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Fairytales for Pint-Sized Picky Eaters are not fairytales 
about pint-sized picky eaters. They are fairytales to be 
told or read to pint-sized picky eaters. They are entirely 
harmless for everyone else, they can be safely consumed 
by parents as well in case they’re curious about a former 
child’s take on the matter or while waiting for their 
picky eaters to eat up. Appetites grow with every page! 

Preface



(a popular proverb)

Fairytales about breakfast

...eat your breakfast alone

Sauce, more sauce...!



One day three cows from Musachevo fell off a truck in the 
capital city. The truck hit such a bump at the intersection in 
Poduene that the driver banged his head on the roof of the cab 
and didn’t even realize he’d lost the cattle. 

It was early in the morning, the streets were deserted; the 
cows wandered straight ahead, they took a right, always crossing 
at green lights, then another left and again straight ahead until 
they finally found themselves in front of Parliament. I’m sure 
you’re saying to yourself: what nonsense! But that’s exactly 
how it was, it was even in the papers, albeit with more beating 
around the bush… 

 “Well, would you look at that!” the American ambassador, 
who happened to be passing by on important state business, 
murmured to himself. “They didn’t recall me to India last night, 
now did they?”

 And he pulled out his cell phone to ask where he was.
 We should explain that in India cows really do wander 

freely around the streets, since they are sacred. But our cows, 
including the ones from Musachevо, are just your average 
ordinary cows, village cows, homegrown. 

 “Mommy, mommy! Look at those giant doggies!” A child 
squealed in delight – he had never seen a cow because he didn’t 
have a grandmother in a village. 

Where milk comes from



 “Those aren’t doggies, sweeties, they’re deer. Can’t you 
see their antlers?” The mother smiled indulgently. “But they 
look so real!...” 

During her college years, she had done an internship in the 
countryside – unfortunately at a canning factory. 

 “You’ve got to be kidding me!” An elderly gentleman on 
his way to the Academy of Sciences hissed reproachfully. “You 
call this kitsch they piled up here last night real? Ooh, if only 
I could get my hands on that sculptor… They ruined a perfectly 
nice square, it’s an outrage!”

 And he shook his cane at parliament. 
 “But they’re alive!” One woman whispered. “Their ears 

are even moving!”
 “It’s a trick!” One MP shook his head angrily. “They’re 

just looking to swindle you out of your hard-earned cash. In the 
summer there’s that photographer with the stuffed bear, and now 
– camels! Pfooey! They don’t even have humps. Shhhhhysters, 
every last one of them! Street photography should be outlawed!”

 “Moooo!” One of the cows raised its head, sounding its 
sad cry over the capital: it was milking time. 

 “Mustangs!” One little boy shouted happily, but his father 
– a young, ambitious instructor at the university across the street 
– tugged him by the hand.

 “Stand back, son, those are mouflon. They must have 
escaped from the zoo, I’m sure they’ll come round them up 
soon.”

 “Moooo!” The cow roared out again in anguish and shook 
her head. She was a little headstrong, a brown beast from Iskar, 
or maybe she was grey, who knows…. 

“Behave yourself!” The other two scolded her. “They’re 
watching us.” 

Indeed, a crowd had already gathered. A group of foreign 
tourists on their way to the Alexander Nevsky Cathedral joined 
the throng. 



 Not that he was from a village – he’d just been born there 
once. He led the cows aside, hid them in the rosebushes in the 
nearby garden, squatted down and somehow managed to milk 
them one by one. The first two groaned in gratitude, only the 
third, the headstrong one, kicked over the pail twice. But in the 
end she was happy, too. 

 “Hey! What the heck is that?” The kids cried when 
they saw something thick and white trickling from beneath the 
sergeant’s fingers. It gave off steam and filled up the red plastic 
bucket. 

 “Hush now! It’s fresh milk,” the officer whispered, looking 
around – he was still on duty, after all. 

 “Well what about the plastic cartons it comes in? How do 
they lay those?”

 “How should I know? They must give ‘em some kind of 
plastic pills or something,” he said, handing them the pail. 

 And that’s how this unusual story ended. In the papers, of 
course they made a big deal over the policeman – some said he 
had left his post, others that he had fulfilled his duty, still others 
wrote about the farm workers’ strike… But still, he alone had 
taken care of the irritable cattle. The children sloshed and spilled 
half the pail on their way home and a true Milky Way stretched 
from parliament to the university. The first secretary from the 
American Embassy almost slipped on his way back from a 
reception at the Grand Hotel Sofia. But he was nevertheless 
happy, since he didn’t meet any cows along the way, as the 
incoherent ambassador insisted he had and whom he had been 
forced to stand in for at the banquet. Not that he was from a 
village, he was from a ranch, that’s not the same at all, but…  

 Well, who is from where is a whole different story and if 
we start in on that topic we’ll never finish. The important thing 
is not to forget where milk comes from and not to let it go sour 
in your cup. End of story. 

 “Ole!” They yelled happily, thinking that here, as in Spain, 
they had stumbled across a bullfight. The bravest among them 
took off his jacket and waved it. This, however, did not please 
the third cow, the headstrong one, at all. She charged at him 
and since she didn’t know the rules of Spanish corrida – she was 
a villager, after all – she butted him right where his legs met his 
body.

 Things would’ve gone from bad to worse if at that moment 
the policeman on duty in front of parliament hadn’t arrived to 
quell the commotion. Later the newspapers reported that there 
were three officers, that a group of protesting farmers had tried 
to drive a herd of cattle into parliament, but the truth was very 
different indeed. The truth hurts, as they say – in any case, it 
hurt the city slickers’ pride. 

 “Is there anybody here who knows how to milk a cow?” 
The policeman asked sternly, once he had figured out what the 
problem was. “Can’t you see her udder is about to burst?!”

 “Is there anyone from a village here? I repeat! Any 
villagers here?” He shouted again, looking around. 

 And that was his fatal mistake. Because let’s face it – 
who, in the middle of Sofia, in the center of the capital city, 
right in front of parliament, is going to waltz up and admit to 
such a shameful thing?! 

 Nobody. At least nobody I know.
 The citizen quietly began to disperse – one had to hurry 

to work, another had to buy newspapers, yet another wasn’t 
feeling well… And thus no one who knew how to milk a cow 
could be found. 

 “Bring me a pail, kids,” the policeman asked the children 
who were crowding around him. 



The Sultan’s syutliash Vizier

 Lots of kids these days don’t like syutlash – milk with rice. 
But they’re missing out: it’s fantastic sprinkled with cinnamon 
and drizzled with cherry syrup and can hold its own against any 
ice cream, while the story I’ll tell you about syutlash can hold 
its own against the other fairytales in this book; I even think 
surpasses them ever-so-slightly: it is highly edifying for adults as 
well.  

 Once upon a time, when the great Ottoman Empire 
stretched from India to Vienna and from Egypt to the Danube, 
they cooked up rice without milk, but only with sugar and called 
it “pilaf.” Ministries hadn’t been invented yet, the telephone 
hadn’t been thought up, and it took messengers years to carry 
letters from one end of the empire to the other. Thus, when the 
sultan’s closest advisor, his wise vizier died, for three months 
town-criers travelled the country to announce that a council of 
sages was being convened to pick a new vizier. 

 “In the name of Allah and his prophet, the most merciful, 
all-seeing, and all-knowing one!” He proclaimed. “We, Sultan 
So-and-So, sovereign of the North and the South, of the East 
and a bit of the West, having suffered the terrible loss of the 
one-and-only wisest of the wise men, our right hand and left 
slipper, have fixed the date for a choice so that our late sage 
may be replaced by the wisest among you… Frankly speaking, 

we are not surprised at your eager response to our invitation. 
Your abilities differ, as does your knowledge, but still, there is 
still one thing that unites you in your devotion and that above 
all is your desire to eat your fill at the royal table, to be full. 
Since you are all equal before the plate – let it be your judge! 
Here are seven-hundred and seventy-seven spoons and an equal 
number of wooden bowls of pilaf. All those younger than thirty-
five must go into the blue hall, while all those older must go to 
the red hall. Whoever eats his fill first and most cleanly, he will 
be declared vizier!”

 The sultan finished his speech. How happy all the would-
be viziers were when they understood the contest – a bowl of 
pilaf, what could be simpler! There was even a saying: simple as 
pilaf. The bowls were already steaming away in the designated 
dining rooms – the youngsters’ office and the oldsters’ salon. 
The contest began, the palace servants passed out the spoons 
and the supervisors took up their posts amidst the candidates, 
who were seated on pillows. 



 Only now did the participants recognize the difficulty 
of the task – the spoons were almost as long as their arms, 
while they had to be held by the end according to the rules. 
Reaching your mouth was every bit as difficult as scooping the 
pilaf out of the bowl. Soon a terrible racket arose in the hall 
for the young would-be viziers: these daredevils were rushing 
headlong, digging their spoons in every which way, getting in 
one another’s way, dumping rice in one another’s bowls so 
as to leave less in their own, and they were even whacking 
one another on the head with the wooden spoons – let’s not 
even get into the curses and insults they let fly in their fury. 
The blue salon soon became unbearable – syutlash, or rather, 
pilaf, was flying all over, the carpets turned white, while the 
walls were sticky as if smeared with glue. The sultan peeked 
into the youngsters’ hall and shook his head, envying their 
temperament, and continued on his way. 

 But what was going on in the oldsters’ hall? It was 
suspiciously quiet. Here absolute order reigned. No one was 
rushing, no one was fighting. On the contrary, turned towards 
one another, holding the ends of the long awkward spoons, 
the sly old dodgers were politely feeding one another pilaf: 
“I feed you, you feed me, I feed you, you feed me… Much 
obliged, effendi, and if you become vizier, please don’t forget 
me!” From time to time, the sultan noticed, they even snuck 
a spoonful or two to the supervisors – so they could eat, too, 
not merely be licking their chops like hungry cats.  The old 
men’s faces glowed in satisfaction and they cheerfully stroked 
their beards. All the bowls were almost empty, while there 
was not a grain of rice on the floor. “Bravo!” the sultan cried, 
delighted. “They’ve polished it all off, by jingo!” he said, 
“you’ve all done it, I can’t choose! May Allah be my witness!” 

 But the most elderly of them calmly replied: “There’s 
no need to fret, master. Just pick one of us, and we know 
how it goes… I feed you, you feed me… As long as it is one 
of us, think no more about it” – and he courteously offered 

the spoon to the sultan. “Here, the last bit is for you, master, 
you would be doing us a great honor!” Flustered, the sultan ate 
the bite of pilaf and while chewing thought to himself: “Yes! I 
won’t hesitate for even a second. Even if they eat up the whole 
kingdom, there’ll always be a spoonful left for me. Better old 
than young! I’m getting up there myself…”

 And so ends this curious story. Afterwards they started 
cooking pilaf with milk and after the fall of the Ottoman Empire 
they took to calling it syutlash. The “I feed you, you feed me” 
rule has survived even to this day in one form or another, even 
though the test with pilaf was later replaced by a law, since after 
the loss of the eastern provinces the rice supply dwindled and 
the dish was reserved only for dessert. Now eat and keep your 
eyes on your own plate, don’t talk too much at the table, and 
when you grow up, mind the vizier’s rule! Bon appétit! 



Fairytales for lunch

“Share  your lunch with a friend...”



A fairytale 
about 

tarator

In the city of Tarator in far-off Persia, in the time of Sultan 
Scimitar I, called the “Lightning Bolt” thanks to his brilliance, 
there ruled a cruel and merciless kitchen knife. He had a harem 
of thirty soup spoons and just as many forks, not counting the 
teaspoons, spatulas, dessert forks and tongs for serving baklava 
and sweets. 

 At the beginning of the summer, as soon as the winds 
blew in from the desert and the heat settled over the country, 
the pasha’s favorite, the big silver spoon, was led to the table 
precisely at noon. There, in a big tureen, they had prepared a 
cool bath of yoghurt for her, cut with cold spring water and 
sprinkled with dill for fragrance. For softness the servants added 
a dash of olive oil and more or less salt, depending on the 
mistress’s mood. Salt was considered a very precious spice in 
the East and sometimes war were even waged over it. Hidden 
from the gazes of those around her, the spoon soaked in the 
tureen naked as a jaybird, now showing her curves, now hiding 
them beneath the cool milky surface, strewn with a wreath of 
fresh dill and circlets of the finest olive oil; to say nothing of 
the fact that sometimes, when she felt blasé, they would sprinkle 
the whole bath with crushed walnut, which lent added splendor 
to her soak. The kitchen knife himself did not indulge in such 
pleasures, but washed himself up like a soldier: right under the 
tap. But he was particularly pleased that the first among his 
wives was such a neatnik.

 At the same time, a petty nobleman who had fallen 
on hard times, Cucumber, was toiling in the garden. Despite 
his descent from an illustrious family – his relatives included 
Pumpkin and Watermelon, and even Cantaloupe – he himself 
was humble and preferred growing in the company of ordinary 
vegetables. When the time came for him to take up his post in 
the palace, Cumcumber turned to his friend Garlic, who had 
been eagerly awaiting the moment they would leave the garden.

 “Why don’t you come with me?” Cucumber said to him. 
“I’ll say you’re my servant, but we shall remain friends. In any 
case, it’s already dry as a bone here, we may as well savor the 
shade of the palace and enjoy life a bit!”

No sooner said than done. When they arrived, Cucumber 



was led to the kitchen, while Garlic tagged right along with him. 
Just then, the princess’s servants had prepared her milk bath and 
in the squabbling and commotion the two friends were forgotten 
in the sink, from whence they could see what was happening 
in the dining room. Thus, they become involuntary witnesses 
to the most thrilling sight that could be seen at noon in the 
palace: precisely at quarter to twelve, to the solemn rattling of 
the pots and pans, the big spoon was taken out of the harem 
just as the master silversmith had made her and was dropped 
into the tureen. The pasha himself cut the dill and sprinkled 
it in the bath, then he stood stuck on one leg, watching as 
the spoon sank into the milky whiteness. Cucumber was struck 
dumb with ecstasy. He had never seen more beautiful curves, a 
more graceful dance; the spoon shimmered blindingly and from 
her first slow, delighted movements in the tureen he realized that 
he would be eternally, madly and inconsolably in love with her. 
He sighed loudly, Garlic nudged him to be quiet, but Cucumber 
only groaned all the louder, peeking over the edge of the sink 
and almost falling to the floor in his excitement. He got so 
carried away with his sighs that the princess spotted him and 
screamed in fright; a moment later four courtiers had stepped 
up behind him and a terrible shout broke the noonday silence: 

 “Guards! This way! Of all nerve! They disturbed Her 
Excellency’s bath! Help!”

 The guards, ten quick fingers, immediately rushed in, 
grabbed Cucumber and Garlic, and brought them before the 
pasha. The knife, realizing what had happened, was shaking with 
rage as he flew at them. 

 “I’ll chop you into salad!” he shouted. “Scoundrels! 
Troublemakers! I’ll drown you in vinegar and pour salt in your 
wounds! Bring me a platter, quick! And a cutting board!”

 “My lord,” one of the ladles quietly whispered. “You are 
letting them off too lightly! They saw Her Excellency utterly 
naked in her bath, thus I think it is better to drown them! 
Drown them in her bath, only thus will they feel the full measure 

of their punishment and give Her Excellency satisfaction. Order 
your subjects to be present at the execution. At Cucumber’s 
execution. Just toss that hick Garlic into the trash – he’ll only 
stink up the kitchen…”

 “So be it,” said the pasha. “Only skin him first and 
chop him into pieces so he’ll fit in the tureen. Get to work, 
executioner!”



 I will not describe what followed. Cucumber took leave of 
his life less than five minutes later, without even crying out “I 
love her!” He was so young and green and head-over-heels that 
to him death seemed sweeter than living with the impossibility 
of being loved, and only the wet cutting board recalled his short 
life. Do you think anyone rushed to his aid or that the princess 
interceded on his behalf? Nothing of the kind! Her heart was 
made of silver – cold, like that of all beauties.

 Only Garlic cried out: “You are a tyrant and a monster! 
I will wander the kingdom, everywhere telling the story of your 
atrocities and how you killed my best friend! You had better kill 
me as well!”

 He said this and burst into tears.
 “Me kill you?!” The knife laughed. “I won’t dirty my 

hands with you, stinking hick! Skin him alive!” He ordered his 
servants. “Salt him! Throw him in the wooden bowl and crush 
that troublemaker with a pestle! I don’t want a single clove left 
of him, not a trace! Then toss him into the bath, let he and his 
little friend try to find each other, piece by piece, let him spice 
up his suffering and sink into oblivion along with him!”

 And that is what happened many long years ago in the 
city of Tarator. That’s how times were back then. I can’t imagine 
anyone coming to grief over something like that today – the 
beaches are free and open to the public. And there are no true 
silver spoons anymore, they’re albata or nickel-plated at best. 
And even the biggest spoon today is just a spoon and she’s 
used for what all the other utensils are – eating.  But back then 
things were different, when the scimitars ruled. But as far as the 
demise of Cucumber and Garlic are concerned, according to 
tradition and in honor of the city where the incident occurred, 
the contents of every tureen filled with what legend says the 
princess bathed in is called “tarator.” Not yoghurt, not soup, as 
cold as her heart, with little chunks of lovesick cucumber and 
smashed garlic tangy from anguish, spiced with dill and olive oil, 
tarator really is irreplaceable on hot summer days. 

“The Bulgarian soldier, most honored lady, does not like meat-
balls, although he will deign to eat them” – the bean fervently 
explained to an apple which had a bite taken out of it, while the 
cart with trash from the army mess hall bumped its way towards 
the farmyard. “For your information, he has grown accustomed 
to beans. There’s even a song, but I daresay you don’t know it, 
you’ve grown up much too far away from the barracks, while 
my whole life has been spent there. My life, and that of my 
father, my grandfather, and my great-grandfather; in our family 
even the women have done their military service: the lentil, for 
example… I’ve taken part in so many wars since I’ve appeared 
on the Balkans, you can’t even imagine how many. The truth is, 
we lost one or another of those wars, but I count the losses as 
victories as well, since we forced the whole world to sit up and 
take notice: if you ask me, there’s no soldier in the history of 
humanity that’s eaten so many beans!” 
 “I know what you’re thinking now,” he shook his head. 
“This old geezer of a bean! But I was green once, too, even a 
delicate bud! But what can I do – I’ve grown coarse in battle. 
Now here I am before you – old, gray, boiled. What kind of 
soldier could this old man be, you ask?... I’ll have you know, my 
dear, that the bean is most dangerous precisely at this moment. 
You are a lady, you haven’t slept in the barracks, but the bean – 
begging your pardon – can even be highly explosive at night!...” 

The bean’s epic



 Here the narrator chuckled a bit, but the apple’s soft 
groan snapped him back to reality just as he was preparing to 
tell the most frightful part of the story. 
 “Does it hurt badly?” the bean lowered his voice. “Allow 
an old artillerist to inspect your wound. Oh, it’s just a scratch!... 
Did you know that the young man who bit into you could die 
tomorrow if war breaks out? Don’t you pity him? Who do you 
think he’ll recall in his final hour, if not some young lady like 
yourself?... Just listen, can’t you hear the rumbling?” He pricked 
up his ears. “Those are our batteries!” But outside, only the 
distinct clopping of the horse’s hooves and the thud of the trash 
barrels banging together could be heard. 
 “I talk a good game, but if there really was a war, would 
they really toss us away so unwisely? After all, I was almost a 
full bowl!... During wartime, everything gets eaten up. Every bite 
is precious on the front, because it’s been taken from someone 
else’s mouth… I must admit something to you: I, the old artiller-
ist, hate war! Exactly for that reason. I hate it! But for another 
reason as well: once men leave for the battlefield, they are not 
supposed to talk to young ladies – it makes them vulnerable…” 
 “Listen,” he sat up suddenly. “It’s still not too late. My 
dearest apple, let’s run away! Do you know where they’re taking 
us? To the trash! And what then?!... Would you like to smash 
this barrel, which we were so unjustly tossed into alongside vari-
ous and sundry meatballs? I’ll blow it to smithereens!  I can still 
do it – I’ll shatter it! Plug your ears!” The old artillerist shouted 
and without waiting for an answer, with desperate hope he gave 
a fearsome command, just like in his bygone days of glory:  
“Ar-r-rmy batteries… Attention! For the most beautiful lady in 
the world… Fire!...”
 But nothing happened. The trashcans just bounced a bit 
in the cart and the young soldier with the shaved head who 
was accompanying them to the pigsty woke up. He had had the 
most amazing dream. Still dazed, he stopped the horses at the 
top of the hill and looked back through the late morning, in the 

distance the base’s parade grounds glowed a ghostly white. He 
listened, but all was quiet – only the bugle was already playing 
taps: “Meatball-soup! Meatball-soup! Lima beans, navy beans, 
pinto beans!” The young soldier spurred the horses down the 
hill, but this time, before falling asleep, he again heard a mourn-
ful voice behind him: “Oh my lady, my dearest lady! I’m good 
for nothing at this point, my apologies. Consider this war lost as 
well!”

puff !!!



Fairytales for dinner

“But give your dinner… 
to your parents!”



I don’t know when onion appeared in these lands – it was al-
ready known to the Greeks, the Thracians and the Slavs. I re-
member very well, however, when I found it in my shoe for the 
first time: this happened on Christmas.  
 The first snow had fallen and I had gotten shiny new skis. 
My cousin, who was visiting me, was eager to try them out and 
was already on his way out the door, but my foot wouldn’t fit 
into my shoe. 
 “There must be something in there, take your foot out for 
a second!” he commanded and I sheepishly obeyed. 
 I would rather not recall what I felt as I pulled the onion 
out – red and round, shiny as a Christmas ornament. And the 
worst part was that I realized why it was there. 
 “What’s that doing in your shoe?” He burst out laughing, 
while I silently wished he would drown in the reservoir come 
spring. 
 What could I tell him – elves? Snow White? Santa Claus? 
He, like me, didn’t believe in such nonsense. He was a guest in 
this house, our subtle traditions were foreign to him; he didn’t 
know what that damnable vegetable meant to me, I dared not 
share with him my shameful secret that alongside the presents, 
the skis and all the nice presents under the Christmas tree, every 
year I also received an onion in my shoes for disobedience. 

 I was certain that he would laugh at me (which was ex-
actly what happened), because getting a beating or being de-
prived of a present or even not getting any presents at all was a 
known practice, it was understandable, after all… But how can 
you explain to your cousin from the village, for whom an onion 
is just an onion, a simple green, that for me this was not only 
punishment, but also a message, a phantom of my guilt, which 
had taken on a pitiless expression, a revolting shape and color. 
 Just as mafiosos from Sicily sent each other miniature cof-
fins on their birthdays, we got onions. The bigger my transgres-
sion had been throughout the year, the bigger the bulb. There 
had been cases in which some shiny and enormous Allium could 
hardly fit inside, as well as rare yet happy exceptions, when I 
found only some largish shallot. Those mafiosos had nothing on 
us… 
 I won’t go into the details of how one night, years later, 
I finally caught the phantom who had been so generously at-
tending to me. That happens to every phantom sooner or later… 
Recently, as I was recalling the past, I asked him: 
 “Did you think up that dirty trick or did our kindergarten 
recommend it to you? Why not just use coal like in other coun-
tries?”
 “I read about it in a book and I liked it. It’s good for a 
person to know how he’s been behaving.” 
 “But what about the fact that it spoiled my enjoyment of 
the presents? It would’ve been better not to receive any at all!...”
 “So are you happier now that nobody leaves you an on-
ion? Do you check your shoes regularly?” 
 I thought about it: no, I wasn’t any happier… 
 “I don’t know, but I still can’t shake the feeling.” I sighed. 
“As soon as I felt it inside my shoe, I got that awful feeling 
that the bad women in fairytales who are cursed to spit out 
frogs surely have, too. No human beings spit out frogs except 
for them, no other kid in the neighborhood or at school found 
onion in his shoes on Christmas except for me! Was I really so 
bad? What made me worse than the others…”

Shoes stuffed with onion



 “Simply that which made you worse,” my mother shrugged, 
because, alas, she was the phantom.  “But if all cursed women 
spit out frogs and all naughty children like you got onions in 
their shoes as recompense, all of them,” she emphasized, “what 
would be the use? Your shame would be shared and you wouldn’t 
have felt it. Shared misery is more tolerable, it’s like slavery. But 
then there wouldn’t be any fairytales, just a few more frogs and 
slightly fewer onions at the market… You should be grateful to 
me,” she smiled. 
 How could I not be! I am grateful for everything she has 
done. No matter how much I wash it – as experienced onion-
cutters like herself do – no matter how much I whisper, mention 
or scream my name – such a custom really exists – onion still 
makes my eyes water. Especially at Christmastime.

“A man, no matter how well he lives, still dies” – thus reads the 
inscription on the Omurtag Column. But no one takes his leave 
satiated, I might add, because he is too small to carry with him 
everything he would like to from life. 
 For this reason, along with their favorite horses, wives and 
armor, the ancients loved to leave food for their dead as well, so 
they wouldn’t go hungry when they awakened in the kingdom of 
the shades. In later times, when people began to doubt whether 
they went there of all places, yet they continued to believe that 
their souls wandered, devoid of mouths and stomachs, so they 
began eating themselves at funerals and on the anniversary of 
their loved ones’ passing. They did this for the dead’s satisfac-
tion, in case they happened to be watching from somewhere, as 
well as for their own: nothing convinced you more that you’re 
alive than a tasty mouthful in the face of death! 
 At memorial services, I’ve seen friends of the departed or 
mere acquaintances eat fifty meatballs a piece and to slurp up 
ten bowls of soup so that “God will forgive” the deceased one. 
And if it happens that God calls them home after such a binge, 
because that also happens sometimes, such a turn of events 
comes as true relief to the others at the table. 
 Amongst some of the less enlightened peoples of the 
world, the dead man’s relatives, after certain commemorative 

A place at the table for those 
who are gone



ceremonies, choose the most well-fed guest and personally help 
him take what has been cooked to the late guest of honor. Such 
a “care package” is considered perfectly decorous and even an 
honor for the courier. 
 An English missionary and traveler from the 19th century 
describes a misunderstanding with one such courier from the 
Glutton Islands, whom he managed to save and load onto his 
ship at night, before the deceased’s relatives had a chance to 
send him to the latter’s new address: 
 “When he woke up onboard the ship, for three days 
and nights he wandered the schooner in despair, looking for 
his departed friend, mistakenly believing that he had ended up 
with him in paradise. He asked the crew about his man, begged 
them to tell him if they saw him and he had arrived and that he 
couldn’t wait any longer: at any cost, he had to pass on to him 
his impressions from his final meal. And since he could not and 
would not comprehend his true situation, insisting that he was 
in the beyond – for that’s exactly how they imagined it: some-
where far off in the ocean – I found myself forced to lie that 
he had ended up in some other paradise, on a different island 
called England, so he needn’t hold back anymore.  At first, he 
was crushed by this admission, then he hid out in the mess hall 
and dispensed with his memories of that final meal, he had a 
good cry and on the follow day accepted his fate as a package 
that had been sent to the wrong address. I explained to him 
that sometimes that happened in England, too, but in any case I 
didn’t mange to dispel his delusion. Until the end of the voyage 
he continued to believe that he had happily died of overeating, 
but when he sat down at the table he announced that he found 
this paradise to his liking as well. He quizzed everyone on board 
about how the people back on earth were doing – were they 
hungry? – and did not ever wish to go ashore. He was a loyal 
friend and became an excellent valet, he accompanied on all my 
voyages, always waiting for me onboard, and when he died of 
measles near New Guinea, he was sincerely surprised to be dy-

ing again… We all loved him and gave a banquet in his honor in 
accordance with his customs, but, of course, no one wished to 
follow him. We Englishman are anything but sentimental. May 
we be forgiven for our reticence, as well as for the difficulties 
we created for him, but the mail arriving late, as I said before, 
happens even in England, may God save the king!” 
  I don’t know how it is in old Albion, but I’ve been struck 
by something else: in the huts or chalets in the mountains I go 
to in the winter, I often find cans, little jars of jam or simply 
cubes of sugar and salt that have been carefully left behind. In 
such cases I always think of the people who have been here and 
who have thought of me. To leave food not only for the dead, 
but also for the living, for those who are on their way, those 
wandering in the night, is touching and not sentimental. On the 
contrary, it might save someone’s frozen life. 
 Never come back with a full backpack, don’t toss out a 
crust of bread, leave the last piece in the dish, leave a place and 
a silverware at the table for the one who is gone and whose 
return you are awaiting… All of these customs are tied to a fear 
of hunger. That must have been greater than people’s fear of 
death, since they even left the dead a full plate and a morsel of 
bread



Dear reader, you who are getting up from my humble table: do 
as you wish. If you are satisfied, fine; if not, I’m sorry. I have 
met you with what God has given and with that I finish this 
book, which started out for children, but in the end turned out 
to be a bit as if for adults. If you find something unsettling about 
this, just imagine that it has grown up. So many books get old 
these days, why shouldn’t one grow up as well? Be happy and 
satisfied with life, since in any case you won’t be offered another 
one. Farewell. Whatever I had to say, I’ve said! 

Epilogue

The Author
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THE END...


