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The Author’s Preface

Few spaniards, not excluding the least learned or well-
read, are unfamiliar with the popular tale on which the 

present book is based. A rough goatherd, who had never set 
foot outside the remote hamlet where he was born, was the 
first whom we ever heard tell it. He was one of those rustic 
types, quite illiterate but with a natural acumen and gift of 
comedy, who figure so prominently in our national literature 
under the name of ‘picaros’. Whenever a fiesta was held in 
the hamlet by reason of a wedding or christening or ceremo-
nial visit by the gentry, it fell to him to be leading jester and 
mime, to play the buffoon and recite the old ballads and tales. 
On one such occasion – it was almost a whole lifetime ago or, 
to be precise, more than thirty-five years – he happened one 
evening to bemuse and beguile our innocent self (for innocent 
we were then, in a relative sense) with the verse narrative of 
The Corregidor and the Miller’s Lady or, conversely, The Miller 
and the Corregidor’s Lady, which we now present to the public 
under the more transcendental and philosophical title, such 
as the graver modern taste demands, of The Three-Cornered 
Hat.

We well remember that when the goatherd was in this 
way so delightfully entertaining us the marriageable lasses 
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present turned several shades pinker – by which sign their 
fond mamas learnt that the story was slightly on the raw 
side, and started to give the storyteller the rough side of their 
tongues. But little Repela (that was his name) spoke up boldly 
for himself, maintaining that there was nothing to be shocked 
at – his narrative told of nothing that a nun herself or a little 
girl of four was not well aware of.

“See here now,” he contended. “What is the plain upshot 
of the story of The Corregidor and the Miller’s Wife? That a 
man and his wife lie in the one bed, and that no husband feels 
easier for another’s sleeping with his wife! There’s startling 
news!”

“Hum, that’s true enough,” the matrons conceded, while 
the high laughter of their daughters rang in their ears.

“The proof that our friend Repela is in the right” – here 
the father of the bridegroom broke in – “is that all of us here, 
grown-ups and children too, are well aware that this very 
night, as soon as the dancing is over, our Juan and his sweet 
Manuela are – so to speak – to house-warm that lovely bride-
bed which old Gabriela has been showing the girls for them 
to admire the embroidery on the pillowcases.”

“And don’t forget,” said the bride’s grandfather, “in the 
Book of Scripture itself, and in sermons too, these natural 
facts are set down for the very children to read, so that they 
may understand all about the long barrenness of Our Lady 
Mary, the goodness and chastity of Joseph, and about the trick 
played by Judith,* and – and many other wonderful things 
which I don’t at this moment recall. And so, my friends…”
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“Never mind! Never mind!” boldly cried the girls. “Do tell 
us the story again, Tio Repela – it is so amusing!”

“And, in fact, most edifying!” added grandfather. “Why, 
it prompts no one to wickedness, much less teaches any, and 
none who are wicked in the story go unpunished…”

“Come, begin it again!” the committee of mothers says at 
last.

So Tio Repela repeats the story; and, his version being 
judged in the light of the ingenuous criterion just referred 
to, nobody found anything to demur at – which is as much 
as to say that he was granted “due licence to promulgate the 
same”.

With the passing of years we have heard many varying 
versions of that same adventure of the Miller and the 
Corregidor’s Lady, always from the lips of some country-
bred wit of the same kidney as the late lamented Repela, and, 
what is more, we have read it in print in different collections 
of The Blind Man’s Tales and even in the famous Ballad of the 
never-to-be-forgotten Don Agustin Duran.

The crux of the story was always the same – tragicomical, 
facetious, fearsomely epigrammatic like all the dramatic 
moral sermons beloved by the common people; nevertheless, 
the form, the machinery of incident, the circumstantial 
development differed a great – a very great – deal from 
our friend the goatherd’s narrative. So much so indeed that 
Repela would never have recited to a village audience any of 
the said variations on the theme, not excluding the printed 
ones, without making every proper young miss stop up her 



pedro antonio de alarcón

18

ears in horror and exposing his eyes to the nails of their 
outraged mothers. So far had the insensitive boors of other 
provinces exaggerated and distorted the traditional theme 
which in Repela’s classic version issues forth so full of taste, 
proportion and beauty.

For a long time now we have harboured the plan of reviving 
the plain truth of the story, of restoring to this rare old tale 
its original character which was one, there can be no doubt, 
in which the proprieties met a better fate. And this is not at 
all surprising. This kind of tale, far from changing for the 
better, lovelier, and chaster, never circulates among the herd 
without suffering disfigurement and taint by contact with 
the vulgar and the makeshift.

So much for the story of the present work. Now let us take 
the plunge; I mean, of course, make a start on the tale of The 
Corregidor and the Miller’s Lady, in the modest hope that your 
sound judgment, most worthy public, ‘after reading it and 
crossing yourselves more abundantly than if you had seen the 
Devil’ (as Estebanillo Gonzalez says in the opening pages of 
his book), may deem it a fit and proper matter to be set down 
in black and white.
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1

When It All Happened

I t was at the beginning of this long century now past its 
maturity. The exact year is not known, but it was between 

1804 and 1808.
Still on the Spanish throne at that time was Charles IV of 

the House of Bourbon, ‘by the grace of God’ – so ran the coins 
– and by the oversight, or special clemency, of Bonaparte – so 
ran the French dispatches. All the other European sovereigns 
who sprang from Louis XIV had already lost their crowns 
(the chief of them his head too) in the violent storm that 
swept this ancient corner of the globe after 1789.

Nor was this the only way in which our country was singular 
in those days. The Soldier of the Revolution, the son of an 
obscure Corsican attorney, the victor of Rivoli, the Pyramids, 
Marengo, and a hundred other battles had just assumed 
the crown of Charlemagne; he had utterly changed the face 
of Europe, creating nations, destroying nations, effacing 
frontiers, founding dynasties, transforming in form, name, 
position, and even dress the communities through which he 
galloped his charger like a human earthquake, or indeed 
like that very Antichrist with whose name and attributes 
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the northern powers freely invested him. Nevertheless, our 
forbears – whom God bless in their innocence – far from 
hating or fearing him delighted in the contemplation of his 
amazing exploits just as if these had been the feats of some old 
hero of chivalric romance or happenings in another planet, 
with not so much as the merest hint of a suspicion that he 
would ever dream of coming their way to perpetrate among 
them the same atrocities he had committed in France, Italy, 
Germany, and elsewhere. Once a week, or twice at most, the 
post would arrive from Madrid at the important towns in the 
Peninsula, bringing a new number of the Gazette – not then 
a daily publication. By this means the leading citizens would 
learn – if the Gazette condescended to bother itself with such 
details – whether any more battles had been fought with seven 
or eight kings and emperors as participants, and whether 
Napoleon was to be found in Milan, Brussels, or Warsaw. For 
the rest, our fathers went on living in the good old Spanish 
way at a consummately leisured pace, wedded to their well-
seasoned customs in the peace and the grace of God, with 
their Inquisition and their Friars, their inequality before the 
Law, their privileges, rights, and exemptions, with absolutely 
no municipal or political freedom, governed simultaneously 
by illustrious Bishop and powerful Corregidor (whose powers 
were indistinguishable, since each was concerned with the 
temporal as well as with the spiritual), paying tithes, first-
fruits, rates, subsidies, levies, loans of all kinds, capitation dues, 
royal tithes, salt-tax, ‘civil fruits’, to say nothing of fifty more 
kinds of tribute the very names of which are now forgotten.
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Here ends all that this book has to do with things military 
and political in that epoch. Our only purpose in mentioning 
them was to establish that in the year in question – which 
we shall imagine to be 1805 – the Old Order still reigned 
supreme in Spain in every sphere of public and private life. 
It was just as if amid so many innovations and upheavals the 
Pyrenees had been transformed into another Great Wall of 
China.

2

How They Lived in Those ‘Good Old Days’

I n andalusia, for instance – the scene of the events about 
which you are to hear – people of standing went blithely 

on, rising very early in the morning, going to the Cathedral 
for Matins – and not only on days of obligation – breakfast-
ing at nine on a fried egg and a cup of chocolate with fingers 
of buttered toast, lunching between one and two on vegeta-
ble stew and an entrée – provided of course they had hunted 
the day before – otherwise on stew alone, dozing through the 
afternoon siesta, then taking a stroll in the open air; going 
off to recite the rosary at their parish church in the gathering 
dusk; taking more chocolate at the Angelus – this time with 
biscuits; putting in an appearance, assuming that they really 
were somebodies, at the reception given by the Governor, the 
Dean or some other local bigwig; returning home at vespers; 
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shutting the front door before the ‘Ave Maria’; dining on salad 
and a fricassee, that is if fresh anchovies were not forthcom-
ing, and going promptly to bed with their wives – those that 
had wives at any rate – taking care first, for nine months in the 
twelve, to have the bed well warmed in advance…

O happy, happy time, when our native land went sweetly 
along in quiet and peaceful tenure of all its cobwebs and its 
dust and its moths, all its observances, beliefs, traditions, uses, 
abuses, consecrated by the centuries! O happy time wherein 
society boasted a diversity of classes, of loyalties, of customs! 
Happy time, I repeat, especially for poets who found round 
every corner material for interludes, farces, comedies, trag-
edies, miracles or epics, in place of that prosaic uniformity 
and flat realism which was spawned by the revolution in 
France! Happy time indeed!

But enough of dwelling on the past! Enough of generalizing 
and beating about the bush! Now for a resolute plunge into 
the story of The Three-Cornered Hat!

3

A Sprat for a Mackerel

A t that time there was, near the city of ***, a well-
known flour mill, long since vanished, situated about a 

quarter of a league from the town between the foot of a gently 
sloping hill thick with mazard and cherry trees and a flourish-
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ing garden, which served as bank – and sometimes as bed – for 
the wayward and uncertain river which lords it through the 
region.

For sundry different reasons this mill had been for a long 
time past a favourite rendezvous and place of entertainment 
for the more consequential people of leisure living in the 
aforesaid city. In the first place, leading to it ran a highway 
rather less difficult of passage than any of the others 
thereabouts. Secondly, in front of the mill there was a small 
stone-paved courtyard, roofed by a vast climbing vine, a roof 
under which it was good to take the air in summer or to sun 
oneself in winter by reason of the swaying of the wind-stirred 
branches. In the third place, the Miller was a man of parts 
with much discretion and good taste, who possessed what we 
Spaniards call the “don de gentes”, the gift for people, that is to 
say the art of making friends and influencing them. He danced 
attendance on the fine gentlemen who honoured him at his 
evening gatherings, pressing upon them anything which the 
season provided such as cherries and mazard, long lettuces 
unseasoned – which were very good when bread rolls went 
with them such as their Worships took care to send ahead of 
themselves – or perhaps melons or grapes, from that same 
spread of vine which was their canopy, or roasted popcorn in 
winter-time and roast chestnuts, almonds and walnuts and, 
now and again on chill evenings, a draught of generous old 
wine, drunk inside the house, to which at Easter were added 
a few fritters fried in honey, a cracker, or rusk, or a slice of 
Alpujarra ham.
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I seem to hear the curious reader asking; “Was the Miller 
rich then, or was it that his guests had extravagant tastes?” 
I answer: Neither. The Miller had just a sufficiency, and his 
gentlemen guests were good taste and dignity personified. 
But in those days when fifty or more levies were paid to 
Church and State, a shrewd countryman like our friend was 
making a sound investment by ingratiating himself as he did 
with Aldermen, Canons, Friars, Notaries, and other people 
of consequence. And so there were those who said that Tio 
Lucas – as our Miller was called – saved a power of money 
every year by dint of providing general entertainment.

“Your Grace will perhaps let me have an old gate from the 
house you’ve just pulled down?” he’d say to one dignitary. 
And to another: “Would you, sir, bid them reduce my rates, 
or sales tax, or civil fruits levy?” “Your Reverence wouldn’t 
object to letting me pick leaves for my silkworms in the 
Monastery gardens?” “Will your Excellency allow me to get 
a little timber from such-and-such a wood?” “Please, good 
Father, write me a chit giving me leave to cut a log or two in 
the pinewood at so-and-so.” “All it needs, sir, is your drawing 
me up a little deed free of charge.” “This year I cannot pay the 
poll tax. I trust that the suit will go in my favour?” “Today 
I came to blows with a fellow and I think he should go to 
prison for provoking me.” “Has your Worship by any chance 
such-and-such a thing that you don’t want?” “Is this or that 
of any service to you?” “Can you lend me the mule?” “Will 
you be using the carriage tomorrow?” “May I send for the 
ass?”
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Such were tunes he was always singing, and invariably he 
got for response a generous and unselfish “Como se pide” or 
“As you will”. Which clearly shows that Tio Lucas was not 
on the road to ruin.

4

One Glance at a Woman

T he last and perhaps strongest reason which the city 
gentry had for visiting Tio Lucas’s mill at evening was 

that in this way every one of them, clergy and laity alike, from 
their lordships the Bishop and the Corregidor downwards, 
could gaze their fill at one of the loveliest and most bewitching 
creatures ever to come from the hand of what the Frenchified 
writers of that time call ‘the Supreme Being’.

The creature in question was named Frasquita – the Señora 
Frasquita. At once let me say that the Señora Frasquita, 
lawful wife of Tio Lucas, was a truly virtuous woman and 
well known to be so by all the mill’s distinguished habitués. 
What is more, none ever openly looked at her in the common 
manner of a male eyeing a female, or with anything of sly 
calculation in his eyes. Her admirers would express their 
admiration and even pay court to her on occasion – always, 
of course, in her husband’s presence – as a paragon of beauty 
who did honour to her Maker and a bewitching piece of 
femininity whose innocent high spirits and inoffensive 




