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The Quest of the Bird with the Golden Tail
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e,
here was once upon a time, in the Kingdom of San Fiaschetto, a
Queen who was as proud and disagreeable as she was beautiful.

One day, as she was driving about her kingdom, she saw at the door of a
poor cottage a little lame and humpbacked boy. The wicked Queen, who hated
the sight of ugly things, began laughing scornfully, so that the boy began to
weep; and the boy’s mother, who was inside the cottage, feeling very

miserable and vexed, went to the fairies, complaining of the bad Queen who




had laughed at a poor cripple.

“The Queen shall know all about this,” said the fairies.

Now, the Queen had an only son, called Giovannino, of whom she was
exceedingly proud, because he was the handsomest young man of all the
country for miles z;round. A few days after this had happened, Giovannino
began to grow hair all about his hands and face, and shortly after all over his
body. Then, instead of walking on his feet, he began crawling on all fours. In
fact, he was turned into a nasty-looking pig.

You may well imagine the horror of the Queen when she saw this! Weeping
and sobbing, she ran to the fairies, and begged them to give the boy back his
lovely features. But the fairies turned away murmuring incomprehensible
words, and the Queen went back to the palace more unhappy than ever, to find
Giovannino all dirty and disagreeable because he had been wallowing in the
mud.

Yet Giovannino knew all about his own fate, because a fairy godmother
had come to him in his sleep and told him. He knew that, unless a beautiful
girl would fall in love with him and marry him, he would remain a grubby pig
to the end of his life. One day he went wandering about in the country, and
came to a mill where there lived a miller with his three daughters, the prettiest
in all San Fiaschetto. On the doorstep stood the eldest, and Giovannino went
up to her, but the girl pushed him off, saying: “Get away, you dirty pig !”

Poor Giovannino rolled down the steps, feeling very much humiliated. A
Prince to be treated like that by a miller’s daughter! When he arrived at home,
he shut himself up in his rooms and would neither eat nor drink for several

days.
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Yet after a while he made up his mind to try his luck again, and back he
went to the mill. The second daughter was sitting on the steps, but when
Giovannino came near she kicked him, crying: “Off with you, you horrid
pig!”

This was very sad indeed for Giovannino, who began to think that never,
never in his life would he find a beautiful girl, not alone to marry him, but
even to look at him, and that he would have to remain a pig to the end of his
days. So he threw himself under his bed and would not budge for a long time.

At last, out he crawled again, and went trotting along until he came once
more in sight of the mill. In the yard the youngest and prettiest of the miller’s
daughters was very busy feeding the chickens.

“If she kicks me, I’ll kill myself and make an end of it,” said Giovannino
to himself as he came nearer. He was looking rather unpleasant because, as
there were several pools on the way from the palace, he had been wallowing
in the mud. Yet he pulled himself together, and came very near little Firmina,
who, instead of kicking him away, said in a kind voice: “You poor little
beast!”

Giovannino, greatly encouraged, came nearer and whispered: “Tell me,
pretty miller’s daughter, do you think you could love me?”

*“Yes, I could, poor little beastie,” answered Firmina.

Giovannino at this answer felt bolder and bolder and stammered out:
“Pretty miller’s daughter, would you marry me?”

“Yes, | would,” replied the girl.

Then the Prince-pig, almost beside himself with excitement, took his
bride back to the palace: his people were delighted to know that he had found

someone to marry him, ugly as he was, and there was a beautiful wedding.




When Giovannino was left alone with his bride, all of a sudden he was
turmed into the handsome young man he was before the accident, and to the
delighted Firmina he said: “I shall always be like this if, for three months,
three days, and three hours, nobody knows anything about it and nobody but
you sees me.”

Of course Firmina promised that she would never whisper a word to
anybody, and for two months they were very happy. But then people began to
feel envious, because the miller’s daughter looked ever so happy and so much
in love with her husband, in spite of his being a pig, and they whispered that
either Firmina had married just for the sake of being a princess and that she
hated Giovannino for all that, or that there was some secret and that the Prince
was not really always a horrid pig.

All this came to the ears of the Queen, who was already a little
suspicious, and she felt very jealous because she was almost sure there was
something her daughter-in-law knew and she did not. So she began to worry
the poor little thing, and one evening she called her up to her and said:

“Tell me, miller’s daughter, why did you marry my son?”

“Because I loved him.”

“Is it true, what I hear, that my son is at times changed into a fine young
man?”

“It may be so, and it may not be so.”

“What is my son like when he is alone with you?”

“That I cannot tell.”

At this the Queen became more and more angry, and shouted out: “I’ll
see my son when he is asleep.”

“That you shan’t,” said Firmina.



fr AR T B



“You impudent little minx!” cried the Queen, in a paroxysm of rage. “I'll
teach you to answer a Queen like that! I shall see my son whenever I please,
whether you will or not. I am the Queen, and I alone command here. If you
say one more word I’'ll have your silly head cut off.”

“Very well,” sobbed out Firmina.

So that night when Giovannino was asleep Firmina unlocked the door
and let the Queen in, and when the Queen saw her boy so handsome and
young she cried out: “Oh, my son, how beautiful you are!” This woke up
Giovannino, who was immediately changed into a bird with a fine golden tail,
and he flew out of the window, saying to his wife: “In order to find me you
must walk for seven years, wear out seven pairs of shoes made of iron, and
fill seven flasks with your tears, when I shall be yours once more.”

And off he flew, leaving a golden trail behind him.

The poor little miller’s daughter sobbed her heart out when she realised
that her Giovannino had really gone. But, remembering his parting words, she
immediately procured for herself the seven pairs of iron shoes, and seven iron
rods to lean upon on the wéy, and began her sad quest, willed by the fates. For
months and months she travelled on, through mountains and plains, on stones
and crags and rocks, tearing herself on thorny bushes, losing her way through
unknown countries, asking everyone she met whether they had seen the Bird
with the Golden Tail. But nobody had seen him.

One day, when she had walked for nearly seven years, and used up all
the shoes but the pair she was wearing, all the rods but the one she was
leaning upon, and had cried and wept so much that all the seven flasks had
been filled and she had no more tears to shed, because they were ail dried up,

she came to a dark wood, and in a dusky corner she saw a house. A littte old
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wrinkled woman was at the window, and Firmina called out to her: “Dear
little woman, have you seen the Bird with the Golden Tail?”

“I have not seen him, my dear. Perhaps my husband has seen him, but
you had better be off before he comes back, because he is an Ogre, and would
eat you should he find you here. This is the country of the Ogres.”

“Pretty little Ogress, please let me hide in your house. Perhaps I may
hear where my Giovannino is, and also I am so tired that I cannot walk
another step to-night.”

The Ogress would not take her in at first because she was almost sure the
Ogre would eat the poor little thing, and she felt so sorry for her. Yet after a
while Firmina insisted so much that she was allowed to come in and was hid
in an empty cask.

Presently the Ogre came home and began sniffing about. “I feel there is
something to eat here. Where is it?”

“There is absolutely nothing here, you old stupid,” said his wife. “But
some time this morning somebody came in and asked whether you had heard
of a Bird with a Golden Tail.”

“I know nothing about the Bird with the Golden Tail,” growled the Ogre,
“but 1 know there is something to eat in the house. I smell it!” And taking a
magic whistle out of his pocket, he struck up a tune, so that presently
everything in the house began to dance and kick about, and fly here and there
and everywhere. You can imagine poor Firmina in the cask! She was all sore
and knocked about, yet she did not utter a cry; and finally the Ogre, having
satisfied himself that he could get hold of nothing to eat for the present, went
to bed feeling cross and hungry, and early in the morning got up and went out

hunting.
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