Dinka Folktales Retold

Retelling and translation from Dinka into English

by Atem Yaak Atem

1  Why people become hungry

Once upon a time, there was no hunger. One day Tik, the Woman, went to a
bush near her home to collect firewood for cooking.

When she approached a dry pond with grass around its edges, she saw a
pinkish, flat round object. Woman was surprised. She stopped to see what was
happening. The thing was cutting the grass, which it rolled into itself.

“Why are you doing this, my child?” she asked.

“I am eating”, replied Yac, * the Stomach.

“Is there nothing else you can eat”, she asked.

“Nothing”, Yac said.

“Then | will take you home to feed you”, Tik told Yac.
“I'am happy. | will go with you to your home”, replied Yac.

When Tik picked Ydc, it coiled itself onto the Tik’s belly, where it lodged itself
firmly.

On arrival home, Yac began to prick Tik’s inside.
Under a blunt pain, Tik asked Yac why it was hurting her.
“I want to eat”, it replied.

Tik got food and began to eat. The pain disappeared immediately. But each
time Yac wanted food, it would just prick the inside of Tik. She would eat to
feed Yac. And that is why become hungry.

*Yac (stomach). The /c/ in Dinka language is pronounced as a palatal /ch/, and
has no exact equivalent in English.



In Dinka

Ben de Cok

¥Xon theer ke cok e liu, e cii kac ye n3k cit men yen kac n3k emeen.

Na yon né kool tok ke Tik Io e ydnic, bi Io kuany né tiim ben ke bén thal né migth
bi cam.

¥Xon cen thidk kené pul cinic piu, go Tik ké cit atény thith cit rin tin ke t3 né agor

de pul. Ku ye kéné e wal tem ku dol keek né yeyic.

Yen e ké ci Tik tin kan aci yeen cok gai aréét. Go kd3c ku thiééc ye “Yeno ye yin
ye yin ye kéné looi, menhdi?”

Go Yac dhuk nhom ye “Xen cam.”
“Cin dét peei t3 ba cam?” aci Tik dhu3k Yac.
Go Yac lueel ye “Acin migth dét t5 ba cam.”

Go Tik Igk Yac ye “Ke yin ba laar baai, paandie ba yiin |2 yiek miéth ba cam ba
kueth.” Go Yac gam.

Xon ci ke thék né jam ke Tik dom Yac bi boom né yeyic, muk cit men yené meth
muk. Né kaamé yic, Yac aci rot paac enan Tik bi Io pat né yeyic, ku jalké 12 baai.
Ku té ceth ke dholic, Yac aci raot dud5t né Tikic agut té ben Io yiggc bidk thin.

Xan ci kek cop baai, ke Tik yok rat ke nan ké yeen reemic.

Go Yac thiééc ye “Yeno loi rot emené?”

“Yen kor ba cam” aci Yac dhuk nhom.

Go Tik miéth 166m ku ciém. Go areem weén jal né té cin gaau.

Ku né kaam thok ebé&n kaar Yac een bi cam e ke yany de Tik nuet bi cam néké

yené migth ci Tin cam ye bén ke ye cam de Yac eya.

Ku ye kan yen eke dhal e bii cok bi kac ya dom ku ye keek n3ke

2 The Advent of Death

Once upon a time, Jok, * the Evil One, used to come at night to the village
while people were sleeping. The people Jok carried away never returned. They



would be dead. Because of that people became very angry with Jok. They met
and agreed to do something to stop Jok from killing people. The best way to do
that was to kill Jok himself.

Two brave men offered themselves to kill Jok. One of them was right-handed
while the other man was left-handed.

The two volunteers went out to a nearby open grassland, which Jok used to
cross on his nightly mission to the village to kill humans. Each of them was
carrying a spear with long a long shaft and huge and sharp blade.

It was a short time after the men’s arrival at the spot when Jok appeared
swaying from side to side as was his habit.

After seeing Jok, the men began to argue among themselves about who should
spear Jok. The right-handed one wanted to throw his spear at Jok but his
companion refused, saying he should be the one to kill Jok.

After a lengthy disagreement, the righthanded man agreed to let the
lefthanded man kill Jok.

When the lefthanded man threw his spear at Jok, he missed him. Jok fled.
And that is why people have been dying to this day.

*In Dinka it is spelled jok. It means several things, among them, spirit, deity,
god (God is Nhialic), divinity, ghost, disease or illness. In the context of this
folktale, jok (jok) for evil spirit that believers in traditional religion think causes
death. The plural of jok is jak.

Ben de Thudou

Xon theer ke Jok e t3. Ku yeen e Jon rac aréét. Yeen e bén baai wak3u té ci koc
nin ku bi kac thél bei né yoot yiic. Ku ke koc ci keek jot aa cie beer 1o dhuk ciéén
nékeé ye Jok keek |2 n3k.

Yekéné aci kac bén cok rid3c aréét ku recke pidth.

¥Xon né kool ke kac cal amat biké jam né ké bi looi. Amat aci bén thok né wét ci
kac kedhia jam men ke Jok bi dhiil n3k bi thou.

Koc kerou ci neeny aréét roth yok, luelké men bi ke Jok n3k. Go amat wétden
gam. Ku ke kické aye raan tonden cam ku ye raan bi |2 kené yeen ye cuéc.



¥Xon e wééric ke kek Io bii né baai thok, té yon yené Jok téék thin ke 1o né béi ke
kac yiic. Ku keek aake muk toon bi ke Jok th33r. Goké Io tic né béi thook, buuth
ke Jok thin.

Ku né kaam cekic e tiit ke thin ke Jok b3 cit men theerden dhia, ku akén kac tin.

Ku teer aci rot gol né kaam de cam kené cuéc yena bi Jok kan th33r. Go raan
cam mu3l ku yook cam bi ya yen bi Jok kan th33r.

Go cam rat jot ku th&ér Jok né tin, go wudic, ku ket dééy keek, dhuk téden yen
b&n thin né wéer thok ebén.

Ku né ye ké cené Jok wu33c bi n3k, yené ke ye koc thou.

3 Owl’s Horns

Once upon a time there lived Agumut, the Owl and Adol * in the same
neighbourhood. Ad6l used to weave a beautiful shelter for herself and her
young ones. Agumut did not know how to build a shelter for himself. He envied
Adol for her skill.

One day, Agumut decided to evict Adol and her children from their home.

While Adol and her children were inside, Agumut came and stood in front of
the nest, with his bulging eyes, threatening: “Leave your house for or | will
spear you with my horn you see on my head. Where do | begin my attack? Do |
hit you on the right or left side?”

“Let me first get out with my children before you enter the house”, Adol
begged Agumut as she was shaking with fear.

Agumut entered and enjoyed staying in the shelter that Ad6l had built for
herself and her children.

The problem did not end there and then for Adél. Any time Adol built a new
shelter anywhere else, Agumut went and chased away Adol with her young
ones. That went on for a long time. Each time Adol built a new home, Agumut
went and took it.

While that was going on, Adicol, * was aware of what was going one between
Agumut and Adol. Adicol did not like what Agumut was doing to Adal.



Adicol wanted to help Ad6l. He knew Agumut did not have horns but just long
pointed ears.

One day, Adicol saw Agumut sitting outside the house he had taken from Adol.
Adicol flew over Agumut. He found they were not horns at all, after landing at
Agumut’s back, he got hold of Agumut’s ears and began to shout repeatedly
“These are not horns, but ears.”

The loud and shrieky refrain brought to the scene all the birds in the
neighbourhood. Agumut became afraid and flew away. But Adicol followed
him singing “These are not horns, but horns.”

From that day onwards the rest of the birds were no longer afraid of Agumut
and his big eyes.

And that is why Agumut does not go out before nightfall.

This folktale is the origin of the Dinka saying “Ka ye tun ke agumut”, meaning
these are just owl!’s horns, meaning that something is not true; just a trick to
deceive people.

*Adol is a brown bird of the ibis family. It builds very a huge nest that is
rainproof and sunproof in a tree.

4 Deadly Vengeance

Once upon a time when people became ill, they would go to the sky by means
of a very long rope to get heal.

One day, a woman killed the hatchling of Atoc. *
Atoc became very sad because of her baby’s death.

From there and then, Atoc decided to avenge the woman for causing the death
of her child.

Atoc went and broke the rope that people used for ascending to the sky.
And this why people die.

This legend first appeared in early 1950s in written in Dinka, contained in Bun
Tuen de Ciér (primer).



*Atoc (Atdc) is a Dinka word for a small blue plumage with a small brownish
spot on its chest. It belongs to the family of weaverbird.
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