ARABIAN TALES:

Volume 3

The History of Kaskas, or The Obstinate.

“Sire, there lived at Bagdad a very wealthy merchant, whose manners and knowledge,
rendered him worthy of the public confidence; his name was Kaskas. Fortune had hitherto
seconded his labours so well, that he could boast of success in all his enterprises; but fate soon
declared against him. He could no longer send a commission, or receive a return, without
being obliged to make considerable sacrifices. He determined at last to change the nature of
his commerce. He sold his stock, and laid out one half of the money in buying grain, in hopes
that this article would rise in its price during the winter. Circumstances, however, were
against his speculation; for grain fell in its value. To avoid this loss, he locked up his granaries,
determined to wait for a more favourable opportunity. In the mean time, one of his friends
having come on a visit to him, wished to persuade him to give up this new kind of commerce,
in which he was engaged; but he did not listen to this advice, and was obstinately determined
to keep his grain a third year. Soon after there happened so violent a storm, that the streets
and houses of Bagdad suffered by an inundation. When the waters were abated, Kaskas went
to see if his corn had received any damage; but he found it all springing, and beginning to rot.
In order to escape the penalty, it cost him five hundred pieces to get thrown into the river,
what he had heaped up in his granaries, at a great expense. His friend returned to him:

“You have neglected,” said he, “the advice which I gave you. Distrust Fortune, she
seems to have sworn against you; and engage in no enterprise, without the advice of a skilful
astrologer.” There was no scarcity of these in Bagdad; and Kaskas, taught by his ill success,
thought the advice of his friend deserved attention. The sooth-sayer drew out his horoscope,
and allured him, that his star was so malignant, that he must of necessity lose whatever stock
he should hazard in commerce. Kaskas, shocked with a prophecy so contrary to his own
inclination, attempted to prove the prediction false. He laid out all the money he had
remaining, in loading a vessel; and embarked in it, with all his wealth.

At the end of four days, during which he had an agreeable voyage, a terrible tempest
arose, which broke in pieces the masts and sails, carried away the rudder, and at last sunk the
ship, with the whole crew. Kaskas alone, after seeing the remainder of his fortune perish, was
saved from shipwreck, by a fragment of the vessel, which carried him towards a sandy
country, where he landed at length, after much difficulty and fatigue. Tired and naked, he
landed in the neighbourhood of a village, which was situated on the sea-shore. He hastened
thither to implore relief, and return thanks to heaven, for having preferred him from death,
while his unfortunate companions had perished.

As he entered this little colony, he met an old man, whose features and dress inspired
respect and confidence. This man, affected with the situation of Kaskas, covered him with his
cloak, and led him to his house; where, after having given such relief, as his exhausted
strength required, he clothed him in a suitable dress.
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It was natural for Kaskas to gratify his landlord’s curiosity, by the relation of his
adventures; and he recounted them, with such an air of candour, as to leave no doubt of their
truth. As this old man had just lost his steward, he judged Kaskas worthy to succeed him; and
offered him this new office, with an appointment of two pieces of gold a day. It was a
labourious office; he behoved to sow a considerable quantity of ground, to direct the work, and
the workmen, to gather in immense harvests, to look after the flocks, and to give in accurate
and faithful accounts of the whole, at the end of the year. The poor Kaskas returned thanks
to providence, for thus putting it in his power to earn a subsistence by his labour, since every
other resource in the world had failed him; and he immediately entered on the duties of his
new place.

These he fulfilled with assiduity, zeal, and knowledge, till the very moment when he
was to treasure up the different crops. As his master had never yet given him any part of his
. wages, he suspected that he would not fulfill his engagements; and to make sure of his salary,
be set apart as much of the grain as would amount to the sum, and shut up all the rest, giving
an account of it to his master. The latter received this account, full of confidence in his
steward, and paid him all the wages which he owed him, assuring him of the same punctuality
in that respect, every year. Kaskas was much ashamed of the precautions which he had taken,
and of the suspicions which he had allowed himself to entertain.

He immediately returned to the little magazine he had made, in order to repair his
injustice, if happily it were still in his power. But what was his surprise, when he did not find
in it the grain he had set apart. He thought he saw, in this theft the punishment of heaven,
and determined to confess the fault of which he had been guilty. With a heart full of grief he
returned to his master. “You appear vexed,” said the old man: “What can be the cause of it?”
Then Kaskas, flattering himself, that he would obtain, by his sincerity, the pardon of his fault,
made an humble confession of the motive, and all the circumstances of it, even to the carrying
off the grain which he had set apart, and of which, he had not been able to discover the
thieves.

The old man, discovering the marked influence of his steward’s malignant liar, thought
it would be imprudent to keep him any longer, and determined to give him his leave
immediately. “We do not suit one another,” said he to him; “let us part. But as it is not just,
that I should bear the loss of what you improperly set apart, restore me the money which I
gave you, and seek the reward of your labour, in the sale of the grain which you took from me.
I abandon you.” The unfortunate Kaskas acknowledged the justice of this order: he submitted
to it without murmuring; and left the house of his benefactor, somewhat less naked than he
entered it, but without a single piece of money, and plunged into a deep melancholy.

This sorrowful sport of fortune was thoughtlessly walking along the seashore, when he
perceived a tent, which he approached. He found in it four persons, who discovering in his
countenance, which was otherwise engaging, the traces of deep sorrow, eagerly asked him the
cause of it. He gratified their curiosity by the recital of his misfortunes. As he spoke, he drew
a very marked attention from one of the four, who seemed to have a kind of authority over
the other three. This man soon recognized him as one of his correspondents at Bagdad, with
whom he had formerly had important and lucrative concerns. The merchant was moved with
compassion: At that time, he was engaged in an adventure of pearl-fishing, and was the chief
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of the three divers who were with him. “Throw your selves into the sea,” said he to them,
“and the first take of pearls which you have, shall be for this unfortunate traveller.”

The three divers, affected as well as their master, with the misfortune of Kaskas, threw
themselves into the sea, and brought up, in shells which they carried with them, ten pearls,
of an inestimable value, for their size and beauty. The merchant was delighted with the little
fortune, he had been able to procure for his former correspondent.

“Take these pearls,” said he to him; “sell two of them when you arrive in the capital,
and their price will be sufficient for any adventure, in which you may be inclined to engage:
but take particular care of the other eight, that they may serve you in the time of need, and
sell them where you can do it to the greatest advantage.”

Kaskas, after thanking his benefactor, departed, and took the road which he was
directed to follow, in his way to the capital. He had been, three days on his journey, when he
perceived at a distance, some people on horseback. Afraid least they should be robbers, he hid
eight of his pearls, betwixt the two cloths of his vest, and put into his mouth the two others,
which he proposed to sell. He was not wrong in his conjecture, concerning the persons he had
seen; they were in reality robber. They came up to him, surrounded him, and stripped him;
and in this situation they left him on the road, with nothing but a single pair of drawers.

The unfortunate traveller, recognized in this new feature of fortune, the effect of the
evil destiny which pursued him. Mean while he congratulated himself, on having been able
to save from the hands of the rascals, the two most beautiful pearls; which were sufficient to
re-establish his affairs, and assist him in some lucrative adventure. The capital was not far
distant. He arrived there, and entrusted to the Dellal’, the two pearls which remained, to
expose them to sale. The Dellal proclaimed the jewels with a loud voice, in the market, and
invited the curious to bid for them. Unfortunately, some days before, there had been some
pearls stolen from one of the richest jewellers in the city. He thought he recognised some of
his own, in those which were set up to sale, and demanded that the pretended owner of the
jewels should appear. When he saw him so ill dressed, he was convinced he had found the
thief. “There are two pearls,” said he to him, “but you ought to have ten; what have you done
with the other eight?” Kaskas, thinking the jeweller had been informed of the present that the
fisher had made him, ingenuously replied; “I had ten of them, it is true: But some robbers,
whom I met on the road, have carried off the other eight in the lining of my waistcoat, where
I had concealed them.”

On this confession, which appeared to the jeweller an acknowledgment of guilt, he took
Kaskas by the hand, and carried him before the civil magistrate, accusing him of having stolen
his pearls. This judge, led away by appearances, and on the declaration of the rich citizen,
condemned the poor Kaskas to the bastinado, and to imprisonment, as long as his accuser
should be pleased to detain him in custody. This unhappy creature, the sport of fortune and
of men’s injustice, underwent the punishment, and was forced, during a whole year, to groan
under the rigour of a severe confinement, till at length, chance brought a man of his
acquaintance into the same prison. This was one of the three divers in the Persian Gulf, whose
labour appeared to have been so profitable to him.

' The Dellal is a public crier.
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The diver, surprised to see him in this situation, asked the cause of it. Kaskas related
to him all that had happened since they parted. This new confident immediately addressed
a petition to the King, in which he implored the favour of being admitted into his presence,
that he might communicate to him a secret of the utmost importance. The King caused the
diver to be brought before him. He prostrated himself; and the King, after having made him
rise up, ordered him to communicate the secret which he was to reveal.

“Great King,” said the diver, “the greatness of jour Majesty’s soul, and your love of
justice, are known to all your subjects. I venture, this day, to call upon these sublime virtues,
in favour of an unhappy innocent stranger, who hath suffered an unjust punishment for a
crime which he did not commit, and who is still confined in the same dungeon, in which I have
been shut up, for a trifling fault. You love, Sire, to punish the wicked; but it is with the spirit
of equity, and for the maintenance of good order. Your Majesty would wish, that the wolf and
the lamb should walk together securely; and it is the duty of your slave to co-operate with
your benevolent intentions, by putting it in your power to repair an injustice committed
against a man, perfected by his evil destiny, and worthy of your compassion.” He then
entered into a minute detail the adventure of Kaskas, with regard to the pearls. He shewed
him the circumstance which had led the jeweller into a mistake, and occasioned the ignorance
of the judge: in fine, he added, “If your Majesty still suspects the truth of my recital, you may
cause the chief of the fishery, and my companions the divers, to be interrogated concerning
it.”

The diver, having no interest in a matter that concerned only an unfortunate and
helpless man, spake with that boldness and openness which truth inspires. In the end, the
Monarch was convinced of the innocence o the unfortunate Kaskas; and ordered the chief of
the eunuchs to set him at liberty, conduct him to the bath, and, after having clothed him.
decently, to bring him into his presence.

The eunuch obeyed. Kaskas was led to the feet of the Sovereign, where he confirmed
the report of the diver. He told the fruitless efforts he had made to undeceive the jeweller, and
remove the prejudice of the judge. In a word, by the detail of all his adventures, he interested
the King so much, that he obtained from him, that instant, a lodging in the palace, and a place
of trust near his person, with great appointments.

As to the jeweller, after being obliged to restore the pearls, he was sentenced to receive
two hundred strokes of the bastinado: the judge received double that number, and was
deposed from his office. Kaskas, loaded with favours, thought fate reconciled to him forever.
He took pleasure in hardening himself against his bad fortune; and was arranging the plans
of that success, which he promised himselfin the new office, which he filled, when his curiosity
laid a new snare for him.

He discovered, one day, in the apartment which was allotted to him, a door covered
up with a thin coat of plaster, which, from age, fell to dust at the smallest touch. It required
no effort to force this passage; the door opened of itself. He entered, without reflecting, into
a rich apartment, to which he was an entire stranger, and found himself, without knowing it,
in the middle of the palace.

Scarcely had be made one step, when the chief of the eunuchs observed him, and
without delay informed the king of it. The Monarch instantly came. The fragments of the
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plaster, which were still upon the ground, appeared a proof, that the door had been forced,;
and the astonishment of Kaskas carried a complete conviction of his guilt. “Unhappy man!”
said the King to him, “Is it thus you acknowledge my favours and your obligation? My justice
saved you, when I believed you innocent; guilty now, it condemns you to lose your sight.” The
imprudent man, without daring to attempt any justification, was instantly delivered over to
the executioner, asking no other favour, than, that they would put into his hands, the eyes
which were to be torn out.

He carried them in his hand, as he walked, groping through the streets of the capital.
“Behold,” said he, “O ye who hear me, that which the unfortunate Kaskas hath gained, by
hardening himself against the decrees of his evil destiny, and despising the advice of his
friends. Behold the lot of the obstinate.”

Aladin, having thus finished the history of the merchant, addressed himself directly to
Bohetzad.

“Sire, you have seen the effect of fortune’s influence, on the man, whose adventures
I have now related. So long as his star was propitious, he succeeded in every tiring. But, when
ever it changed, his efforts to correct its malignity were fruitless. The transient instances of
success, which seemed to arrest the current of his misfortunes, soon plunged him into greater
evils than those which he had escaped. Circumstances that were unforseen, and steps that
were innocent, gave him the appearance of ingratitude and guilt, even when every thing
assured him of the purity of his conduct. My lot, alas! is but too like that of his. Fortune smiled
upon me, while I enjoyed your Majesty’s favour: but in the mean time, her secret springs were
forming the abyss into which I have fallen.”

The young man had related the adventures of the unfortunate merchant of Bagdad,
so naturally, and with so much grace, and had made so happy an application of them, that:
Bohetzad, always disposed to favour a criminal whom he had loved so well, and moved by the
instance of rash judgement, which he had just heard put off the execution which he had
ordered, till the day following, under pretence of its being too late for doing it then. “Return
to thy prison,” said he to him; “I grant thee thy life till to-morrow; I put off, till that time, the
punishment that is justly due to thee.”

In the mean time, the first Vizier expected with impatience the account of Aladin’s
execution; and when he heard that it was delayed, he assembled his associates, and thus
addressed the second Vizier.

“The favourite hath found means to suspend the execution of his sentence. I have done
my duty, in determining the King to an act of justice. It now belongs to yon, to do yours, by
representing to him, the wrong which he does, in forgetting the duties of the throne, and in
withholding so long the punishment of a crime that has been proved. I have communicated
to you the stratagem, of which I availed myself, by making it be presumed, that I carried the
Queen’s own words. You understand how essential it is to give this Princess always the same
language. Her complaint hath removed every kind of doubt, and freed her even from the
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suspicion of connivance with the criminal. Make your remonstrances to his Majesty, and give
them that force which both his personal safety and ours require.”

The next morning, as soon as access could be had to Bohetzad, Baharon (for that was
the name of the second Vizier) was introduced to the King.

“Sire,” said this minister to him, “I heard, in the retirement of my closet, and amid the
important business with which I am entrusted, that your Majesty was in affliction. Your
misfortunes, if it is decreed that you should have any, become the misfortunes of all your
subjects. Excuse the zeal, by which I am animated, if I endeavour to discover the causes of
them, and offer your Majesty all the service which can a rise from my experience and
attachment to you, to stop them in their progress.” The King thought Baharon might really
be ignorant of the event which happened within the palace, and told him the crime of which
Aladin was guilty.

The Vizier seemed to shake as he listened to his report. “Sire,” said he to the King, as
soon as he had done speaking, “if the son of a chief of villains, brought up and nourished.
amidst guilt, could have been capable of virtuous sentiments, this phenomenon would have
contradicted experience, and even proved it deceitful. I will here venture to recall to your
Majesty, a fable of our ancestors, which tradition hath preserved to us.

In ancient times, a young wolf was put to school, to endeavour, by instruction, to
correct his natural propensity to voraciousness. His master, in order to learn him to read,
transcribed, in large characters, some letters of the alphabet; and attempted to make him
underhand these signs. But instead of reading KLS, as it was written, the savage animal read
fluently, Kid, Lamb, Sheep. He was governed by instinct, and his nature was incorrigible. The
son of a robber is in the very same situation; vice is coeval with his existence. From the
beginning he is infected mass, which it is impossible to purify. But what astonishes me most,
Sire, is that such a criminal should have survived one moment, the wicked attempt which he
made, and in which he was surprised.

These remonstrances of the second Vizier having enraged the mind of the Monarch still
more, he ordered the prisoner to be brought in chains into his presence. He was obeyed.

Aladin appeared. The King, doing violence to the sentiments which moved him in his
favour, addressed him with severity. “Traitor!” said he to him, “nothing can hereafter delay
your punishment; and the world shall be informed of your crime and my vengeance!” At the
same time, he gave the executioner the signal of death. “Sire,” interrupted Aladin, whose
steady and modest countenance was the genuine proof of courage and innocence, “my life is
in the hands of your Majesty; but I conjure you still, not to hasten my death. He, who thinks
only of the present, without enquiring into the future, exposes himself to as bitter a
repentance, as that which the merchant felt, whose history I have heard. He, on the contrary,
who looks into futurity, has a right, one day, to congratulate himself on his prudence, as it
happened to the son of this merchant.

Bohetzad, in spite of himself, felt his curiosity excited anew, and was desirous to hear
the story, which Aladin wanted to relate to him. “I will consent,” said the Monarch, “to hear
the adventures of this merchant; but it is the last instance of complaisance, I shall shew you.”
“May it please your beneficent Majesty!” resumed Aladin, “order this man, who holds the
sabre above my head, to begone. I think I see the angel of death.” The executioner having
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withdrawn, by the King’s order Aladin fulfilled the engagement he had come under, in the
following:
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