ARABIAN TALES:

Volume 2

The History of Alibengiad, Sultan of Hirak, and of the false Birds of
Paradise.

the caliph Moavie. He thought to lay a snare for the caliph, by drawing him

into a narrow pass, betwixt some heights, of which he had made himself
master. Moavie made his army march slowly, and so as to make the enemy believe
that he was under no suspicion of the stratagem they had employed against him.
But Alibengiad was soon defeated, his army cut in pieces, and he himself taken
prisoner, and shut up in a fort upon the Aggiala, a few leagues distant from
Casser-il-Harais.

This prisoner, a man of a ferocious disposition, had, during his reign,
rendered many unhappy, and was now unable to bear his own misfortunes. He
passed continually from an unmanly dejection to transports which bordered on
madness.

His whole society was an eunuch, of fifteen years of age, who was shut up
with him; and he passed his time in prattling with this young man, no less simple
than ignorant. He expressed to him his astonishment, that a man like Moavie,
who spent his time in devotion, could suddenly adopt such measures, in every
conflict, as disconcerted his enemies, and know beforehand their designs, without
appearing to have examined them.

“Our caliph,” said the eunuch, “has no need of so many spies, nor of so
much attention. Whenever he is told that an enemy approaches, he mounts his
camel, taking with him a supply of provisions; his bird of paradiso goes before,
and points out the weak parts of the enemy, their stratagems, and their
resources.”— “What bird is that?” said Alibengiad. “Have you never heard,” replied
the eunuch, “of the birds which are in the gardens of Casser-il-Harais, not far
from this? Mahomet brought a breed of them to this castle; they never go out but
in the service of a prophet. They are often talked of at the palace; for the women
have seen them. These birds are sacred; they are perfectly acquainted with the
Koran, and speak very distinctly. They are said to do every thing. I have heard
more than a hundred stories told of them, so that I have sometimes dreamed of
them. But I never saw any of them, except in a dream. They are extremely
beautiful. As they move through, the air, one would think it was a parcel of silk
flying, so fine and light is their plumage.
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“Our grand caliph hath certainly one of them, which serves and converses
with him; but it is he only who sees and hears it; by which means he finds out
every thing that happens in the palace. We have a negro among us, who gave out
that he had one of them, which could find any thing that was lost. But his bird did
not prevent him from drowning himself in the Ilfara.”

The sultan’s head, already somewhat deranged, became still more so at the
relation of these wonders, and many others, with which the eunuch constantly
entertained him. “If I could,” said he to himself, “get a bird like Moavie’s, it would
facilitate my escape from this place; I would regain my provinces by its aid; I
would raise an army, and engage the caliph; the balance of power would be
maintained by forces natural and miraculous; and we should then see which of
us two should be the conqueror. It is not far from this to Casser-il-Harais; if my
voice could reach that place I might determine one of the inhabitants of the
garden to come to my relief.” “Come! come! come to me!l” cried the sultan in his
enthusiasm. “Come, celestial and powerful birds! The throne of Hirak, and the most
splendid empire I may be able to subdue, shall be your cage!”

Alibengiad was so full of this idea, that he forgot his prayers both evening
and morning. Though an infidel, he had hitherto been very punctual in that duty;
but now he addressed his vows only to the wonderful birds; they alone occupied
his thoughts.

“l have seen one of them to-night,” said the eunuch to him one day; “I
thought it spoke to me in my dream.” “Ah! how happy art thou!” replied the
sultan, “I would give half my blood to see them, though but in a dream.”

During the night, this idea kept the sultan awake; which was not surely the
way to have the dream he desired: But suddenly, at midnight, he heard a
knocking at his window. It was an hundred and twenty feet from the ground on
the outside. He looked; the window appeared to him enlightened as if it had been
day. He examined with care all around, and saw a beautiful bird perched on the
grating which was on the outside.

Alibengiad was transported with joy and astonishment at this sight, and
invited the bird to come in. “I cannot,” replied the wonderful creature, but so
distinctly, that he thought it was at his ear; “if, however, you are anxious to have
me, we may agree upon terms.” Having spoken these few words, the beautiful bird
disappeared, and Alibengiad believed himself on the point of becoming the
happiest of men.

The eunuch was asleep, and had seen nothing. The sultan communicated
to him his good fortune; and the following night they were both on the watch; but
they had only the pleasure of passing a sleepless night.

Several days elapsed in expectation, impatience, and want of sleep: At last,
the bird appeared at midnight. “Of my own accord,” said it to the sultan, “and
attracted by the prayers which I heard from the bottom of a garden in
Casser-il-Harais, I came to you. Now I have obtained permission to speak with
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you; do you wish that we should enter into terms?”—“With all my heart,” replied
Alibengiad.—“Arise then, and let me in.”

The sultan arose: “Place yourself in the middle of the chamber,” said the
bird to him, “and repeat, along with me, word for word, what I am going to say.
‘Chamber! open; I command you by Mahomet. Bird! Come to me: | command you
by the God of the earth™

Alibengiad, quite beside himself, pronounced these very words, and the bird
alighted on his shoulder. Its splendour cast a vivid light through the room, and
the terrified eunuch fell prostrate on the ground.—“What do you want of me, and
of the master to whom I belong,” said the bird—“To get out from this place,”
replied the sultan, “to return to Hirak, to re-ascend my throne, and to avenge
myself on Moavie.”—“All that shall be done in time; but we must begin with our
escape from this place. Order, by Mahomet, the iron grating which prevents our
passage to fall down.” Alibengiad obeyed without hesitation. “Command me, in the
name of the great God of the earth, to make you a chariot which may carry you
to Hirak before the close of day.” Alibengiad, full of joy and hope, as he had
already seen the grating of his casement disappear, gave this new order with
pleasure.

“I leave you the cap of your turban,” said the bird, “but give me the muslin
of it. This will be the materials of a chariot which will carry you and the eunuch.”
The sultan eagerly complied with this request.

“Now,” said the bird, “I am going to set to work.” And taking hold of one end
of the muslin with its bill, it carries the whole piece out at the window. A moment
after, Alibengiad perceived over against this window a very handsome chariot, in
which the bird was yoked, with light ribbands of crimson and gold-coloured silk.
He went boldly to the window, and stooped down to go out, and get into the
chariot. “One moment,” said the bird, putting a foot upon the chariot, “you will
repeat the confession of faith which I shall dictate to you.”—“Undoubtedly,” replied
the sultan, very eager to depart.—“If you fail in one word, you shall bathe for the
last time in the river Aggiala: Mount now, and, before being seated, pronounce
distinctly the following words: “In the name of the great Kokopilesobe, the alone
god of the world, I wish to get out from this place, and to go to Hirak.”—“What do
you say next, bird?” said Alibengiad. “There is but one God, and Mahomet is his
prophet.”

Scarcely had he finished these words, when the chariot was dissolved, and
returned to its original muslin. The bird flew away, and the body of Alibengiad,
borne by this light stuff, was, by its own weight, dragged towards the earth. It fell
among the rocks, which are bathed by the winding ftreams of the river; but was
not dashed to pieces: Some of the wonderful virtues still remained in the muslin.
Alibengiad however was so stunned by the fall that he entirely lost the little reason
that remained to him, and became quite silly. Some fishermen took him up and
carried him to Moavie.
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The caliph, informed of the adventure by the young eunuch, who had not
set his foot upon the chariot when it vanished, thought he discerned, in the
punishment inflicted on the sultan of Hirak, the will of God and the intention of
Mahomet. He granted liberty of body to him, whom a decree from on high had
deprived of that of the mind.

The eunuch led him through Bagdad as a curiosity, and scraped together
a little money, by showing him to strangers in the kans, as the sultan of the bird.
Alibengiad, entirely deprived of his senses, made no reply, but laughed at the
different questions which were put to him.

Are you done,” said the sultan to Scheherazade; “your story is important, and
much more so, by your having addressed yourself to me in more places than one.
Do you think that my head is somewhat deranged, because I love birds?”—
Invincible sultan!” replied she, I wished only to fortify you.”—“Come, come! that
is enough; but be assured that I expect no one will ridicule my taste, and be more
discreet in the choice of your stories.”—“A propos” added the sultan, “if I believe
I recollect another of them; it is about two birds likewise, that were sent to the
king of Egypt.”—“Your majesty,” said Scheherazade, “means to speak of a fact
belonging to a very remote era, long before the Koran enlightened the world. I will
relate it, as soon as your highness shall have ordered me.”—“Speak then, [ am all
attention,” said the sultan; “but remember!”—The amiable sultaness understood
him at once, made a slight bow, and thus proceeded.
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