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Among the Igbo people, stories are not merely told; they are lived,
breathed, and remembered. Around the flickering fires of the

evening compound, elders once gathered the young to pass on akụkọ
ifo (folktales). These stories were more than entertainment; they were
schools of wisdom where truth danced in the garments of imagination.
Each tale carried ọmụma (knowledge), amamihe (wisdom), and nkuzi
ndụ (life lessons).

In the world of Igbo folklore, animals speak, spirits bargain, and
humans navigate a universe shaped by morals, wit, and destiny.
Proverbs are the bones of speech, and every story carries one: “Ilu bu
mmanu e ji eri okwu” (Proverbs are the oil with which words are
eaten). Through these tales, generations learned humility, courage,
honesty, and respect for community.

Below are twelve timeless Igbo folktales, told in their full splendour
and human truth, a journey through the heart of Igbo imagination.
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1. The Tortoise and the Birds
In the days when animals and humans shared the same world, the
clever tortoise, Mbe, was known for his sweet tongue and cunning
mind. When the birds received an invitation to a grand feast in the
sky, Mbe felt envy rise in his heart. He begged them to take him
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along, promising he would repay their kindness. Each bird plucked a
feather and lent it to Mbe, and soon he was dressed in colours
brighter than the rainbow. Together they soared high into the clouds,
singing as they went. But Mbe, greedy as always, had a plan.

When they reached the sky, the birds were welcomed to a magnificent
feast. The hosts asked for their leader’s name, and Mbe, without
shame, said, “My name is Onyeukwu, the one for whom this feast is
prepared.” The delicious dishes were set before him, and he ate
greedily while the birds watched in anger. After the meal, the birds,
furious at his deceit, took back their feathers and left him stranded.
Mbe begged for help, but none listened. He looked down and saw his
home far below. He asked the parrot to tell his wife to spread soft
things on the ground so he could land safely. But the parrot, mocking
his greed, told her to spread only hard items.

When Mbe jumped, he crashed and cracked his shell into pieces. His
wife wept and glued the pieces together, and that is why the tortoise’s
shell is rough till this day.

Moral: Greed and deceit bring downfall. As the Igbo say, “Onye ji anya
ụfụ jụọ ihe n’ala, anya ya adịghị mma” (He who looks with envy at
another’s portion sees badly).
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Folktale illustration of the tortoise. Credit:shutterstock.com
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2. Why the Sky Is Far Away
In the beginning, the sky was close to the earth. People could reach up
and cut pieces of it to cook as food. The sky’s flesh was soft and
delicious, and everyone ate as they wished. But soon, greed replaced
gratitude. People began to waste the sky’s gifts.

An old woman, lazy and careless, always took more than she could
finish. One day, the sky warned her to take only what she needed. She
ignored the warning and threw away leftovers again. The sky
thundered with anger and slowly moved upward, beyond human
reach. The people cried and pleaded, but it was too late. Hunger
entered the world, and humans had to toil the earth to feed
themselves.

Moral: Wastefulness drives blessings away. “A na-ebu ihe eji eme ndụ
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n’elu isi” (We carry the things that sustain life carefully upon our
heads).

03

3. The King and the Beggar
Once there was a proud king who despised the poor. He boasted that
no beggar could ever make him bow. One day, a ragged beggar came
to his gate, asking for food. The king’s guards tried to drive him away,
but the beggar smiled and said he would return.

The next day, the beggar came again, this time carrying a small
covered pot. The king, curious, allowed him in. The beggar uncovered
the pot, and a sweet aroma filled the palace. “Taste this, my king,” he
said. The king dipped his finger and licked. Instantly, his heart
softened; he felt a strange peace. “Who are you?” the king asked. The
beggar smiled. “I am only what you refuse to be; humble.” Then he
vanished. The king fell to his knees and ordered that the poor should
eat at his table.

Moral: Pride blinds the heart. “Onye nwere obi umeala ga-enweta
ekele” (The humble-hearted receives honour).

4. The Wise Monkey and the Foolish Crocodile

At the edge of a wide river lived a monkey who made friends with a
crocodile. The monkey shared fruit from his tree, and the crocodile
carried him across the water for fun. But the crocodile’s wife grew
jealous. “Bring me the monkey’s heart,” she demanded, “so that I may
eat his wisdom.”

The crocodile, torn between friendship and love, agreed. One day, as
he ferried the monkey, he said, “My wife wishes to taste your heart.”
The monkey laughed, pretending to be calm. “Oh, I left it on the tree!
Take me back and I will bring it.” The foolish crocodile turned around,
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and once they reached the shore, the monkey leapt to safety and
shouted, “You will wait forever for my heart!”

Moral: Wisdom saves the quick-minded. “Amamihe bụ ihe e ji aga
ụwa” (Wisdom is the tool for journeying through life).
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5. The Lion’s Whisker
There was once a woman whose husband had grown angry and
distant. She sought help from a wise medicine man, who told her, “To
prepare a charm that will restore peace, you must bring me a whisker
from a living lion.” The woman trembled but agreed. Each day, she
carried meat to the lion’s cave. At first, the beast roared, but over
time, it came to trust her. On the thirtieth day, while the lion ate
gently from her hand, she plucked a single whisker and ran home with
joy. When she gave it to the wise man, he smiled and said, “You no
longer need this whisker; what you truly needed was patience.”

Moral: With patience and love, even the fiercest hearts can change.
“Nwata bulie nna ya elu, ọ gaghị efu ebe ọ ga-ada” (A child who lifts
his father up will not fall).
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6. The Farmer and the Snake
A kind farmer once found a snake trapped in a burning field. Feeling
pity, he carried it out in his basket. When the snake recovered, it
turned to strike him. The farmer cried, “Is this how you repay me?”
The snake hissed, “It is my nature to bite.” They went to the tortoise
to judge between them. The tortoise, pretending to think deeply,
asked the snake to show exactly how it had been trapped. When the
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snake slithered back into the basket, the tortoise shouted, “Now close
it!” The farmer shut the lid quickly and thanked the tortoise for saving
his life.

Moral: Not everyone who smiles means well. “Onye na-efe anụ ọhịa
aghaghị iji anya ụzọ ele ya” (He who serves the wild animal must keep
watchful eyes).
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7. How the Dog Got His Teeth
In the days of old, the dog was toothless and could not chew meat.
One day, he went to the blacksmith, who gave him a set of sharp,
shining teeth. The dog promised to return them when the feast was
over, but after tasting how good the meat felt between his jaws, he
refused. The blacksmith sent messengers to demand the teeth, but the
dog barked fiercely and chased them away. To this day, dogs bark at
strangers, remembering the blacksmith who once tried to reclaim
what belonged to him.

Moral: A promise is a debt that never dies. “Okwu e kwere ka ego a
kpọrọ n’aka” (A word given is like money held in trust).
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8. The Lazy Hunter and the
Magic Drum
There was once a lazy hunter who spent his days sleeping under a
tree. One afternoon, a spirit appeared and gave him a small drum.
“When you beat it,” said the spirit, “food and wine will appear. But do
not misuse it.” At first, the hunter shared its magic with his family, but
soon greed took hold. He boasted to the village that he no longer
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needed to hunt. The king, hearing of it, demanded the drum. When the
king beat it, instead of food, soldiers poured out and beat him soundly.
The hunter laughed and refused to learn humility, and so the spirit
returned at night and took the drum away.

Moral: Gifts abused will be taken away. “Ihe onye ji bụrụ eze, ma ọ
baa n’anya ya, e wepu ya” (Whatever a man misuses, he loses).
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9. The Girl Who Refused to
Marry
In a certain village, there was a beautiful maiden named Nnenna.
Many young men sought her hand, but she found fault with each. One
day, a handsome stranger appeared, dressed in fine beads. She
agreed to marry him and followed him to his home beyond the hills.
When night came, she awoke to see her husband shedding his skin, he
was a spirit from the underworld. Terrified, she ran home. Since then,
elders warn maidens to marry with wisdom and not with eyes alone.

Moral: Outward beauty may hide danger. “Anya na-ahụ mma, mana
obi ka e ji ebi ndụ” (The eyes see beauty, but life is lived with the
heart).
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10. The Hawk and the Hen
The hen and the hawk were once close friends. When the hawk went
on a journey, he left his child in the care of the hen. The hen, careless
and busy scratching the ground, lost the chick to a cat.

When the hawk returned and asked for his child, the hen stammered.
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Enraged, the hawk swore vengeance and has hunted the hen’s chicks
ever since. That is why hens run and hide their young when hawks
circle the sky.

Moral: Carelessness destroys friendship. “E nweghị enyi dị ka onye
na-eche gị nche” (There is no friend like one who watches over you).
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11. The Ant and the Grasshopper
In the season of harvest, the ant worked hard, storing food for the
rainy days, while the grasshopper danced and sang. When the rains
came, the grasshopper grew hungry and went to the ant’s house.
“Share with me your food,” he pleaded. But the ant replied, “You sang
when you should have stored.” The grasshopper learned the bitter
truth that time wasted is opportunity lost.

Moral: Hard work today saves tears tomorrow. “Ọ na-abụ na onye
zuru ezu anaghị ata ụtaba n’ihi oke ọhịa” (He who prepares well does
not panic when the bush is thick).
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12. The Moon and the Sun
Once, the moon and the sun were sisters who lived on earth. The
moon often invited the sun to her home, but the sun never returned
the favour. One day, the moon went to visit and found the sun’s house
too hot for her to stay. Hurt, she left the earth and took her cool
beauty to the sky. Now the two sisters shine apart, one in day, one in
night, reminding humanity of friendship lost through neglect.

Moral: Neglect weakens even the strongest bonds. “Enyi a
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na-eleghara anya anya, dị ka ọkụkọ na-efụ nwa” (A friendship ignored
is like a hen losing her chick).

The folktales of the Igbo people are not just stories; they are moral
maps, guiding generations toward wisdom and truth. In them, animals
embody human virtues and vices, spirits walk among mortals, and the
divine hand of Chi (personal god) reminds all that destiny and choice
dance together.

Through laughter, suspense, and proverb, each tale teaches what life
itself demands — humility, patience, respect, and hard work. These
stories ensure that no Igbo child forgets where they come from. As the
elders say, “Akụkọ anaghị ada n’ala onye maara ya” (A story never
dies in the land of one who remembers it).
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