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Introduction

Through folklore, you are able to gain insight not only into the social and political fabric of a country, but the natural environment as well, as seen in these bird tales from the African continent.

Through a Bulu folktale, The African Grey Parrot and the Green Pigeon, you are introduced to the magnificent birds of the rainforest in Cameroon, and in the San tale The Origin of Fire, you see the hardy ostrich in its semi-arid habitat.

In the same way that you learn of the migration pattern of the Lesser-Striped Swallow, you also discover the migration of certain folktales across borders. For example, The King of the Birds, a South African tale originally recorded by James A. Honeÿ, surfaces in southern Nigeria in the form of a similar tale called The Election of the King Bird, which in that instance is the African Fish-Eagle.

William Bascom shows how the theme in The Cuckoo and the Tortoise, a Mongo tale from the Democratic Republic of Congo, is echoed in similar South Carolina and Georgia (USA) folktales, demonstrating not only the migration of people but their oral traditions as well.

In this collection there are various origin stories about birds, for example Ostrich’s Long Neck, the Yoruba tale Why Flamingo Stands on One Leg, and the South African tale of how the crested guineafowl gave the leopard and hyena their spots. These are tales that reflect people’s mythical interpretations of the natural order around them.

Birds often take on the role of messenger because they are able to fly. This is seen in The Close Friendship between Dove and Tortoise, where the dove advises the tortoise to forage for food on the other side of the river. In Hawk, the Messenger, a tale from southern Nigeria, Hawk is the favoured messenger of the king. Birds also play the role of benefactors in the Xhosa tale The Bird that Could Make Milk and in the Central African tale The Blood-red Feather.

Often a bird or its feathers are symbols of life and strength. The tail feathers of South Africa’s national bird, the blue crane, are used to signify bravery and are a symbol of war. Zulu warriors went to war with otter headbands that were decorated with the feathers of cranes, finches and ostriches. Feathers symbolize flight as well. When Tortoise wants to visit the cloud dwellers in the folktale from Swaziland of the same name, feathers are attached to his body by the birds, to enable him to fly with them.

Birds also have symbolic meaning. The hamerkop, which often stands staring at the water in a stream or dam, is considered a bird of ill omen in some African societies while eagles, vultures and hawks are highly respected for their role as custodians and cleansers of the wilds. The swallow is a welcome forecaster of the summer and if many are seen to gather in the sky it is seen as a sign that the harvest will be plentiful.

Birds mentioned most often in collections of folktales include the fish-eagle, guineafowl, doves and pigeons, most of which are represented in this collection.

In all my years of research, this is the first time that I have encountered a folktale book that consists exclusively of bird tales. I have included African proverbs, most of which relate to the birds featured in the folktale, as well as fact files that offer information about the various birds so that the reader can gain more insight into aspects of their lives, such as their habitats, food and breeding habits.

This book is intended both as a read-aloud book where readers and listeners can share in the experience and as a book that can be read by the reader alone. Enjoy!

DIANNE STEWART
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The Laughing Dove

NORTH AFRICA

There was once a trader who lived on the dusty outskirts of a town in Algeria, the country that unfolds southwards from the Mediterranean Sea.

This man loved birds and he kept a laughing dove in a cage in the living room of his house. After a difficult day of trading, he relaxed by sitting and listening to the song of the grey dove that flitted around the cage in front of him. When the trader was in a bad mood the bird would sing his gentle koo kuRUkuru-koo song, which soothed him and lifted his spirits.

But the seemingly good-natured laughing dove did not like being trapped in the cage. He longed to be free so that he could visit other parts of his country, travel the world and see what life was like beyond the walls of the garden. He felt envious of the laughing doves that he saw flit past the window, resting in the trees in the garden outside or foraging for food on the streets.

Because he spent so much time in the company of humans, this Laughing Dove learnt to understand and speak their language.

One autumn evening, the man said to his laughing dove: ‘Tomorrow at first light I am setting out on a journey and I will be gone for some time.’

The laughing dove flew down from his perch and replied: ‘If you see any laughing doves on the way, please send them my greetings.’

‘I’ll do that,’ said the man. He retired to bed and rose early the next day.

The sun rose in a cold, windy sky and it was bracing for the man as he walked the country roads. True to his word, he looked out for laughing doves on his travels, but every time he came across one, the laughing dove lay on its back on the ground with its feet in the air, pretending to be dead. The man was very surprised by this but he just passed them by.

When the trader had finished his business in the next town, he set off on his journey home, travelling the same route as before. It was less windy and every time he heard the sound of laughing doves in the trees in the distance or in the fields along the way, he ran towards them, hoping to pass on his pet bird’s message. But as he approached them, they lay on their backs with their feet in the air. He was surprised by their behaviour but, presuming them dead, the trader hurried past.
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After a few days on the road, the trader arrived home exhausted and, after greeting his family, he went to the living room to relax and speak to his laughing dove in the wicker cage.

‘It is good to see you again,’ said the man.

‘It is good to see you,’ said the laughing dove. ‘With you gone, there has been no-one to listen to my song.’

‘I have a strange story to tell you,’ said the trader. ‘Every time I approached one of your kind, it lay on its back and appeared to be dead!’

The laughing dove sat on his perch and listened attentively to the owner of the house. ‘That is strange,’ answered the bird.

‘Yes, so I just left them lying there!’ said the man. ‘I’m sorry that I was not able to pass on your message to any of them.’

Night fell, the first stars shone brightly and the laughing dove began singing his joyful song: Koo kuRUkuru-koo, koo kuRUkuru-koo until the house was quiet and all that could be heard was the heavy snoring of the trader in his room down the passage.

The next morning, when the sun shone into the living room at a sharp angle, lighting up the cage, the laughing dove flitted down from his perch in order to drink some water and then remained on the floor of the cage. He was silent and did not sing as he normally did.

The trader thought it strange that his pet bird was not singing and when he came into the living room to see his laughing dove, he was shocked to find him lying on his back on the floor of the cage with his feet in the air.

‘My bird has died!’ he cried. ‘I wonder what could have happened to him? I heard his melodious song well into the night.’

Slowly the man opened the door of the wicker cage and held the warm laughing dove in his hand. Tears flowed down his cheeks as he mourned the death of his companion. Then, after a while, he took the body of the laughing dove and placed it under the low-growing shrubs in his back garden. After examining his flowers, he walked slowly up the stairs that led him back into the house.

But as soon as the man’s back was turned, the laughing dove spread his wings with great excitement and flew shakily up to the tree above him. He was so delighted that he was no longer confined to his cage. Perching on one of the highest branches, the laughing dove sang out: ‘Thank you! Thank you! I am now free!’

The man heard the song of his laughing dove and rushed to the open window. When the dove saw the man looking out of the window, he continued singing joyfully: ‘I am so pleased to be free! Those laughing doves that you saw on your journey gave me valuable advice. They showed me how to attain my freedom. Look, I am no longer a captive in your home!’

With a flutter of his wings, the laughing dove took off from the tree and flew beyond the garden walls and into the park nearby. At last, he was free to explore the world.


ADDITIONAL FACTS FOR BIRDERS

LAUGHING DOVE (Streptopelia senegalensis)

LOCATION: Found in Africa, Arabia, Afghanistan, Turkmenistan and India. Introduced to Algeria and parts of the Middle East.

HABITAT: Woodlands, acacia savanna, gardens, parks and cultivated lands.

DESCRIPTION: Sexes alike, but the female is slightly paler than the male.

FOOD: Dry seeds, seeds of grasses, commercial crops.

HABITS: Usually solitary, but found in pairs and flocks at water and food sources.

BREEDING: Usually pairs for life. The female, using materials brought by the male, builds the nest. Lays one to four eggs.

VOICE: Sings year round, including during the night.

Ho tsamaea ke ho bona. (SOTHO PROVERB)

To travel is to become aware.

Travel broadens your horizons.




The Close Friendship Between Dove and Tortoise

BASOTHO, LESOTHO

There was once a time when drought ravaged the land and the river that snaked swiftly through the hills was reduced to a sluggish stream. Food became scarce, famine set in and Tortoise walked long distances daily over the dry, bare earth in search of food for survival. From dawn to dusk he was on the lookout for nutritious grass and succulent plants, but he found little to satisfy his hunger.

Dove, who had just raised her young in a nest in a clump of trees near the stream, noticed how Tortoise searched daily for food but found nothing. When Dove saw Tortoise retreat into his shell, with his head and legs tucked away, she knew that he was hungry. Because Tortoise always walked alone and had no family to take care of him, Dove felt sorry for her friend.

So she sang a song to comfort him, which the wind carried downstream: kooRookuku, kOOku, kooRookuku, kOOku … But Tortoise did not respond. His head remained firmly tucked under his shell.

Then Dove flew down from the tree and landed on the soil beside him.

‘Tortoise,’ said Dove, softly. ‘Why don’t you look for food on the other side of the river? I have found plenty of termites, seeds and fruit over there.’

When he heard the mention of food, Tortoise poked his head out of his shell and listened to her.

‘Dove, you are so foolish!’ he said angrily. ‘How can you say there is plenty to eat on the other side, when there is a stream between me and the food?’

‘But you can swim across,’ suggested Dove.

‘And how can I swim?’ asked Tortoise. ‘Do I look like a fish?’

Dove was silent for a while, then she said: ‘You could fly over the water!’

‘Look at me carefully, Dove,’ said Tortoise, agitated. ‘Do I have wings to take me across to the other side?’

Then Dove realized how futile her suggestions had been. They would not work, but she did not like to see her friend suffer. He was famished and had been without food for a long time.

She began to cry, kooROOkuku, KOOku, kooROOkuku, KOOku, as the heat of the midday sun scorched the sandy soil around them. Suddenly Dove thought of a solution to the problem.

‘Find a strong, dry stick Tortoise,’ she said with a sense of urgency. ‘Then bite on one end of it.’

‘But, Dove, I do not eat sticks,’ protested Tortoise.

‘Don’t worry Tortoise. I am not asking you to eat the stick,’ laughed Dove. ‘You just need to hold onto the stick with your mouth. I will put the other end of the stick in my beak and fly over the stream with you.’

‘You have thought of a good plan,’ said Tortoise excitedly.

‘Yes, it will work well,’ Dove reassured Tortoise.

‘But remember, Tortoise,’ warned Dove, ‘if Fish rises out of the water and wants to talk to you, you must not talk to him!’

‘Alright, my friend,’ replied Tortoise. ‘I will remember that.’

Tortoise shuffled along the sand in search of a strong stick, leaving a track in the sand behind him. He eventually found a strong, suitable branch under a clump of riverine trees and broke off one of the sticks.

Dove then held tightly onto the one side with her beak and carefully she rose into the air, with Tortoise following slightly below, holding onto the stick with all his might. Dove flew higher than Tortoise, who was heavier and not far above the waters of the stream below.

It was such an amazing experience for Tortoise to be flying that when Fish peered out of the water, Tortoise forgot what Dove had told him.

‘Tortoise,’ said Fish, ‘I cannot believe that you are flying! How can that be? I thought you were a land creature!’

Tortoise responded angrily. ‘Look at me! I’m soaring through the air. Why do you think I am not able to fly?’

As Tortoise spoke, he lost grip of the stick and down he fell until he hit the water with a splash, when they were only halfway across the stream.

Dove flew on, still holding the stick in her beak. When she realized what had happened, she immediately flew back, hovering above the water, waiting impatiently for Tortoise to surface.

Agitatedly, she flew back and forth across the stream, skimming the water, eager to locate Tortoise. With the stick still in her beak she flew upstream and downstream, searching until the light of day faded and darkness crept in to take its place.

But Tortoise stayed under the water. He never came up again.

Under the light of the moon, Dove returned to her nest in the tree that swung its branches over the stream, but she was so sad about what had happened that she could not sleep. She flitted back and forth from branch to branch, singing her song, kooROOkuku, KOOkuku … kooROOkuku, KOOkuku … hoping that Tortoise might hear her.

It is said that Dove is still searching for Tortoise and she keeps the stick in her mouth. She holds onto it in case Tortoise appears and she will be able to lift him out of the water with it.

But her friend Tortoise has no intention of coming out of the water. He has found so much food on the riverbed, far more that he ever found on the dry ground. That is where he will make his home forever.

And that is how Tortoise became Turtle.
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ADDITIONAL FACTS FOR BIRDERS

RED-EYED DOVE (Streptopelia semitorquata)

LOCATION: Found in sub-Saharan Africa from Senegal and Ethiopia southwards to Cape Town.

HABITAT: Woodlands, riverine forests, Eucalyptus and Pine plantations.
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