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Folk Tales From Around the World India: Grasp All, Lose All   
Topic: Greed 
 
Once, there lived in India a poor oil-seller called Déna, who owed a banker of the name of Lena three 
hundred rupees. Now Déna could not pay off debt, so Lena used to come around to Déna's house every 
evening and abuse him. One day, Déna could stand it no longer and slipped out of the city. 

That night, Déna climbed up a giant peepul tree and fell asleep. While he slept, some spirits picked up 
the tree and flew away with it to a far-away shore, and there, long before the sun rose, they set it down. 
Just then Déna, to his horror, awoke to behold nothing but waste shore and wide sea. Then he noticed 
here and there of flashing lights and wondered what they were. He reached out his hand and grasped 
them and found that they were sparkling red stones. He opened a corner of his loincloth and tied four 
stones in it. At last, just as day was breaking, the tree rose and was deposited once more by the well 
where it had stood the previous evening, and Déna made his way back to the city and to his own house.  

When Lena heard that Déna had come back, he appeared in the doorway and he yelled at an oil-seller 
until he was tired. Déna then offered the four red stones to settle his debt to Lena who thought this was 
a great bargain. To turn the rubies into money, Lena approached the chief wazir who readily bought 
them for ten thousand rupees. 

The wazir determined that the best thing to do with the rubies was to present them to the rajah. That 
very day the wazir went to the palace and laid the gems before him. Upon seeing them, the raja offered 
to make him lord of ten villages in exchange for the priceless gems which the wazir gladly accepted. 

The rajah then showed them to the queen, who begged him to get her eight more to make a necklace 
lest she should die. She fell to weeping and wailing until the rajah promised that he would make 
arrangements to get some more such rubies. 

The rajah sent for the wazir and said that he must manage to get eight more rubies like those he had 
brought him under pain of death. The wazir left the palace and commanded Lena to get eight more 
rubies. But Lena cried, saying that he doesn’t know how since he got them from Déna. They then sought 
out the oil-seller and all three started to see the rajah, and to him Déna told the whole story.  

That evening the four entered the forest and climbed the peepul tree. At midnight the tree flew and set 
down by the waste seashore. As before, they began to see little points of light that glistened like fires. 

Then Déna thought to himself: 'Think! last time I only took four that came close to me, and I got rid of all 
my debt in return. This time I will take all I can get and be rich!' 

'If I got ten thousand rupees for four stones,' thought Lena, 'I will gather forty now for myself, and 
become so wealthy that they will probably make me a wazir at least!' 

'For four stones I received ten villages,' thought the wazir; 'now I will get stones enough to purchase a 
kingdom, become a rajah, and employ wazirs of my own!' 

And the raja thought: 'What is the good of only getting eight stones? Why, here are enough to make 
twenty necklaces; and wealth means power!' 



Full of avarice and desire, each scrambled down from the tree and darted hither and thither picking up 
the precious jewels, looking the while over his shoulder to see whether his neighbor fared better than 
be. So engrossed were they in the business of gathering wealth that the dawn came upon them 
unawares; and suddenly the tree rose up again and flew away, leaving them upon the seashore staring 
after it, each with his cloth heavy with priceless jewels. 

http://mythfolklore.net/andrewlang/345.htm  

 

Discussion 

1. Define unknown words and retell the story In your own words. 
 

2. Sometimes we feel that if we had a little bit more money or more possessions, then we would 
be happy. Tell what you would like to own if you had more money. 
 

3. Choose a. or b. 
a. The Chinese philosopher Lau Tzu, said, “There is no calamity greater than lavish desires. 

There is no greater guilt than discontent. And there is no greater disaster than 
greed.”       
Why do you think he described greed as a disaster? 

b. Solomon wrote, “The greedy stir up conflict, but those who trust in the Lord will 

prosper” (Proverbs 28:25). 
This verse points out that the result of greed is conflict. Why might this be true? 
How do you think trust in God brings prosperity? 
 

4. In the story we read how all four people involved with receiving the rubies lost everything in the 
end.  Make up an alternate ending to the story that demonstrates the self-control at least on the 
part of one. Do you think this alternate ending makes a better story? 
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