 
A long time ago, there was a poor but honest farmer who managed, through long days of labour and with the help of his two strong sons and his hardworking wife and daughter, to lead a happy, if simple, life. But during one hard winter, his wife and sons became terribly ill and then died.

This tragedy was followed by several seasons of hot, dry weather with little rain. As a consequence of his great misfortune, the poor farmer had to borrow money from a rich landowner, just to feed himself and the one remaining member of his once-happy family – his daughter. 

The landowner, who was old and not very good-looking, had fallen in love with the farmer’s daughter and wanted to marry her. He didn’t care about the money itself, but he saw the situation as an opportunity to demand from the farmer something of great value. He said, ‘Give me your daughter in marriage and I will forget about the debt.’ This put the farmer and his daughter in a very awkward position, with no idea what to do, knowing that they had no way to repay the debt. One thing was certain: they were both horrified at the thought of the marriage, and the old man could see this.

However, the hard-hearted old landowner wasn’t going to let the unhappiness of the poor farmer and the obvious dislike his gentle daughter clearly felt towards him be an obstacle. He was used to getting his way, and he was not opposed to cheating when necessary, so he immediately came up with a plan. As the three were standing in the road talking, a small crowd had gathered. The old man said, ‘Why don’t we let chance decide? I will put two pebbles in this bag – a black one and a white one.’ The curious bystanders looked on as he picked up several stones from the path. ‘If you reach into the bag and pull out the black pebble, you do not have to marry me, and I will forgive your father’s debt. If you choose the white pebble, you must marry me and I will forgive your father’s debt. If you refuse to pick a pebble, I will have your father thrown into prison.’

The poor farmer knew that the landowner would probably cheat, but realized sadly that there was nothing he could do about it, and so he quietly agreed to the arrangement. The girl watched carefully as the old man put two stones into the bag, and to her horror, she saw that he put in two white pebbles – though she was the only one who had noticed. Now the girl had a serious dilemma. Logical thinking would seem to lead to the conclusion that there were three possible ways to respond: 1) Show everyone who had gathered round that the rich, old landowner was a cheat – and probably get thrown in prison as a result; 2) refuse to draw out a stone and allow her father to be thrown into prison; 3) reach in and take a stone, knowing that it could only result in her having to marry the old man. The old man stared impatiently at the girl, as the farmer looked away, too nervous to watch. But the girl looked confident. She knew the solution to her problem.

What do you think the girl did?
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