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1. A Noble Englishman and
His Three Sons

Wright's Latin Stories, 34

Before Reading

Wright’s Latin Stories is an enjoyable collection of tales that really lie at
the beginning of the modern short story. Wright’s book is available as
an online PDF (search by title) and his lengthy introduction gives use-
ful background information. There are notes and a glossary at the end
of the book which is sometimes inaccurate, but useful nonetheless.

Translation

A certain nobleman in England, having lands in England and Wales,
had three sons. When he saw that he was approaching death, he
called his three sons and said to them, ”If it were necessary for you
to become birds, what birds would you want to be like?”

The firstborn responded to him, “I would be like a hawk, because
it is a noble bird and lives off of prey. The middle son, however, said,
“I'would be like a starling, because it is social and flies in flocks.” The
third son, younger son than the others, said, “And I would be like a
swan, because it has a long neck, so that if any word was in my heart,
I would be able to consider it well before it came to my mouth.”

Now, the father, hearing this, said to the first, “You, son, as I see,
want to live from plunder: I give to you mylands in England, because
itis a land of peace and justice, and in it you will not be able to plun-
der with impunity. However you, son, who love society, will have my
lands in Wales, which is a land of discord and war, because through
courtliness you will control the malice of the inhabitants. To you the
younger, however, I assign no land, because you will be wise, and
through your wisdom, you will provide for yourself fully.” Therefore,
after the father died, the lands were divided as the father had prede-
termined. The younger brother, moreover, progressing in wisdom,
was made the Chief Justice of the Peace of England.
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Notes

2 tres: The grouping of three is common in medieval Latin stories. For
modern parallels consider fairy tales such as the Three Little Pigs or
Goldilocks’ three bears. Ask students for other examples. The number
three not only provided balance but in the Middle Ages it recalled the
Holy Trinity, the belief that the Father, the Son, and the Holy Ghost/
Spirit formed the unity that was God.

4 si...fieret: At some point, teachers might want to review the CL rules for
conditions.

6-7 ego...quia: The repetitious phrasing in the sons’ responses is
reminiscent of repetition in story telling from Homer to the Bible (e.g.,
the interchanges between Pharach and Moses in Exodus) and fairy
tales (Goldilocks). It surely helps students read more quickly. Ask
students to find such parallel structure in this and the next story and
ask them for reasons it might be present, such as the fact that many of
the stories in TOMA were meant to be read aloud (e.g., as sermons)
and that repetition aids the listener.

11 verteretur: For a similar Classical usage see Liv. 6.36.7—“ipse catervis
vertitur in mediis.”

18 Note the word guerra, meaning “war” in English, has gu (*gw), which
becomes w in English (e.g., Gullielmus becomes William). Ask
students for words for “war” in other languages; cf. French guerre,
Spanish and Italian guerra, and the surname Guerrero.

18-20 per curialitatem...sapientiam: Those versed in classical Latin would
expect an ablative here. Take this opportunity to point out this
particular medieval Latin usage and, in general, allow students to
learn the various traits of medieval Latin one by one, as they encounter
them. At a later time, after most “quirks” have been encountered,
teachers might begin asking students how the phrases would be
constructed in CL.

21 dividuntur: Wright’s Latin reads “dividentur.” A future here is odd and
Wright often has errors in his text.
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2. One Son, Two Bastards

Wright's Latin Stories, 21

Before Reading

Compare this story to that of Solomon’s judgement concerning the
baby claimed by two mothers (1 Kings 3:16-28). Similar tales exist
in other cultures, including a clever one featuring Buddha. Search
online for “folktales of Aarne-Thompson-Uther type 926” or “judge-
ment Solomon.”

Translation

There was a certain man who had three boys from his wife—so he
thought. But one day, when they were arguing together, and they had
grown angry, the wife said to her husband while they were arguing,
“Do you believe that those boys are your sons?” To her he responded,
“Yes.” And she said, “Well, in fact only one is your son.” At this, the
man, grieving deeply and pondering how he might be able to know
who his son was, questioned his wife, sometimes while playing in
bed and sometimes by getting her drunk, but he was never able to
find out. But when the hour of death came, and he had to make his
will, he said, “My brothers, I believed that I had three sons, but I only
have one. I leave my inheritance and all of my goods to him alone,
and I believe that my lord, who is just, will not allow bastard sons to
have any part of it.”

When the sons heard these things, before their father was buried,
one of them ran to his lord and told him everything in order just as
his father had said it. “And I know, my lord, that I am his son. Give
the inheritance to me, and I will give you what you want.” And be-
fore he had said all these things, the second son came, and after that
the third, speaking just as the first had.

At this, the lord, very moved, said, “Go and carry your dead father
before me.” And when they had brought him, the lord said, “Take the
corpse, and tie it to that tree. Take up a bow and arrows, and which-
ever of you will pierce him most deeply will be his son.”
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And the first grasped the bow and shot him through the middle
below the navel. And afterwards the second shot him right through
body. Now when the third was supposed to draw, he wept and said,
“Is that man not my father? I will not pierce him for the whole world.
You can have all his goods and the inheritance before I would give
him a single blow.”

And his lord said, “You are definitely his son, and you will have
his goods and inheritance.”

Notes

3 irati fuerant: This can be a good opportunity to review the CL pluperfect
passive with students.

7 ejus: CL would use suus (cf. the proper use in 1.8 of sua). These lines
afford a good opportunity to review the differences among CL
pronouns, and their correct usage. This should be an ongoing project
throughout teaching TOMA.—ejus: Discuss how many English
words reflect the “j” for “i” substitution that occurred in ML (cf.
justus, 1.14). Examples: injure, conjugate, injection. Having students
create a list of ten such words also makes for a good homework

assignment.

9 inebriando eam: The use of a gerund (inebriando) with a direct object
(eam) is poor CL. Both gerunds here can be seen as ablatives of
means: “By getting her drunk. .. by playing around.”

13 quod: Ask students how the simple sentence “He said that John did it”
would translate into a language they might know. How many have
an introductory word equivalent to our “that”? Be on the lookout for
descendants of the quod in Romance languages: French, Spanish,
Portuguese que; Italian che.

35 habebitis: Plural form for politeness; ask your bilingual students if such
things exist in their second language.—narravit: CL narraverat



