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There are many different versions of this Russian tale told throughout
the world. In each, a peasant girl impresses a man of importance (sometimes
a tax collector, a mayor of a town, or a king) with her résponses to the
questions she is asked or the tasks that she is given.

nce upon a time there lived a farmer who was se poor
he didn’t have enough money to pay his taxes one year.

He planned on giving the czar, the powerful ruler of the

land, just a small portion of what he owed now and pay-
ing the rest later. The farmer had often done this before, but his daughter
said, “I don’t think that will work this year, Father. T am sure the czar
will want nothirig less than the full amount.”

When the czar arrived at the farmer’s cottage to collect the tax
money, he was angered that the farmer did not have all the money.
“You must pay all that is due,” the czar declared, “and nothing less.”

The farmer hung his head. “I should have listened to my daugh-
ter,” he said. “She was certain that you would accept nothing less than
all the money this year.”

“Is your daughter really that clever?” asked the czar.

“She is,” the maiden’s father replied.

“I'll tell you what I'll do, then,” the czar said. “Don’t worry about
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maiden had not fallen for his trick, the czar threw back his head and

laughed, and ordered his carriage home.

The czar was a proud man, however, and his game wasn’t over yet.
A week later he brought a skein of yarn to the farmer’s home and
ordered the maiden to weave enough cloth to clothe all his palace ser-
vants. . . or else. The farmer wrung his hands with worry, but the
maiden took it all very calmly. “Don’t fret, father,” she said. “I’ll think
of something.”

When the czar returned for the cloth, the maiden handed him a
piece of wood. “I'll weave the cloth once you have made me a loom
from this single piece of wood,” she said. Once again, the czar was
enchanted by the maiden’s clever answer.

The czar paid a third visit to the cottage, this time with a tiny sil-
ver cup in hand. “Maiden, with this cup I would like you to empty the
seas surrounding my palace so that I may have more pastureland for my
animals.”

The following week he smiled when the maiden presented him
with a smooth stone. “I shall empty the seas surrounding your palace

when you are able to block up all the rivers of the world with this one
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The czar grudgingly agreed. He took his usual bedtime drink

upstairs to the bed chamber, unaware that his wife had slipped a sleep-
ing potion into the cup. When he was sound asleep, the czarina ordered
that the royal carriage be readied and the czar put into it. The snoring
ruler slept throughout the journey to the cottage where the maiden
had once lived with her father.

When the czar awoke the next morning, he rose up in bed and
looked around him. “Where am I, and who holds me here?” he
demanded.

“I hold you here, dear husband,” answered the czarina, entering
the room. “And I hold in my hand the parchment you penned on our
wedding night. May [ remind you of what it says? You agreed that if
ever ] were to leave the palace I might take with me that which I trea-
sured most.”

“I recall your request well,” the czar laughed. “And I am honored
by your love. I spoke without thinking yesterday, and I apologize for
my harsh words. I treasure you above all else, too.”

So saying, the czar kissed his wife, and they returned to the palace,
where they lived happily for many more years.
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