
The Greatest Misery of All 
There was once a poor man. He didn’t know what work he should do in order to survive with his 

family and not die of hunger. “There isn’t a better trade than making new pots and mending old 

pots,” he said one day to his wife. So he decided to become a potter, and at the same time to 

mend broken ones. 

So in time they came to call him Potmender. In the summer time he molded pots from clay, fired 

them and rode to town to sell them. In winter he went from village to village mending broken 

pots, pans and other dishes. He didn’t do so badly at all mending broken things. The Potmender 

would be driving his wagon with pots for the market whistling so people would hear, “Pots for 

sale! Pots to mend!” 

One day the king heard the Potmender singing and it pleased him to see a man who was poor but 

so cheerful. 

“Why are you, my man, so cheerful?” asked the king. 

“Why shouldn’t I be happy and merry when I have never known misery in my life?” 

Tell me, my good man, if you can answer me this question: which misery is the greatest of all?” 

“Why shouldn’t I answer? I know!” 

“Then I shall pose this riddle to my ministers and let them try to solve it. Only take care: don’t 

tell them anything if they don’t pay you well.” 

The king summoned all his ministers to him, saying, “You are the three wisest men in the 

kingdom, so I am going to pose a riddle for you. If you can solve it, you will continue to be 

ministers, but if you don’t you are dismissed.” 



“Pose your riddle. We’ll guess it!” cried the ministers and didn’t even give the king a chance to 

finish. 

The king then spoke. “What is the greatest misery of all?” 

The ministers became thoughtful. “No one can solve the riddle so fast.” 

“Then return in three days’ time.” 

“Serene Highness! Three days for such a riddle is not enough. Give us, say, two weeks.” 

“Let it be as you say,” agreed the king. 

The ministers traveled all over the country and asked the wisest people questions, but nobody 

could answer the riddle. They gathered once more in a week’s time at the king’s palace. 

“Well now, my glorious and wise ministers. Do you know the answer?” 

“So far, no,” replied the ministers with one voice. 

Meanwhile the merry refrain of the Potmender floated to the palace from outdoors: “I sell pots. I 

mend pots.” 

Serene Highness, please order all potmenders to cease their crying under the king’s windows,” 

said one of the ministers. 

“Let him sing, since he has not known any unhappiness,” replied the king. Here one of the 

ministers rose up and said, “Maybe he has guessed the riddle.” 

“Try him!” answered the king. 

The following day the oldest minister found the Potmender in the city. “Listen Potmender, guess 

the riddle!” 

“Which riddle?” 

“What is the greatest misery of all?” 



“I have guessed other riddles and don’t have to think about this one.” 

The minister’s eyes almost popped out. “For you maybe it’s silly, but I have been going amongst 

wise people for a week already, talking to them, and no one can help me solve the riddle.” 

“If you give me one hundred gold coins, I’ll solve it,” said the Potmender. 

The minister saw that the man wasn’t joking and paid him one hundred gold coins. 

The Potmender then said, “Can there be anything worse than a miserable neighbour? That’s the 

greatest misery in this wide world.” 

With this, the minister went to the king. On the road he met a second minister who asked, “Well 

now, did the Potmender guess the riddle?” 

“Of course. He guessed for one hundred gold coins!” 

“I hope he breaks his head, that Potmender,” said the other minister. “I can’t imagine paying him 

one hundred gold coins.” Even though he was furious with the Potmender, all the same he still 

wanted to remain a minister. He was forced to go to the Potmender and bow before him. “Tell 

me: what is the greatest misery of all?” 

“Pay me one hundred gold coins and I’ll tell you.” 

“Isn’t that a bit much?” 

“I don’t think so!” 

The minister paid one hundred gold coins and waited. 

“There isn’t anything worse than a miserable woman.” 

The third minister then came to the Potmender. He not only didn’t bow down but was very 

haughty and said, “You there, Potmender. What is the greatest misery of all? And aren’t you 



aware that I am a minister? I am the king’s right hand and because of that everybody ought to 

answer me without payment.” 

“I’d give any poor man the answer for just a ‘thank you,’ but I won’t tell you. If you are a 

minister, you can afford to pay me.” 

The minister was furious with the Potmender and threatened him, saying, “You so-and-so. Do 

you know that I can ruin you?” 

But the Potmender replied, “It’s easy to see that you would steal the sack from a beggar.” 

“I know that with you, one can’t come to any conclusion. I’m giving you fifty gold coins. That’s 

plenty for you!” said the minister. 

“For fifty I won’t even open my mouth!” 

The enraged minister went off not having come to any agreement. Next day he came again. 

“Well now, have you come to your sense? Will you take fifty gold coins?” 

“No, I won’t!” 

“Well here you are then! 

 The minister threw a small bag onto the table. “Here are one hundred gold coins. Tell me the 

answer quickly!” 

“Oh no. For one hundred today I won’t tell you!” 

“Well, how much do you want?” 

“Give me two hundred and I’ll tell you!” 

The minister then threatened and tried to terrify the man, but nothing was gained. He returned the 

third day. “Well, will you take the one hundred?” 

“No, I won’t!” 



“Well, here are two hundred gold coins.” The minister threw the Potmender a bag. 

“No, sir. Even if you gave me one thousand I wouldn’t tell you.” 

“What’ this? Have you gotten rich, then?” 

“I haven’t. But you should have given me yesterday what I asked for.” 

The day for the appointment came and the king called his ministers. He asked the third one, 

“How are things? Have you solved the riddle?” 

“Serene Highness, please wait till noon.” 

“Fine, I’ll wait,” replied the king. 

The minister hurried to the Potmender, fell to his knees before him and begged, “Solve the 

riddle! Have mercy! If you don’t solve it, it’s the end for me! Ask whatever you wish.” 

“Good, good,” said the Potmender. “Seeing that you beg me, I’ll tell you without money. Only 

this is what you must do.” 

The minister was overjoyed when he heard that the Potmender was going to answer the riddle 

and wasn’t going to accept any money and so agreed to everything. 

“Whatever you say! I’ll do anything!” 

“Give me a seat in the wagon and drive me to king’s courtyard.” 

“Have mercy, begged the minister. “I’ll drive you through ten villages but only not to the king’s 

courtyard. The king will see me in harness and I will fall into disgrace from shame.” 

“I will speak only on this condition. And you do whatever you wish!” 

The minister saw there was no help for it, harnessed himself to the wagon and drove the 

Potmender, together with his pots. The man sat on the top and sang out with all his might, “Pots! 

Who wants them? Pots to mend!” 



“At least don’t shout,” the minister begged. “I’ll give you one thousand gold coins—only keep 

quiet!” 

But the Potmender didn’t listen and kept on singing. At the sound of his voice, the king came out 

with two of his ministers. He saw the third minister pulling the wagon with its pots and the 

Potmender sat singing away. The king waved his hand to stop him. 

“Who is driving you?” he asked the Potmender. 

“A stupid blockhead. A worse misery than that can’t be found among all the miseries.” 

The king called the Potmender and the minister to him. “From today on, Potmender, you will be 

my minister and let this man mold pots and mend them.” 


