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Concerning These Stories

There are numerous time-honored stories which have become so incorporated into the
literature and thought of our race that a knowledge of them is an indispensable part of one’s
education. These stories are of several different classes. To one class belong the popular fairy
tales which have delighted untold generations of children, and will continue to delight them
to the end of time. To another class belong the limited number of fables that have come down
to us through many channels from hoar antiquity. To a third belong the charming stories of
olden times that are derived from the literatures of ancient peoples, such as the Greeks and
the Hebrews. A fourth class includes the half-legendary tales of a distinctly later origin,
which have for their subjects certain romantic episodes in the lives of well-known heroes and
famous men, or in the history of a people.

It is to this last class that most of the fifty stories contained in the present volume belong. As
a matter of course, some of these stories are better known, and therefore more famous, than
others. Some have a slight historical value; some are useful as giving point to certain great
moral truths; others are products solely of the fancy, and are intended only to amuse. Some
are derived from very ancient sources, and are current in the literature of many lands; some
have come to us through the ballads and folk tales of the English people; a few are of quite
recent origin; nearly all are the subjects of frequent allusions in poetry and prose and in the
conversation of educated people. Care has been taken to exclude everything that is not strictly
within the limits of probability; hence there is here no trespassing upon the domain of the
fairy tale, the fable, or the myth.

That children naturally take a deep interest in such stories, no person can deny; that the
reading of them will not only give pleasure, but will help to lay the foundation for broader
literary studies, can scarcely be doubted. It is believed, therefore, that the present collection
will be found to possess an educative value which will commend it as a supplementary reader
in the middle primary grades at school. It is also hoped that the book will prove so attractive
that it will be in demand out of school as well as in.

Acknowledgments are due to Mrs. Charles A. Lane, by whom eight or ten of the stories were
suggested.



King Alfred And The Cakes

Many years ago there lived in England a wise and good king whose name was Alfred. No
other man ever did so much for his country as he; and people now, all over the world, speak
of him as Alfred the Great.

In those days a king did not have a very easy life. There was war almost all the time, and no
one else could lead his army into battle so well as he. And so, between ruling and fighting, he
had a busy time of it indeed.

A fierce, rude people, called the Danes, had come from over the sea, and were fighting the
English. There were so many of them, and they were so bold and strong, that for a long time
they gained every battle. If they kept on, they would soon be the masters of the whole
country.

At last, after a great battle, the English army was broken up and scattered. Every man had to
save himself in the best way he could. King Alfred fled alone, in great haste, through the
woods and swamps.

Late in the day the king came to the hut of a woodcutter. He was very tired and hungry, and
he begged the woodcutter’s wife to give him something to eat and a place to sleep in her hut.

The woman was baking some cakes upon the hearth, and she looked with pity upon the poor,
ragged fellow who seemed so hungry. She had no thought that he was the king.

“Yes,” she said, “I will give you some supper if you will watch these cakes. I want to go out
and milk the cow; and you must see that they do not burn while I am gone.”

King Alfred was very willing to watch the cakes, but he had far greater things to think about.
How was he going to get his army together again? And how was he going to drive the fierce
Danes out of the land? He forgot his hunger; he forgot the cakes; he forgot that he was in the
woodcutter’s hut. His mind was busy making plans for tomorrow.

In a little while the woman came back. The cakes were smoking on the hearth. They were
burned to a crisp. Ah, how angry she was!

“You lazy fellow!” she cried. “See what you have done! You want something to eat, but you
do not want to work!”

I have been told that she even struck the king with a stick; but I can hardly believe that she
was so ill-natured.

The king must have laughed to himself at the thought of being scolded in this way; and he
was so hungry that he did not mind the woman’s angry words half so much as the loss of the
cakes.

I do not know whether he had anything to eat that night, or whether he had to go to bed
without his supper. But it was not many days until he had gathered his men together again,
and had beaten the Danes in a great battle.
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