The hen will lay eggs, hatch them, and raise a lot of chicks. I will feed the chicks and sell them; then I will buy me a young sow, and she will bear a lot of pigs. I will sell the pigs, and buy me a mare; the mare will foal me some colts. I will raise the colts, and sell them. I will buy me a house, and start a garden. In the garden I will grow cucumbers, and will not let them be stolen, but will keep a sharp watch on them. I will hire watchmen while I will come on them, unaware, and shout, 'Oh, there, keep a sharp lookout!'" 

And this he shouted as loud as he could. The watchmen heard it, and they rushed out and beat the peasant. 

· Source: Leo Tolstoy, Fables for Children; Stories for Children; Natural Science Stories, translated by Leo Wiener (London: J. M. Dent and Company, 1904), p. 40. 
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The Barber's Tale of His Fifth Brother
1001 Nights

Iran

When our father died, he left each of us one hundred dirhams. My fifth brother invested his inheritance in glassware, hoping to resell it at a handsome profit. He exhibited the glassware on a large tray, then fell to daydreaming:

These pieces will bring me two hundred dirhams, which I can use to buy more glass, which I will then sell for four hundred dirhams. With this money I can buy more glass and other merchandise to sell, and so on and so on until I have amassed a hundred thousand dirhams. Then I will purchase a fine house with slaves and eunuchs, and when my capital has grown to a hundred thousand dinars, I will demand to marry the Prime Minister's eldest daughter, and if he refuses consent, I will take her by force. 

On my wedding night I will seat myself on a cushion of gold to receive my bride. She will present herself in her most beautiful clothing, lovely as the full moon, but I will not even glance at her until her attendants kiss the ground before me and beg me to look at her, and then I will cast at her one single glance. 

When they leave us alone I will neither look at her nor speak to her, but will show my contempt by lying beside her with my face to the wall. Then she will bring a cup of wine, saying, "Take this my lord." 

I will say nothing, leaning back so that she may see in me a sultan and a mighty man. She will say to me, "My lord, do not refuse to take this cup from the hand of your servant." I will say nothing, and she will insist, "You must drink it," and press the cup to my lips. Then I will shake my fist in her face and kick her with my foot. 

With that he struck out, catching the tray of glassware with his foot. It crashed to the ground and everything broke to pieces, and thus my brother lost both his capital and his profit.

· Source: The Book of the Thousand Nights and a Night, translated by Richard F. Burton (Privately printed, 1885), v. 1, pp. 335-338. 

· Revised and abridged by D. L. Ashliman, © 1998.

