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Ac knowl edg ments
Ac knowl edg ments

I met Hiroko Fujita in Ja pan in 1993. In 1995 we be gan an nual spring tours of Amer ica
to share her lively Jap a nese tales with Amer i can lis ten ers of all ages, and in au tumn 1997
she be gan bring ing me to Ja pan to tell Amer i can sto ries. (I took the color pho tos in this book 
dur ing our 1999 and 2001 tours of Ja pan.) While we trav eled, Mrs. Fujita would of ten tell
me a tale when ever an in ci dent or sight re minded her of one. I could n’t write them down
while driv ing, so I’m very grate ful that her fol low ers, “The Young Yamanbas,” have pre -
served her sto ries.

The Young Yamanbas re corded, tran scribed, and pri vately printed Hiroko Fujita’s
col lo quial Jap a nese sto ry tell ing in six vol umes, ti tled Katare Yamanba (Speak, Moun -
tain-woman!). The Eng lish retellings in this book are based on trans la tions by Makiko
Ishibashi, Nobumichi and Yoko Iwasa, Mitsuko Harada, and Satomi Obata. This book
would not have been pos si ble with out their work. But the rough Eng lish trans la tions lan -
guished in my com puter for years. I am very grate ful to Li brar ies Un lim ited for giv ing us
the chance at last to share them with story-lov ers ev ery where.

The cover and in te rior il lus tra tions are by one of The Young Yamanbas, Kyoko
Kobayashi. Trans la tor Makiko Ishibashi helped in many ways, es pe cially by in ter pret ing
and ne go ti at ing be tween me and all the tal ented Jap a nese peo ple.

Har old Wright, emer i tus pro fes sor of Jap a nese at Antioch Uni ver sity, con trib uted “A
Brief His tory of Ja pan.” In ad di tion, he and his wife Jonatha scru pu lously re viewed the
story texts, ad vis ing on de tails of cul ture and trans la tion. Miki Sakurai, founder and pres i -
dent of the Jap a nese Sto ry tell ers As so ci a tion, con trib uted the es say “Sto ry tell ing in Ja pan.”
We thank them for their gen er ous help.

The rec i pes, pro vided by Michiyo McMillan and Yumie Farringer, were tested by Vir -
gil, Helen, and Laura Reese and Ben Stallings. Nancy Lenhart tested the Kappa toy di rec -
tions. Michiyo McMillan in ter preted some tricky words and di rec tions and helped me work
on my Jap a nese. Last but hardly least, we ap pre ci ate our fam i lies, who have stead fastly en -
cour aged us in our trans-Pa cific pro jects.

Thanks to the help and ad vice of all these peo ple and our ed i tors at Li brar ies Un lim -
ited, we hope that this book will be as use ful and de light ful as the an cient folk tales
themselves.

Fran Stallings
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A BRIEF HIS TORY
OF JA PAN

A Brief His tory of Ja pan
A Brief His tory of Ja pan

Har old Wright, emer i tus pro fes sor of Jap a nese, Antioch Col lege

When Amer i cans pic ture Ja pan, we of ten think of such things as sam u rai war riors, gei -
sha, Zen Bud dhism, flower ar range ments, wood-block prints, the tea cer e mony, Ka buki
and Noh the ater, haiku po etry, and su shi . . . but none of these things ex isted when the folk -
tales we en joy to day were first told around warm ing fires in farm houses. Much of what we
think of as Jap a nese cul ture de vel oped as late as the Tokugawa Pe riod (1600–1868), when
Ja pan was al most to tally closed to the West ern world.

The word “Ja pan” is close in pro nun ci a tion to what the Chi nese called their neigh bor,
and it is this term that was brought back to Eu rope by the ear li est trav el ers from the West.
The Jap a nese peo ple them selves call it Nihon (sun or i gin). The lan guage they speak is of fi -
cially known as nihongo, a rather unique lan guage in the hu man fam ily of tongues, not re -
lated to the Chi nese language at all.

We be lieve that in pre his toric times, when the Jap a nese Sea was merely a lake, peo ple
crossed over from the Asian main land in search of game. Later, other peo ple sailed in boats
from China and Ko rea, or by fol low ing the warm cur rents of the sea from South east Asia.
They brought myths, leg ends, pot tery skills, and later, met al work ing skills from the main -
land. The unique Jap a nese lan guage and cul ture de vel oped from this rich mix ture of cul -
tures of an cient Asia through cen tu ries of isolation and peace.

Ja pan is a long, nar row coun try that lies just over 100 miles from the tip of Ko rea and
roughly 500 miles over open sea from China. It was dis tant enough from the Asian main -
land to avoid be ing con quered (at least un til de feated in World War II) but close enough to
wel come a con stant flow of the high cul ture of China: a writ ing sys tem, art, ideas of gov ern -
ment, city plan ning, ar chi tec ture, med i cine, rit u al ized tea drink ing, and Con fu cian phi los o -
phy, as well as the Indian religion of Buddhism.

If a map of Ja pan were placed over a map of the United States, we would see that its is -
lands stretch from Maine to Florida. Ja pan’s cli mate ranges from snow bound win ters in the
north to semitropics in the south. The an cient cap i tal of Kyoto has hot, hu mid sum mers
much like At lanta, Geor gia. Ja pan is not re ally the small, cramped coun try we of ten hear
about in the news. Tele vi sion usu ally shows crowded con di tions in the pres ent cap i tal city
To kyo or packed ex press trains rush ing to Osaka and be yond. Over 80 per cent of the land in
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Ja pan, how ever, is un in hab ited moun tains. It is a won der ful land for re li gious pil grims, who 
still wor ship the moun tain de i ties or visit hid den Bud dhist tem ples on the slopes of
snow-cov ered peaks. The moun tains are pop u lar also with gen er a tions of back pack ers and
ski ers. Hik ing is a fa vor ite sport among se nior cit i zens to day. Per haps be cause of such
healthy ac tiv i ties and a nu tri tious diet, the Japanese are among the longest-lived people on
Earth.

 Fresh and dried fish, shell fish, and even sea weed have al ways been im por tant in the
Jap a nese diet, along with many kinds of veg e ta bles. Rice, how ever, has al ways been the
most im por tant sta ple crop. Farm ers also raised wheat, bar ley, mil let, and buck wheat, on
which they sur vived in years when all of their rice crop went to pay their land tax. Meat eat -
ing was not pop u lar un til mod ern times be cause of Bud dhist ta boos against tak ing life. But
now ham burg ers are as pop u lar as they are any where in the world. Ice cream is re plac ing the 
tra di tional des sert of shaved ice with sweet syrup.

The in dig e nous re li gion, Shinto (the way of the gods), is the spir i tual force be hind
many of the yearly fes ti vals, which fas ci nate vis i tors to Ja pan. Even af ter Bud dhism be came 
the na tional re li gion in the eighth cen tury, Shinto was not re placed but has con tin ued as a
par al lel faith; most Jap a nese par tic i pate in both Shinto and Bud dhist cul tural ac tiv i ties.
Some peo ple add rit u als of other re li gions as well. Christ mas, Hal low een, and Chris -
tian-style weddings have become popular.

In Shinto, the dead are some times be lieved to be still alive in spirit form and are feared
or wor shiped. Shinto de i ties in Ja pan in clude awe-in spir ing nat u ral phe nom ena such as un -
usu ally shaped rocks; moun tains such as the famed Mt. Fuji; wa ter falls; an cient trees; and
the souls of im por tant his tor i cal fig ures, in clud ing all the em per ors and em presses. The im -
pe rial fam ily of Ja pan is the old est con tin u ing dy nasty on Earth. Em peror Akihito is be -
lieved to be the 125th ruler in a long line of men and some women who reach back to the
“age of the gods” and even to Amaterasu Omikami, the sun god dess her self. My thol ogy
tells us it was she who sent down a mem ber of her own fam ily, the Em peror Jimmu, in 660
BCE to rule the earth as the first em peror. Al though ar che ol ogy and solid his tory have given 
us a dif fer ent pic ture of an cient Ja pan, the im pe rial line does go back for at least 1,300 years. 
Now the em peror is no lon ger con sid ered sa cred but, like the royal fam ily of the Brit ish
Isles, he and his fam ily serve as sym bols of the coun try and are the subjects of many stories
and photographs in the news.

Ja pan is now a de moc racy, with a prime min is ter and a par lia ment, known as the Diet.
Young men and women look for ward to turn ing twenty, at which age they be come le gal
adults and can vote. Ed u ca tion is ex tremely im por tant in Ja pan, and the coun try has one of
the high est lit er acy rates in the world.
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His tor i cal High lights

The An cient Pe riod to 794

Jap a nese writ ten his tory ex tends back nearly 1,300 years. Ja pan’s old est books con tain 
myths, leg ends, and folk tales, as well as bits of real his tory. Due to the high lit er acy rate of
the Jap a nese, there has al ways been an in ter min gling of writ ten and oral lit er a tures. Folk -
tales have been writ ten down since the eighth cen tury. An oral story could be writ ten down,
then read or told aloud over and over again un til it de vel oped into a some what changed oral
tale in an other ham let, in a moun tain val ley, or in a fishing village by the sea.

The an cient or i gin myths of the Jap a nese were first re corded us ing a writ ing sys tem
bor rowed from vis it ing Chi nese or Ko re ans. The old est ex tant book is the Kojiki (Re cord of
An cient Mat ters), dat ing from 712 CE. This first at tempt to re cord Jap a nese oral sto ries in
Chi nese char ac ters was not an easy task be cause the two lan guages are lin guis ti cally so dif -
fer ent. The sec ond old est book, Nihon Shoki (Chron i cles of Ja pan, also called Nihongi), ap -
peared in 720. Both these books tell the story of Izanagi and Izanami, the fa ther and mother
of the land. Both books also tell the story of Amaterasu Omikami, the sun god dess, and her
brother Susanoo Omikami, the sea or storm god, and their ad ven tures and de scen dants. The
sto ries of the sun god dess clos ing her self up in a cave and cast ing the world into dark ness,
and of Susanoo slay ing a huge ser pent to save a young woman, are still told in Ja pan. The
story of Em peror Jimmu ar riv ing on Earth to rule the land is told as a part of the or i gin myth
of Ja pan. Sim i lar to our own Bi ble sto ries, these tales are known by nearly all Jap a nese.
There are even manga (comic book) versions.

Nara, the first per ma nent cap i tal of Ja pan, was founded in the year 710, dur ing the an -
cient pe riod. With Bud dhism be com ing a state re li gion, a famed Great Bud dha was built in
Nara and all the won der ful Bud dhist tales from In dia and China en tered the land. Both writ -
ten and told ver sions were known through out the coun try. The first im pe rial col lec tion of
po etry, the Manyoshu (Col lec tion of Ten-thou sand Leaves), con tain ing over 5,000 an cient
po ems, was read widely in aris to cratic cir cles. Some of the po ems were based on ex ist ing
folk tales such as the story of Urashima Taro, the fish er man who lived for 300 years in the
kingdom under the sea.

Heian Pe riod (794–1185)

 In 794 the cap i tal of Ja pan was moved to Kyoto, where it re mained for over a thou sand 
years. In the Heian pe riod, Kyoto was the cen ter of a flow er ing of Jap a nese aris to cratic cul -
ture. It was a glo ri ous pe riod for the pro duc tion of art and lit er a ture. By this time a sim ple
pho netic syl labic script had been de vel oped to per mit peo ple to write down quickly any -
thing they could say. Oral tales or new lit er ary works could now be re corded eas ily. Both
men and women wrote po ems, es pe cially in the thirty-one-syl la ble form called tanka, and
prose, par tic u larly narrative fiction and diaries.
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Taketori Monogatari (Tale of the Bam boo Cut ter), the “par ent” of all tales, was fi nally
writ ten down. The rich nar ra tive style of this story, which tells of an old man find ing a beau -
ti ful, tiny girl in a stalk of bam boo, had much in flu ence on later writ ten lit er a ture, such as
the Genji Monogatari (The Tale of Genji) by Lady Murasaki Shikibu. Con sid ered the
world’s first re al is tic novel, Genji was writ ten down around a thou sand years ago. The ex act 
dates are not known, but it must have taken years to write this book, which can be over a
thou sand pages in trans la tion. It con tains many sto ries and sub plots, mostly about life in the
ancient court at Kyoto.

Konjaku Monogatari (Tales of Long Ago) con tains over 1,200 tales from In dia, China,
and Ja pan. Col lected in the elev enth cen tury, it is con sid ered the first, if not the most im por -
tant, col lec tion of many of the Jap a nese folk tales we now en joy. Not all of the sto ries have
yet ap peared in Eng lish translation.

Kamakura Pe riod (1185–1333)

 Af ter a se ries of civil wars that brought about the de cline of the ar is toc racy in Kyoto
and the rise of the sam u rai war riors as the rul ers of Ja pan, the Sho gun (Gen er a lis simo) ruled
from Kamakura. How ever, the im pe rial cap i tal of Ja pan, with the em peror and fam ily,
remained in Kyoto.

Heike Monogatari (The Tale of the Heike) is the best known of the “war tales,” which
de scribe the civil wars at the end of the Heian pe riod. Mov ing tales of her o ism are told
within the frame work of a Bud dhist mes sage about the fu til ity of worldly mat ters. The Tale
of Heike con tains many shorter leg ends and sub plots. Many of the sto ries lived on to be -
come other works of lit er a ture, in clud ing both aris to cratic Noh plays and the later pop u lar
dra matic pieces of the Kabuki stage.

Uji Shui Monogatari (Tales from the Uji Col lec tion) is a ma jor col lec tion of 195 folk -
tales from the early thir teenth cen tury. A num ber of well-known Jap a nese fairy tales, such
as “The Grate ful Spar row,” ap pear in this work.

Muromachi-Momoyama (1333–1600)

In creas ing civil war and po lit i cal con flict plagued Ja pan for sev eral cen tu ries.
Muromachi and Momoyama were places in or near Kyoto where the sam u rai held seats of
power. At one point there were two em per ors and two courts. One re mained in Kyoto, while 
the other was in the Yoshino moun tains south of the city. This is also the pe riod when Noh
the ater and comic Kyogen plays developed.

There was much con tact with China dur ing these times. The Zen form of Bud dhism
came to Ja pan from the main land, and with it all Zen-in flu enced arts like flower ar range -
ment, the tea cer e mony, land scape paint ing, and gar den ing. In the early 1500s the Por tu -
guese and the Span ish also came to Ja pan, bring ing crosses and guns.

Col lec tions of Otogizoshi (shorter prose sto ries, of ten trans lated as “nurs ery tales”) be -
gan to ap pear. Many of these sto ries dealt with the lives and loves of the aris to crats as well
as Bud dhist tales. A well-known Bud dhist tale is Sannin Hoshi (“The Three Priests”), in
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which fate brings to gether in peace both the lover and the killer of a young woman, to be -
come priests in the same mon as tery. How ever, there also ap peared sto ries that would ap peal 
to the chil dren of sam u rai and fam i lies of a new ris ing mer chant class. Issun Boshi (“Lit tle
One Inch”) was printed at this time.

Gikeiki (Life of Minamoto Yoshitsune) is the ma jor col lec tion of leg ends of the famed
sam u rai of the twelfth cen tury. It is said that this re nowned war rior learned mag i cal pow ers
and amaz ing swords man ship from the Tengu, myth o log i cal be ings liv ing in the moun tains
north of Kyoto. This col lec tion re cords leg ends that are still told in moun tain com mu ni ties
all over Japan.

Tokugawa or Edo Pe riod (1600–1868)

Tokugawa Ieyasu ruled as Sho gun from the city of Edo (now known as To kyo). Due to 
fear of ex ter nal in flu ences and con trol, Ja pan’s bor ders were closed to the out side world.
Por tu guese and Span ish Chris tians faced ex pul sion or death. No Jap a nese were per mit ted to 
go abroad. No for eign ers were al lowed to be in Ja pan ex cept the Eng lish man Will Ad ams,
who be came an ad vi sor to the Sho gun, and the protestant Dutch, who were re quired to re -
strict them selves to trad ing in non re li gious prod ucts and liv ing on a man-made is land off
the coast of Nagasaki in the south.

In side the closed bor ders of Ja pan, how ever, a new cul ture flour ished for the mer -
chants and ar ti sans in the large cit ies of Edo (To kyo), Osaka, and Kyoto. Ka buki was the
new the ater. Cheaply printed nov els, chap books of sto ries, and wood-block prints ap peared
ev ery where. Sto ries were still told orally in ru ral com mu ni ties all over the coun try, but due
to the high lit er acy rate of all classes and the avail ably of cheap pa per backs, there was a very 
close re la tion ship be tween the writ ten and spo ken forms. Tales of the bi zarre and the su per -
nat u ral, and es pe cially legends of ghosts, were very popular.

Jap a nese so ci ety was rig idly di vided at this time into four classes. The sam u rai were at
the top be cause they main tained the rel a tively peace ful po lice state. The farm ers came sec -
ond be cause they pro duced rice, the cur rency of the land. Third were the ar ti sans be cause
they pro duced use ful prod ucts like houses, boats, pa per, and all the things needed for daily
life. Last came the mer chants, who were not re spected at all be cause they just bought and
sold things. How ever, it was the mer chants who took con trol of the wealth of the land and
moved the coun try from a rice stan dard to the gold stan dard econ omy of mod ern Ja pan. The
choja, of ten men tioned in folk tales, was not an of fi cial class, but rather any one for tu nate
enough to have wealth. Like Jack in our own folk tra di tion in the United States, the choja
could become rich through pure luck.

Mod ern Pe riod: 1868 to the Pres ent

Mod ern Ja pan’s his tory is of ten di vided into eras named for its em per ors. Re mem ber
that Ja pan has the old est ex ist ing dy nasty in the world. The pres ent Hesei em peror is be -
lieved to be the 125th in a long line that ex tends back into the pre his toric past.
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Most U.S. his tory books tell the story of Com mo dore Perry go ing to Ja pan in the 1850s 
with his “Black Ships” to open up that closed coun try. Ja pan was ready to open, and did so
fully in 1868 when the Meiji em peror (1868–1912) moved the cap i tal from Kyoto to Edo
and changed the name of that sam u rai city from Edo to To kyo (East ern Cap i tal). Em peror
Meiji led Ja pan into the mod ern world. He started wear ing West ern clothes, as did his wife,
Empress Shoken.

The four classes of so ci ety were abol ished and the sam u rai gave up the right to carry
swords. The for mer war riors were also or dered to get West ern-style hair cuts. Some car ried
walk ing sticks in the West ern fash ion and wore leather shoes. Women were at tracted to the
long gowns and large hats of the Vic to rian West. Some car ried para sols to pro tect their del i -
cate skin from the sun. Peo ple even started eat ing beef! The Jap a nese leaned how to build a
mod ern army from the Prus sians, a navy from the Eng lish, a new postal sys tem from the
French, and rail roads from the Amer i cans. Ja pan won two wars, first against the Chi nese in
1895, then against the Russians in 1905.

The Taisho em peror (1912–1926) ruled from To kyo while “jazz age” pop u lar cul ture
swept the world af ter World War I. It was the age of the mod ern novel, mod ern po etry and
art, and for ma tion of a con tem po rary the ater. Men and women, even aris to crats, en joyed
danc ing in pub lic. Pop u lar sto ry tell ing the aters op er ated all over the coun try in cit ies, al -
low ing peo ple to laugh loudly at the comic rakugo (male stage sto ry tell ers for adults). Mov -
ies were be com ing pop u lar as well. Sto ries were still told orally in rural communities
throughout the land.

The Showa em peror (1926–1989) is best known in the West by his given name of
Hirohito—which out of re spect was not used in Ja pan. As he ruled from his se cluded pal ace
in To kyo, Ja pan be came more and more a mil i tary state, ex pand ing into other ar eas of Asia.
The bomb ing of Pearl Har bor in Ha waii in 1941 brought the United States into World War
II, which ended with the atomic bomb ing of Hi ro shima and Na ga saki. Older Jap a nese peo -
ple still re mem ber the suf fer ing they ex pe ri enced dur ing the war years, es pe cially the
bomb ing of their cit ies. In 1945 the Showa em peror de nounced his di vin ity and fully em -
braced the dem o cratic mod ern iza tion of his coun try. Ja pan be came one of the ma jor,
economically strong democracies of the world.

In 1948 the in ter na tion ally re nowned folk lor ist Yanagita Kunio pub lished his im por -
tant Nihon mukashibanashi meii (Guide to the Jap a nese Folk Tale). In this work he col -
lected and cat e go rized oral sto ries from all over Ja pan. This work is now avail able to
sto ry tell ers and re search ers ev ery where through Fanny Hagin Mayer’s trans la tion as The
Yanagita Kunio Guide to the Jap a nese Folk Tale (1986).

The Showa pe riod also brought about an in no va tive type of sto ry tell ing, kamishibai
(lit er ally “pa per drama”). As far back as the twelfth cen tury, Bud dhist priests and nuns had
used pic ture scrolls to help con vey sto ries with moral les sons to their con gre ga tions. But
start ing in the 1920s, sto ry tell ers rode bi cy cles, with stagelike boxes of pic tures at tached to
the car ry ing rack, through vil lages and even cit ies to tell sto ries to chil dren. To sup port
them selves, they usu ally sold candy to the chil dren be fore fin ish ing their tra di tional folk -
tales. As they told in an i mated ges tures they dra mat i cally flashed il lus tra tions, one af ter an -
other, be fore the ex cited chil dren. The prac tice be gan to fade with the in tro duc tion of
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tele vi sion in the 1950s. Some of the kamishibai art ists went on to become animation
illustrators for the new medium.

Heisei Em peror Akihito (1989 to the pres ent) broke tra di tion by mar ry ing out side the
aris to cratic fam i lies. He met Miss Michiko Shoda play ing ten nis, and like many young peo -
ple to day they even went on dates. Mar ried on April 10, 1959, they have two sons and a
daughter.

Sto ry tell ing is still alive in Ja pan. Kamishibai and pic ture books of tra di tional sto ries
are pop u lar in schools and li brar ies. Sto ry tell ers and story read ers are ev ery where in Ja pan.
There was even a pop u lar tele vi sion pro gram that showed an i mated ver sions of the an cient
sto ries. Many young peo ple to day learned the old sto ries from that se ries. Many tell ers and
re search ers are turn ing to the old tales re corded in an cient books; oth ers are lis ten ing to the
sto ries of older gen er a tions. Li brar ies and cul tural cen ters are col lect ing sto ries of the el -
ders. But there is still the in ter play of the oral tra di tion and the writ ten text that has played
such an im por tant part in Jap a nese folk tale his tory. Now video cam eras, tape re cord ers, and
CD play ers are im por tant tools in the col lect ing of sto ries. Nov el ists, film di rec tors, and an i -
ma tion art ists such as Acad emy Award win ner Hayao Miyazaki are re turn ing to Jap a nese
myth, leg end, and folk themes for their con tem po rary work. Shinto shrines and Bud dhist
tem ples now sell comic book ver sions of their sa cred sto ries. Tales over a thousand years
old are still told today, and those stories continue to evolve and live on.
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STO RY TELL ING IN
JA PAN

Miki Sakurai, pres i dent, The Ja pan Sto ry tell ers As so ci a tion

Oral Tra di tion in Jap a nese Lit er a ture

Early in the eighth cen tury, two books of Jap a nese my thol ogy that in cluded nar ra tives
by sto ry tell ers were writ ten in Ja pan. Kojiki (The Re cords of An cient Mat ters) (712 CE) is
the old est book based on oral tra di tion in Ja pan. Nihonshoki (720 CE) was writ ten by his to -
ri ans of the Yamato court to es tab lish Jap a nese history as fact.

Kojiki was re corded al most 1,300 years ago. It shows what nar ra tives were told be fore
the in tro duc tion of writ ing to Ja pan. Through the sto ries in Kojiki we can imag ine the orig i -
nal styles of the oral nar ra tives. There are world cre ation myths, tales of the birth of gods
and god desses, the pan theon’s love and mar riage sto ries, ac counts of the power strug gles
among the clans and in im pe rial fam i lies, and ad ven tures of heroes. Many mo tifs in Jap a -
nese folk tales can be found in Kojiki, and we rec og nize orig i nal ver sions of Jap a nese folk -
tales as told before the seventh century.

In the me di eval pe riod, from the ninth to the thir teenth cen tu ries, mem bers of the em -
peror’s court wrote down many sto ries. In some books there are sto ries that were also told in 
towns and vil lages at that time. Some of them start with the Jap a nese ver sion of “Once upon
a time . . .” .

The pro fes sional sto ry tell ers ap peared in the me di eval pe riod. They told sto ries while
play ing mu si cal in stru ments in town streets, and many of them were blind. Goze (blind fe -
male tell ers who trav eled in small troupes) told fam ily trag edy or re venge sto ries while
strik ing the hand drum. Other pro fes sional sto ry tell ers were biwa-hoshi (blind male tell ers
trav el ing solo), who told the epic of the Heike clan while play ing the biwa, a stringed
instrument.

Sto ry tell ing as pub lic en ter tain ment re lat ing to Bud dhism also arose in me di eval
times. Sto ries of Sekkyobushi were gen er ally told in the towns. These were sto ries of re -
venge, par ent and child sep a ra tions, and so on, in which peo ple were saved from tragic sit u -
a tions by Bud dhism. Mu si cal in stru ments were used as ac com pa ni ment. Many of the
Sekkyobushi sto ries en tered the rep er toires of the the ater arts, which be gan to emerge at the
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end of the Mid dle Ages. To day we can still en joy the same sto ries that were told by
medieval professional artists.

Sto ries were handed down orally gen er a tion af ter gen er a tion in vil lages in ev ery part
of Ja pan un til the twen ti eth cen tury. Peo ple handed down folk nar ra tive by word of mouth.

Jap a nese Folk tales in Mod ern Times

In 1908 Dr. Kunio Yanagita started the col lec tion and ac a demic study of Jap a nese folk
nar ra tives. Many schol ars sub se quently con tin ued his work re search ing folk tales. In the
1950s Dr. Yanagita’s ap pren tice, Dr. Keigo Seki, clas si fied Jap a nese folk tales based on The 
Types of the Folk tale by Aarne and Thompson.

 Dr. Yanagita as sumed that an i mal tales were the old est sto ries in Ja pan as well as in
other cul tures. Some an i mal tales were prob a bly told about 10,000 years ago. Schol ars think 
they were car ried from Si be ria to Japan.

 “The Or di nary Tales” had been told here and there in the Jap a nese coun try side since
the Mid dle Ages. Typ i cal tales were “Peach Boy,” “Inch Boy,” and “The Mon key and the
Crab.” Oth ers were “Ob tains the Trea sure,” “An i mal Wives,” “The Three Broth ers,” “The
Three Sis ters,” and step child sto ries. These folk tales con tain mo tifs com mon to Ja pan and
other countries.

Af ter the Pa cific War (World War II), Jap a nese folk tales were re dis cov ered as part of
an art cul ture move ment fea tur ing plays based on folk tales. “The folk tale boom” was not
only in the aters but also in pub lish ing. At that time tra di tional sto ry tell ers who had grown
up lis ten ing to folk tales by the fire side were still alive and well. Re search ers col lected and
re corded their sto ries from the 1940s to the 1980s. Folk tale col lec tions were pub lished one
af ter an other, in clud ing many books and pic ture books for chil dren. How ever, some au thors 
al tered the old folk tales. In the folk pro cess, folk tales change as they pass from teller to
teller within the oral tra di tion. How ever, when an au thor has no back ground in the tradition, 
distortions can occur.

Tele vi sion broad cast ing of an i mated car toon folk tales started in 1975. The pro gram
Jap a nese Folk tales was enor mously pop u lar be cause of its nar ra tors, an ac tor and an ac -
tress. The show lasted twenty years. Through the an i mated car toon, es pe cially those unique
nar ra tive voices, the es sence of the folk tales reached peo ple’s minds and stim u lated their
nostalgia for old Japan.

In the lat ter half of the twen ti eth cen tury, sto ry tell ing at home de creased. The tra di tion
of large, ex tended fam i lies changed into a pref er ence for small, nu clear ones. Hearthside
cul ture was also changed by oil, gas, and elec tric ity. Fire side sto ry tell ing, which had con tin -
ued for a thou sand years or more, vir tu ally dis ap peared. How ever, there are still a few fire -
side sto ry tell ers who can tell in their dis trict di a lect with out de pend ing on books. They
learned the sto ries from their grand par ents by lis ten ing. As many as 120,000 tales are now
preserved in Japanese folklore archives.

xxii Sto ry tell ing in Ja pan



Sto ry tell ing in Com mu ni ties and Homes

“Mod ern sto ry tell ing” be gan at the end of the nine teenth cen tury in Ja pan. Mod ern sto -
ry tell ers learn their sto ries from books. The fa mous ed i tor and au thor Sazanami Iwaya be -
gan to tell sto ries at el e men tary schools in 1898. Af ter ward many of his ap pren tices held
story hours at grade schools, kin der gar tens, and public libraries.

Sto ry tell ing as a chil dren’s ser vice at li brar ies be gan about 110 years ago. Since the
Pa cific War, li brar ies ev ery where in Ja pan have of fered sto ry tell ing courses. Li brar i ans,
teach ers, and moth ers are learn ing to tell sto ries. Moth ers work as vol un teer sto ry tell ers at
li brar ies or schools. This ac tiv ity also en hances in ter per sonal relationships in the local
community.

The Ja pan Sto ry tell ers As so ci a tion (Katarite-tachi no Kai) was es tab lished in 1977 to
en hance sto ry tell ing in or der to pro mote in tel lec tual de vel op ment of chil dren and en rich
their ver bal en vi ron ment. Sto ry tell ing is more pow er ful than read ing aloud in en cour ag ing
and enriching children’s imagination.

Sto ry tell ing in Ja pan To day

Dur ing the past twenty years vol un teer sto ry tell ers in Ja pan have vis ited schools, kin -
der gar tens, homes for the aged, and so forth. The Ja pan Sto ry tell ers As so ci a tion es ti mates
that there are ap prox i mately 30,000 am a teur sto ry tell ers through out Ja pan. They tell folk -
tales and sto ries for chil dren and pres ent kamishibai (“paper drama”).

The ma jor ity of sto ry tell ers in Ja pan are li brar i ans and vol un teers. The few pro fes -
sional sto ry tell ers are in vited to events and fes ti vals where they per form on var i ous stages,
tell ing folk tales. They also write, pub lish books on and for sto ry tell ing, and give lec tures in
var i ous courses for storyteller training.

Tra di tional sto ry tell ers who tell in di a lect still ex ist in var i ous places in Ja pan. Some
lo cal gov ern ments of fer folk tale stud ies courses to train new sto ry tell ers to tell folk tales in
di a lect and per form at mu nic i pal events or at sightseeing spots.

 There are also some pro grams that broad cast folk tales on the ra dio. These are very
much loved by se nior cit i zens. The lis ten ers are surely happy to hear the old sto ries from
var i ous places. Folk tales trans mit ted on ra dio reach their minds and carry the warmth of
stories.

The Ja pan Sto ry tell ing Fes ti val started in 1992. The Ja pan Sto ry tell ing Net work sup -
ports this fes ti val with the help of lo cal gov ern ments. The 2006 fes ti val had about 1,500 at -
ten dees. There were ten lo ca tions through out the city at which any par tic i pant could tell
dur ing the fes ti val. More than 450 sto ries were told. Hap pi ness was shared through each
other’s words at the festival.
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ABOUT THESE
STORIES

The sto ries in this book come from a sin gle source, yet they rep re sent all of Ja pan. How 
can that be?

The source is Hiroko Fujita, who in child hood learned hun dreds of sto ries by lis ten ing
to the el ders in Miharu, a small farm ing town in the moun tains of Fukushima Pre fec ture.
She is now re spected by Jap a nese folk lor ists as a keeper and teller of tra di tional folk tales in
the ohanashi obaa-san (sto ry tell ing grandma) coun try style. While some of her tales are
unique to Miharu, oth ers have been col lected by schol ars through out the length and breadth
of Ja pan. It is that na tion ally rep re sen ta tive group we offer here.

Some of these sto ries have mo tifs and plot el e ments that story-lov ers will rec og nize.
Many, how ever, have not ap peared in Eng lish ex cept in schol arly in dexes, which un for tu -
nately are now out of print. We hope that this book will pro vide a fresh and ex panded view
of life in the Jap a nese coun try side of long ago, through the lens of story.

These sto ries are meant to be told. Please read them aloud, en joy their dif fer ent fla vor
in your mouth, play with them. Ja pan has an an cient tra di tion of high lit er a ture, but these
coun try tales were told just for fun for chil dren and vil lage folk. Of course they have deeper
mean ings and teach im por tant les sons, but none of that would hap pen if the sto ries weren’t
fun.

Hiroko Fujita com ments about her story ti tles: “When I lis tened to sto ries as a child, I
never cared about their ti tles. If I wanted to hear a story again, I just asked, say ing: ‘You
know, the story where Tono-sama be comes a peach ped dler’ or ‘That story of Choro choro
chorori.’ And the farmer next door knew what I meant. So ev ery time peo ple ask me ‘What
is the ti tle of the story you have just told?’ I have trou ble. Momo Uri is com monly known as
‘Wife’s Por trait,’ but I re mem ber I en joyed the peach sell ing scene better, so I de cided to ti -
tle it ‘Peach Peddler.’ ”

About rep e ti tion, Mrs. Fujita says: “When you tell sto ries to adults, they quickly get
tired of rep e ti tion. But chil dren love it! For ex am ple, the part (in “Peach Ped dler”) where
the farmer struck the field once, went back home, ad mired his wife say ing ‘What a beauty!
What a beau ti ful woman!’, went back to the field, struck once again, went back home, said
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‘What a beauty!’, and went back to the field. When I lis tened to it as a child, that rep e ti tion was
such fun. I also en joyed the con trast be tween the man’s lyr i cal chant and Tono-sama’s blunt
call ing. No mat ter how many times my neigh bor re peated the scene, I never got tired of it. As a
child, what I en joyed about this story was the many rep e ti tions, rather than the story it self.”

When we see them printed on the page, these rep e ti tions can eas ily be come tire some.
But when you lis ten to a story, you don’t feel that way. That is one of the dif fer ences be -
tween “lis ten ing” and “reading.”

Re gard ing the use of Jap a nese words, we wanted the sto ries to re tain some of their ex -
otic fla vor, but we have kept the for eign words to a min i mum in hopes that the text will be
easy for Eng lish speak ers to read aloud or re tell. Jap a nese pro nun ci a tion rules are sim ple;
see the pro nun ci a tion guide in appendix B.

Some Jap a nese words have be come fa mil iar: sam u rai, futon, tofu. The first time they
ap pear, less fa mil iar words are printed in ital ics with a def i ni tion in pa ren the ses. There af ter
they are in reg u lar print with out the def i ni tion, but you can find them in the glos sary in ap -
pen dix B. Please try us ing them, and en joy the spe cial feel ing they give to the tale.

The Jap a nese ver sion of “Once upon a time,” Mukashi mukashi, aru tokoro ni . . . .
(“Long long ago, in a cer tain place . . .”) , may be too much of a mouth ful for Amer i can tell -
ers, but you can eas ily say Oshimai (“The end”).

Jap a nese tra di tional sto ry tell ers use many styl ized sound ef fect words. A slith er ing
snake al ways goes “zuru zuru, nyoro nyoro.” Softly fall ing snow is al ways “non non,” while 
some thing heavy falls “poTON!” These sounds, and any re peated chants, are printed in ital -
ics to dis tin guish them from text or dialogue.

Of course it is not nec es sary to use these tra di tional sounds when you tell the story in
Eng lish, but if you learn some, they will add to the fla vor of the tale. The glos sary in ap pen -
dix B in cludes a list of these sound ef fects, which you can use in the re tell ing of any Jap a -
nese story.

For tips and ideas for us ing these sto ries in an ed u ca tional set ting, please con sult
ap pen dix A.

You can learn a lot more about the sto ries from ap pen dix A, “Com ments and Notes.”
Mrs. Fujita pro vides “COMMENTS” on her thoughts, mem o ries, and in sights about the
sto ries. Fran Stallings adds back ground re search in “NOTES” and sug ges tions for tell ing
the sto ries to Eng lish-speak ing au di ences. This ap pen dix also lists the schol arly ci ta tions,
which com pare the ver sions collected across Japan.

Hiroko Fujita heard these sto ries sixty years ago from peo ple who were then fifty or
older, who had learned them in their own child hoods from el ders who had been chil dren in
the mid-1800s when Ja pan first re opened to the out side world. The sto ries truly come from
the Jap a nese coun try side of an other age. And they are just as much fun today.
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PART 1

STO RIES OF AN I MALS

Why are crows black? Why do owls sleep in the day time? Why do swal lows
eat bugs? Why do dogs lift their hind legs when they uri nate? Why do mice

have buck teeth? Peo ple in the old days won dered about many nat u ral phe nom ena and en -
joyed in vent ing fan ci ful ex pla na tions.

Un like the cre ation myths of an cient Ja pan, these sto ries are not re li gious in na ture.
Some ver sions men tion “God” or “Bud dha,” but al ter nate ver sions of the same story credit
an other cause. Peo ple also told cau tion ary fa bles and end less tales with an i mal char ac ters.
But some coun try folk se ri ously be lieved that cer tain an i mals had magic power to trans form 
their ap pear ance and trick peo ple; see part 6 for those stories.





OWL’S PAINT SHOP

Part 1: Sto ries of An i mals
Owl’s Paint Shop A long, long time ago, no bird had any color. Spar rows, swal lows, bush war -

blers were all white.

This was very in con ve nient. Spar row had a hard time find ing his mate be cause he
could n’t tell who else was a spar row. It was also dan ger ous, be cause they could n’t hide in
the green trees. On the green grass, they showed up like scraps of pa per. It was such trou ble
that they all went to ask God for his per mis sion to paint them selves in dif fer ent colors.

God said, “I un der stand. It’s a prob lem for all of you to be white. Very well. Go to
Owl’s paint shop and have him paint you in any color that you choose. But there has to be an 
end to ev ery thing, so I set seven days as the limit! For the next seven days, you may go to
Owl and have him paint you.”

The first bird who went to Owl was Bush War bler. She said, “I like the color of fresh
leaves just com ing out in May. Paint me that color, please!”

Owl said, “The color of young leaves. As you wish. I’ll paint you in that green.” He
took his paint brush and painted Bush War bler a fresh green color.

Next came Crane. “I like be ing white, but I want to try some red on my head. And also,
it might look nice to have some black show ing when I spread my wings. Paint me like that.”

“Very well,” Owl said. He used his red brush on Crane’s head and black on the lower
edges of Crane’s wings.

King fisher came and said, “I would like many col ors on me. Red here, yel low here,
blue here, and green here. Paint me that way.”

“As you wish,” Owl said and painted him in many dif fer ent col ors.

Chi nese Par tridge said, “I like or ange here and black here.” She was painted that way.

Spar row said, “I like to be mod est,” and he was painted brown.

Swal low flew straight down from the sky and said, “I like black and white. Di vide
them clearly.”

Thus, Owl worked and worked, paint ing each bird in col ors of its choice.
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Three days passed, and four days passed, but Crow had not come yet. He was so vain
that he could n’t pick the color he wanted.

“King fisher has too many dif fer ent col ors. I don’t like that. Should I try red on my head 
like Crane? Or should I try solid green like Bush War bler?”

He won dered and won dered, and soon it was the eve ning of the sev enth day. “Oh, my
good ness! I have to hurry to Owl right away!” he said and flew to Owl.

First, he thought he would go for Bush War bler green. “Could you paint me in the
same color as Bush War bler?” he asked. Owl painted him in fresh green.

But then Crow re al ized, “Well, in the woods you would n’t be able to tell me from the
trees. I don’t like this color af ter all. I have changed my mind. Paint me in this bright red.”

“Red,” Owl said and painted him red.

Then Crow said, “It looks like I’m on fire. This will hurt my eyes. I want that mod est
brown in stead.”

“Brown,” Owl said and painted him in brown.

But Crow said, “I look like a tree trunk. It’s bor ing. I want that sky blue in stead.”

“Sky blue,” Owl sighed and painted him in sky blue.

Crow kept on and on, “I don’t like this. I want that.” Yel low. Pur ple. Pink.

Owl kept paint ing over and over, but Crow was never sat is fied with any color. Owl had 
to run busily among the big jars full of paint. Sud denly he trip ped on a jar, and from that jar,
black paint spilled onto Crow and cov ered him all over.

Just then, the sun went down. God de clared, “That’s the end.”

So, Crow had to stay black ever af ter. And ever since, Crow has been an gry at Owl.
“Owl spilled the black paint and made me dull-look ing. It’s all his fault,” he said. When ever 
he saw Owl, he chased him.

Owl got scared, and would not dare to go out side in day time. Even now a days, Owl
sleeps in the depth of the for est in the day time and sneaks out only at night.

Oshimai! (The end!)
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SPARROW AND SWALLOW

Part 1: Sto ries of An i mals
Spar row and Swal low Once upon a time, in the re ally old times, when Bud dha ap peared on Earth as a

man named Sakyamuni, Spar row and Swal low were sis ters.

The older sis ter, Swal low, was very care ful about her clothes and makeup. She al ways
wore nice out fits, and she did only light work so that she would n’t get her clothes dirty. But
Spar row did n’t mind so much about her ap pear ance, and en joyed work ing hard in the fields.

One day they heard that Sakyamuni was sick in bed.

Spar row thought he must be suf fer ing, and she hur ried to go visit him. She jumped out
of the muddy rice field where she had been work ing. She hopped pata pata pata right over
the head of her fa ther, who was sit ting be side the field. Cov ered with mud, just as she was,
she hur ried to Sakyamuni’s house.

Mean while, Swal low took pains about her ap pear ance be fore go ing out. She changed
into a for mal black ki mono, put on fresh makeup, and fixed her hair. Then she set out from
home.

Sakyamuni was very pleased that Spar row had hopped pata pata pata to come visit
him. He said, “It was very thought ful of you to come so quickly, never mind ing your muddy 
clothes. In grat i tude, I will give you per mis sion to eat rice just like hu man be ings.”

So spar rows are al lowed to eat some of the rice which hu mans grow for them selves.

But it was not good man ners for Spar row to leap over her fa ther’s head. Sakyamuni
bal anced the re ward with a pun ish ment for her bad man ners. From that time on, spar rows
can not move their legs sep a rately when they walk. They can only hop, both legs together.

When Swal low ar rived at Sakyamuni’s bed side all dressed up but late, he got very an -
gry. “You may eat only earth and bugs!”

So that’s what swal lows eat now, and they sing,

“Tsu-chi kutt-cha, mu-shi kutt-cha. Shi-bui! Shi-bui!” (“Eat ing dirt, eat ing bugs.
Nasty! Nasty!”) [Try say ing the Jap a nese words very fast; they sound like a swal low’s call.]

Oshimai!
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THE TALE OF THE
LIZ ARDS’ TAILS

Part 1: Sto ries of An i mals
The Tale of the Liz ards’ Tails A long long time ago, when God was mak ing the an i mals and hu man be ings, he

gave tails to dogs and cats and many dif fer ent an i mals—but not to liz ards.

The liz ards thought it would be better for them to have tails when they walked, es pe -
cially when they turned cor ners. So they went to God to ask if he had any ex tra tails.

God said, “As a mat ter of fact, I gave tails to hu man be ings but they think their tails are
of no use. I’ll go to the hu mans and get the tails for you.”

So God went to the hu mans and said, “Can I have those tails back?”

The hu mans said, “Yes, these tails are just a bother to us.” And they gave the tails back
to God. God adapted the tails from hu man style to liz ard style, and put them onto the liz ards.

The liz ards were so thank ful to God that they handed the story down from par ents to
chil dren, from chil dren to grand chil dren. “This is the tail which the hu man be ings gave to
us. If ever they act like they want it back, we must re turn it.”

So even a liz ard of the pres ent gen er a tion will drop his tail off and run away as soon as
a hu man acts as if she wants it back.

But hu mans have n’t been hand ing this story down from gen er a tion to gen er a tion. They 
don’t tell their chil dren that hu mans gave tails to the liz ards, and so chil dren now a days
don’t un der stand why liz ards drop off their tails when hu mans try to grab them. They think,
“Liz ards just leave their tails be hind; that’s their na ture,” when in fact this be hav ior is due to 
the way liz ards have handed down the story and have taught their chil dren, “We must re turn 
our tails to humans when we see them.”

Oshimai!
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THE FOURTH LEG

Part 1: Sto ries of An i mals
The Fourth Leg Once upon a time, when God had just cre ated men and an i mals, the dog had only 

three legs. Dog hopped about, think ing, “It’s so hard to walk with just three
legs! Ev ery one else has four, the cat, the mouse . . . . I would like to run around on four legs,
too.”

So he went to God to tell him his wish. “God, if you have one more leg left over, I
would like to have it.”

God searched in the box where he kept his things but he could n’t find any legs. He said
to Dog, “Wait here, I’ll go look for a left over leg,” and off he went.

First he came across a cat and asked him if he could give back one of his legs. “No in -
deed,” said Cat. “If I did n’t have four legs, I would n’t be able to catch up with mice when
I’m chas ing them. I can’t give you back one.”

Next he asked Mouse, who said, “If I did n’t have four legs, I could n’t run away from
the cat. I can’t give you one.” God agreed with her and went on to ward the moun tains.

There he met Rab bit hop ping around. “Rab bit, you are able to hop so fast. It would n’t
make much dif fer ence if you gave away one of your legs, would it?”

“The only thing I know how to do well is to hop away. I need all my legs for that.”

He also met a deer run ning very fast. “Deer, would you mind giv ing me back one of
your legs?”

“All I can do to pro tect my self is to run away fast. I can’t give up any of my legs,” Deer
an swered. God agreed and con tin ued fur ther into the woods.

He saw a boar com ing slowly in his di rec tion. “Boar, surely you can give me back one
of your legs. You don’t need them to run.”

“Look at my huge body, God. I could n’t sup port all this weight with just three legs. I
can’t part with any of them.”

God thought for a mo ment. “I know what I can do! I’ll ask the hu man. The other day he 
gave me back his tail, so maybe he’ll also give back a leg.”

But the hu man was n’t pleased with what God asked him. “No!” he said an grily. “I
have only two legs and if I were to give you back one of them, I would have to hop around
on one leg. I can’t do that.”
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God was at his wit’s end. He cried out loudly, “Hey, is n’t there any one who is will ing
to give me back a leg?”

“I would,” he heard from far away. He went in the di rec tion of the voice.

It was an iron hearth trivet who said, “I nei ther walk nor run, so you can have one of my 
legs.”

“Re ally? Then please give me your fourth leg. Thank you very much,” said God.

And he ad justed that leg to the right length and put it on the dog, who was very much
de lighted.

“With four legs it’s so much eas ier to walk! How thank ful I am! I must take care of this
leg that God found for me!!!”

And from that day on, the dog al ways raised his fourth leg when he peed.

Oshimai!
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MOUSE TEETH

Part 1: Sto ries of An i mals
Mouse Teeth

Mil let is a small-seeded ce real grain used to make tasty dump lings, noo dles, and other
dishes.

Once upon a time, there was a wea sel who de cided to grow mil let to store for
win ter. In the spring, he turned over the soil and planted the mil let seeds. He

took great care of them.

When au tumn came, his field was full of ripe mil let. The heads of grain were as thick
as a tanuki’s tail. Wea sel was very happy at the sight.

“I will har vest the mil let to mor row,” he thought, and went home.

The next day, when he came to his field to har vest his mil let, it was al ready gone.

“Oh, who took my mil let? I worked very hard and it grew so well. Who had the nerve
to steal it?” He was fu ri ous.

He searched from one house to an other. He walked and walked un til he heard tiny
voices com ing from a bur row.

“It was so tasty, last night’s mil let cake.

“It was so tasty, last night’s mil let cake.”

Wea sel pricked up his ears. “Well, what’s this?”

A small mouse came out of the bur row scam per ing choro choro chorori, sing ing. “It
was so tasty, last night’s mil let cake.”

The next lit tle mouse came out choro choro chorori, sing ing, “It was so tasty, last
night’s mil let cake.”

An other came choro choro chorori. “It was so tasty, last night’s mil let cake.”

Then, out came a big mouse. “Hush! Hush! Don’t sing such a song out side,” she said to 
her chil dren.

Now Wea sel un der stood. He started dig ging from the other side of the bur row. He dug
and dug, and found a pile of mil let hid den at the very end of the mouse bur row.

Wea sel was fu ri ous. He caught Mother Mouse.
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“Why did you steal my mil let? I worked so hard to grow it!” He was al most ready to
kill the mouse.

“Oh, oh, I’m very sorry. I just wanted to feed my chil dren. I’m very sorry. You can
take all the rest, please for give me,” Mother Mouse said.

Wea sel got all the rest of his mil let back, but he was still an gry. “I’ll kill this mouse!”
He was go ing to bite her.

“Please, don’t kill me. Oh, please! I must take care of my ba bies!” Mother Mouse
begged.

He let her live, but he was still an gry. “I will cut off your teeth so that you can’t steal
more mil let!” He got his saw and pre pared to cut off all her teeth.

She said, “Yes, I did wrong. You have a right to cut off my teeth. But if I lose all my
teeth, I can’t gnaw a hole through the wall of the stor age build ing at the manor house. Just
two teeth would be very much ap pre ci ated. Please leave two teeth for me.”

Wea sel started to feel pity. He de cided to leave two front teeth on her up per jaw and
two on her lower jaw. All the rest he cut off with his saw.

That’s why mice have only two teeth in the front of each jaw.

But Wea sel’s mercy was his ruin. He stored his re cov ered mil let at the very end of his
house. Lit tle by lit tle, it seemed to dis ap pear.

When he checked the room care fully, he found a tiny hole in the wall. The teeth he left
for the mouse were so strong that even with only two pairs of front teeth, she could gnaw a
hole through wood, packed earth, or any thing.

Oshimai!

[For very young lis ten ers, you can add ac tions and au di ence par tic i pa tion:]

Wea sel plowed the field. [Pre tend to plow; en cour age young lis ten ers to mir ror
you.]

Wea sel sowed mil let seeds. [Pre tend to sow.]

Wea sel weeded. [Pre tend to pull up weeds.]

The mil let grew well. [Raise right hand and then left hand.]

The ripe mil let heads swung heavily. [Wave both hands.]

Wea sel reaped the mil let. [Pre tend to reap the mil let stalks.]

Wea sel bun dled them up. [Pre tend to bun dle them up.]

Wea sel car ried the bun dles home. [Pre tend to carry them on your shoul der.]

Wea sel put them away. [Pre tend to close doors.]
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“Now, I’m all pre pared for the win ter. I will take a nap.” [Press hands to gether
and put them on the side of your face.]

“Ahh, I’m awake now. I’m hun gry.” [Yawn and pat your stom ach.]

“I will eat my mil let.” [Pre tend to open the doors.]

“Oh, no! No mil let! No mil let! No mil let! No mil let!”

[Lis ten ers, in the roles of other an i mals, can re ply in this pat tern:]

Wea sel: Dog, Dog, did you steal my mil let?

Dog: I never steal. Wan wan (Bow wow).

Wea sel: That’s right. You don’t steal. Cat, Cat, did you steal my mil let?

Cat: I never steal. Niau, niau (Meow meow).

Wea sel: That’s right. You don’t steal. Pig, Pig, did you steal my mil let?

Pig: I never steal. Bu bu (Oink, oink).

Wea sel: That’s right. You don’t steal.

[—and so forth. Par tic i pat ing “an i mals” can add, “I eat bones/fish/scraps,” etc. Then
you can pro ceed with the mouse part of the story.]
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EARTHWORM AND SNAKE

Part 1: Sto ries of An i mals
Earth worm and Snake Way back when God had just cre ated men and an i mals, snakes had no eyes.

In stead, they had beau ti ful voices.

One day a snake was slith er ing through a field with his red, split tongue flick er ing pero 
peroh, pero peroh [flick er ing sound], and sing ing “A-AA-AAh, A-AA-AA-AAh,
A-AA-AAh, A-AA-AA-AAh.”

It was in deed a beau ti ful voice. His tongue went pero peroh, pero peroh, and the song
went “A-AA-AAh, A-AA-AA-AAh, A-AA-AAh, A-AA-AA-AAh.” But he had no eyes
with which to see the beau ti ful world. “I wish I could see the sun and flow ers. I wish I could! 
I re ally do!” Snake sighed and slith ered, sing ing.

On the other hand, earth worms in those days had big eyes. But these were use less, be -
cause they lived in com plete dark ness un der ground. “It is no use hav ing these big eyes
down here,” said Earth worm, dig ging his way through the ground. “In stead, I wish I had a
beau ti ful voice. I could sing to keep my self com pany.”

One day, this Earth worm hap pened to come across that Snake.

Snake said, “I don’t need this voice. I want eyes.”

Earth worm said, “I don’t need these eyes. I want a voice.”

So they said to each other, “Let’s ex change them.”

And they did.

Now that Snake had big round eyes, he could see the sun and flow ers. He said, “I did n’t 
know how lovely the world is. Oh, I’m so happy, so happy.”

And he still slith ers hap pily, but he can’t get rid of his old habit of sing ing—al though
of course he has no voice. So his tongue just flick ers pero peroh, pero peroh.

Earth worm is happy too, to have such a beau ti ful voice. Sing ing keeps him from feel -
ing lonely as he digs. But we can rarely hear the song. He is too far down un der the ground.

Well, you might be able to hear it, if you try on a warm spring day. Lis ten care fully.
Some times, you can hear a lit tle sound, Kyu kyu kyu. That’s his song.

Oshimai!
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SKY WATCHER

Part 1: Sto ries of An i mals
Sky Watcher One win ter, a fox went to look for food on a moun tain. But he found no food.

He went to look for food in a river. But he found no food.

“I wish I could get some thing good to eat some how,” he thought hun grily. Then he got
an idea. He vis ited his next-door neigh bor, an ot ter.

“Mr. Ot ter, Mr. Ot ter, it’s not fun for both of us to worry about food ev ery day. Let’s
take turns. To day, you pre pare food for both of us. To mor row, I’ll pre pare food for both of
us. The next day, you’ll pre pare food. How about that?”

“Yes, yes. That’s a good idea,” Ot ter agreed.

Ot ter went to a river and caught two fish.

“Mr. Fox. Mr. Fox. Please come to eat din ner at my house to night.”

That night, they en joyed the fish to gether.

The next day, Ot ter thought, “To day, I don’t need to get food. I will just go to Mr.
Fox’s house. He will serve me din ner to night.”

He vis ited the fox. “Mr. Fox. Mr. Fox.”

Fox was star ing at the sky. “Guard the sky, guard the sky, never look down,” he
chanted. “Guard the sky, guard the sky, never look down.”

“Hey, Mr. Fox. Mr. Fox.”

“Guard the sky, guard the sky, never look down. Guard the sky, guard the sky, never
look down.”

“Hey, Mr. Fox. Mr. Fox!”

“Guard the sky, guard the sky, never look down. Guard the sky, guard the sky, never
look down.” Then Fox did not ut ter an other word.

“Well, I guess Mr. Fox has a rea son for this,” Ot ter thought. He caught a fish for him -
self and ate it at home, alone.
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The next day, Fox came to Ot ter. “Mr. Ot ter. Mr. Ot ter. To night is your turn to pre pare
sup per. I’m ter ri bly sorry about yes ter day. Yes ter day was the day for Guard ing the Sky. On
that day, it is a rule that I can never look down, or even an swer. That was the rea son. I’m ter -
ri bly sorry.”

So, Ot ter went to a river and caught two fish. He gave one to Fox, ate one him self, and
said, “Mr. Fox. I’ll come to your house for din ner to mor row.”

“Yes, please do so!” Fox re plied and went home.

The next day, Ot ter went to Fox’s house. Fox was star ing down at the ground.

“Mr. Fox. Mr. Fox.”

“Guard the earth, guard the earth, never look up. Guard the earth, guard the earth,
never look up.”

“Mr. Fox. Mr. Fox.”

“Guard the earth, guard the earth, never look up. Guard the earth, guard the earth,
never look up.”

“Mr. Fox, Mr. Fox, you prom ised me that you would give me din ner to night.”

“Guard the earth, guard the earth, never look up. Guard the earth, guard the earth,
never look up.”

Af ter that, Fox did not ut ter an other word.

“Well, I guess Mr. Fox has a rea son for this,” Ot ter thought. He went home and ate sup -
per alone.

The next day, Fox came to Ot ter’s house. “Hi, Mr. Ot ter, I’m ter ri bly sorry about last
night. Yes ter day was the day I had to guard the ground. On the day of Guard ing the Earth, I
can’t look up or even an swer. I’m sorry. But to night is your turn to pre pare sup per. So let’s
eat to gether.”

Ot ter had to go to a river and catch fish. He caught two fish and came back.

Fox said, “Oh, you are a good fish er man. You caught two al ready. How do you do it?”

Ot ter was rather an gry at Fox, so he thought he would tease Fox a lit tle. “Fish just come 
to you. All you need to do is to dip your tail in a river. They are at tracted by it and will bite
on it. You can catch as many fish as you want.”

Fox pre tended that he knew this al ready. “Oh, yes, right. You do that, too? That’s the
way I al ways do.” He went back home.

Maybe Fox felt a lit tle guilty and thought he would pre pare din ner for Ot ter. Or maybe
he wanted to eat more him self. We don’t know the rea son for sure, but any way, that night
Fox went to the river alone. He put down his tail into the cold wa ter and waited for a while.
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“Mr. Ot ter said that fish are at tracted by a tail. But they don’t seem to come right
away.”

He waited and waited. It was very cold wa ter. His tail started to hurt. “Ouch! Maybe a
fish bit my tail.”

Then, an other ouch! “Maybe that was the sec ond fish.”

Ouch! “There co mes the third fish. It surely hurts my tail, but I should wait a lit tle lon ger.”

Ouch! “Here co mes an other fish!”

Hurt ing was still better than what hap pened next: His tail started to feel noth ing. It was
too cold.

“My tail has be come very heavy. It must have caught many fish. Maybe I should go
home. But maybe I should stay a lit tle lon ger,” Fox thought greed ily. “I don’t need to give
Mr. Ot ter more than one fish. The rest will be all mine. I’ll wait lon ger then.”

Soon the river wa ter started to freeze. His tail was frozen in. While he waited, the sky
be came lighter. Dawn was com ing.

“That should be enough. Now it’s time to go home.”

But by that time the river was frozen solid. He could n’t move his tail.

He tried to pull his tail, but it hurt and hurt. He tried, and it hurt. He tried, and it hurt.
“Guenko! Guenko! [sound of a fox cry ing],” he cried.

There came a man to the river. He was go ing to fish on the ice. “Why, there is a fox,” he 
said and called peo ple.

“This naughty fox! You are the one who al ways plays tricks on us.” They started to
beat him and slap him.

Fox tried des per ately to es cape. He pulled his tail with all his might. His tail broke off!
Ouch!! But he es caped.

Some times you see a fox with out a tail. Per haps it is a de scen dant of this fox.

Oshimai!
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BRACKEN AND SNAKE

Part 1: Sto ries of An i mals
Bracken and Snake Once upon a time, a snake was slith er ing hap pily. Now that he had eyes, he

could see all the beau ti ful things. He felt happy and went along, flick ing his
tongue in and out.

It was a warm spring day. He trav eled so long that he got sleepy. So he fell asleep in the 
mid dle of a green field. It was such a pleas ant day. He was sleep ing peace fully.

Then, from right un der where he was sleep ing, a shoot of thatch ing reed started to
grow. “Oh, it’s spring and I feel warm. I will grow now,” thought the reeds.

Reeds have a sharp-pointed shoot, and they grow very rap idly. Pok ing through the skin 
of Snake’s belly, the reeds grew and grew. They grew and grew and grew and grew.

Snake woke up and tried to move. He felt pain in his belly. He tried to go for ward, he
tried to go back ward. Ei ther way, he re al ized his skin would be cut with the sharp blade of
the reeds. “What can I do?” he won dered. He stayed there, very still. “I am trapped here, un -
able to move. I’m so sad,” he cried.

But right un der his head and tail, bracken ferns started to grow.

“Wait till we grow, Snake.”

Bracken fern shoots are hairy and soft. With their fiddleheads curled, they grew and
grew and grew and grew, up to Snake’s head and tail. Then they raised Snake up high so that 
he could get off of the sharp shoot of the reeds.

16 Part 1: Sto ries of An i mals



Since then, snakes show their grat i tude to brack ens by be hav ing po litely when they see 
brack ens. So, when you go to the moun tains and are afraid you might run into a snake, you
should take a bun dle of brack ens with you and call out, “I have some bracken. I have some
bracken.”

Then, snakes will leave you alone.

Oshimai!
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MELT ING GRASS

Part 1: Sto ries of An i mals
Melt ing Grass Once upon a time, a man was trav el ing alone in the moun tains. He saw a big

snake in the dis tance. It was com ing his way.

As fast as he could, he climbed up a nearby tree and watched, look ing down. He saw
an other man com ing his way. This man did not no tice the snake.

While the first trav eler watched help lessly from the tree, that huge snake swal lowed
the sec ond man up!

Snakes can open their mouths very wide, but their bod ies are slim. So when they swal -
low a hu man, you can see the shape of the hu man in their belly.

Watch ing from his tree, the trav eler thought, “He ate that man up whole, and his belly
is shaped like that man. Oh, that snake must feel stuffed!”

But the snake slith ered, zuru zuru, nyoro nyoro [sound of slith er ing], and started to
munch on some sort of grass grow ing nearby. To the trav eler ‘s sur prise, the hu man shape
in side the snake seemed to melt away. The snake be came as slim as before.

The trav eler fig ured out, “That grass must help melt things in the stom ach.”

When the huge snake was gone, the trav eler climbed down and picked some of the
grass and went back to his vil lage.

There, in front of a noo dle fac tory, he saw a sign. “Big Eat ing Con test To day! The win -
ner eats free and wins a prize!”

The man thought, “I have this grass which melts ev ery thing in my stom ach. That
means I can eat for ever.”

He went into the fac tory. There, sev eral peo ple were eat ing noo dles fran ti cally. Some
had al ready eaten ten bowls, some even twenty.

The trav eler said, “I want to en ter the con test.” They brought him a tray full of lit tle
bowls of noo dles in broth.

He ate and ate, not even chew ing. He slurped those noo dles down whole! Af ter the
twen ti eth bowl, he felt like he would burst.

“Ex cuse me. I need to go to the next room for a while.” He was go ing to eat some of the 
melt ing grass se cretly, and then re turn to the con test.
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But af ter a while, the con test peo ple started to won der, “What’s wrong with that man?
He said he would go to the next room for a while. We waited and waited, but he has n’t re -
turned. What hap pened to him?”

They slid the door open.

They saw no man.

They saw a big pile of noo dles wrapped in the man’s clothes, as if it was wear ing them.

You see, that grass was very spe cific. It only melts hu man bod ies.

Oshimai!

Melt ing Grass 19



THE MICE MAKE
A PIL GRIM AGE

Part 1: Sto ries of An i mals
The Mice Make a Pil grim age

Part 7 shows how to il lus trate this story with draw ings or mouse pup pets made from
hand ker chiefs.

Once upon a time in a vil lage, four or five mice gath ered and were talk ing to -
gether. “It seems that the hu mans go on a pil grim age to the Great Shrines of

Ise. Why don’t we go too?”

“That’s a good idea. I heard that it’s of ten done in big groups. If we’re go ing, we can
ask our friends if they’d also like to come.”

So each mouse went home and called, “Hey, you mice in the raf ters, we’re go ing on a
pil grim age to the Great Shrines of Ise! Would you like to come with us?”

Many mice came down from the raf ters, say ing, “Yes, we’ll come with you!”

“Hey, you guys in the sink, we’re go ing on a pil grim age to the Great Shrines of Ise!
Would you like to come with us?”

Mice poured out of the sink, say ing, “Yes, we’ll come with you!”

“Hey, you mice in the store room, we’re go ing on a pil grim age to the Great Shrines of
Ise! Would you like to come with us?”

Many mice came out of the store room, say ing, “Yes, we’re com ing too!”

“Hey, you guys in the sewer, we’re go ing on a pil grim age to the Great Shrines of Ise!
Do you want to come too?”

And out of the sewer came many more mice, say ing that they also wanted to come
along.

 So they all set out to gether. As they passed by a veg e ta ble field a mouse called out to
them, “Hey, where are you all go ing?”

“We’re go ing on a pil grim age to the Great Shrines of Ise. You want to join us?”

“Yes, we would love to!” So the veg e ta ble field mice joined them, and off they went.

They passed by a rice field. A mouse asked, “Where are you guys go ing?”
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“We’re go ing on a pil grim age to the Great Shrines of Ise. Do you want to come
along?”

“Yeah, why not?” And the mice from the rice field also came.

As they were cross ing a plain, a mouse called out, “Where are you headed?”

“We’re go ing on a pil grim age to the Great Shrines of Ise. Would you like to come
along?”

 “Yes!” So the mice from the plains also joined the group.

They con tin ued their trip and came to a great river. “Oh no, how can we cross such a
wide river? Look over there, some men are get ting ready to cross in a boat. We could do the
same thing. Just a min ute, I’ll go ask the ferryman.”

And the boss mouse went over to the ferryman and asked if he could take them to the
other side.

“I don’t mind tak ing you,” said the ferryman. “But you have to give me some money in 
ex change. Do you have any money?”

Well, they did n’t. They had no choice but to swim across.

But if each mouse swam sep a rately, they would be car ried away by the cur rent and
drowned. The boss mouse thought that maybe if they all held onto each other it would be
safer. He said to the oth ers, “First I’ll dive in and swim up to the sur face. When I squeak, the
next one can come in and hold onto my tail.”

So the boss dove in the wa ter, swam up, and squeaked twice.

Then the next one dove in and bit onto his tail, squeak squeak!

Then the next dove in and bit the tail. Squeak squeak!

Then the next dove in and bit the tail. Squeak squeak!

Then the next dove in and bit the tail. Squeak squeak!

Then the next dove in and bit the tail. Squeak squeak!

Then the next dove in and bit the tail. Squeak squeak!

Then the next dove in and bit the tail. Squeak squeak! There are still many more to
come.

The next dove in and bit the tail. Squeak squeak!

Then the next dove in and bit the tail. Squeak squeak!

. . .

And if you go to that river, you can still see the mice at the end of the line, wait ing to
dive in.

Oshimai!
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PART 2

STO RIES OF VIL LAGE
PEO PLE

Lis ten ing to grand mother’s sto ries around the fam ily hearth





TA BLE MAN NERS

Part 2: Sto ries of Vil lage Peo ple
Ta ble Man ners

The farm ers’ names are based on num bers: ichi =1, ni = 2, san = 3, shi = 4, etc. Many
chil dren know Jap a nese num bers from mar tial arts classes and will ap pre ci ate the names.
The end ing “-san” is like “Mr.” in Eng lish; “-sama” is used for higher rank.

One year in a cer tain vil lage, the farm ers har vested plenty of rice. They were all
very happy as they car ried their crops to their mag is trate.

The mag is trate was happy, too. “Thank you. This year, I quickly col lected enough rice
for the land tax. It was easy and saved me a lot of trou ble. As a small to ken of my grat i tude, I
want to in vite you all for a small meal. I would like all of you to come to my house the day
af ter to mor row.”

The farm ers went home hap pily that day. But the next day, First Farmer Ichibei-san
said to Sec ond Farmer Nihei-san, “Nihei-san, Nihei-san, I can’t go to the mag is trate’s party
to mor row.”

“Why not?” asked Nihei-san.

“I did n’t re al ize it un til my wife told me. I don’t know the proper man ners for eat ing at
such a big party! I would make a fool of my self. So, I can’t go to the mag is trate’s house. Do
you know any man ners?”

“Of course not! I have never been to a for mal din ner party.”

They asked Third Farmer Sanbei-san.

“I don’t know any for mal man ners, ei ther,” said Sanbei-san.

“Oh, what shall we do? We don’t want to make fools of our selves. But if no one goes to 
the party, we’ll get in trou ble with the mag is trate. Ah, yes! Shoya-sama, our vil lage head -
man, knows ev ery thing. Let’s go to Shoya-sama and ask him to teach us ta ble man ners.”

So they all went to Shoya-sama and asked. He said, “Sure, I know what to do!” and he
started tell ing them.

“The maids will serve each of you an in di vid ual tray with chop sticks, a bowl of soup, a
bowl of rice, and side dishes of veg e ta bles, fish, and pick les. But you can’t just grab the
chop sticks and start eat ing. First you must pick up your chop sticks prop erly.” He showed
them. “Lift them up with your right hand. Lay them in your left hand. Then grasp them with
your right hand like this. This is how you pick up the chop sticks. You un der stand?”
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“No, we don’t un der stand.”

“A lit tle slow, are you? Very well, I’ll show you again. Pick them up with this hand,
sup port them with that hand, and re-hold them with this hand like this. You un der stand?”

“Umm . . . we think so.” But they looked con fused.

The les son went on. “Pick up the soup bowl and take one sip. Put it down. Pick up the
rice bowl and eat one mouth ful. Put it down. Then, pick up the soup bowl, take an other sip,
and this time you can eat some of the chunks in it too. Put it down. Then, pick up the rice
bowl and eat two mouth fuls. Fi nally you can start on the side dishes as you like! You un der -
stand?”

The farm ers looked at each other in be fud dle ment. “No, we don’t un der stand.”

Shoya-sama ex plained many, many times. But they just could n’t re mem ber it.

Shoya-sama gave up. “All right, here’s what we’ll do. I will be sit ting at the head of the 
line, near est to the head ta ble. Ichibei-san, next to me, will watch and do what I do. Next
Nihei-san will do what Ichibei-san did. Then Sanbei-san, and so on down the row. Just do
ex actly what the man next to you did, and you won’t make a mis take. Let’s do it that way.”

Re luc tantly, they agreed.

The next day, they got ready for the feast. They bathed, scrubbed, and soaked in the hot 
tubs. They dressed in their nic est, clean est clothes, in clud ing brand new loin cloths, which
they tied around the waist, pulled be tween the legs, pulled through the waist band, and
tucked in. Clean un der shirt. Clean ki mono. Clean socks. They looked good!

Tra di tional loin cloth un der wear
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At the mag is trate’s house, they knelt at a long row of lit tle ta bles. Shoya-sama sat at the 
first ta ble on the right. Next to him sat Ichibei-san. Next to him sat Nihei-san. Sanbei-san,
Shihei-san, Gohei-san, Rokubei-san, Shichibei-san, Hachibei-san, Kyubei-san, Jubei-san,
and so on un til Hyaku (one hun dred)-bei-san sat at the end of the line.

Maids brought the trays of beau ti fully ar ranged food. It was time to eat.

Shoya-sama picked up the chop sticks with his right hand.

Ichibei-san watched Shoya-sama. “That’s right. That’s right. First thing was to pick up 
the chop sticks with your right hand.”

Nihei-san watched Ichibei-san do that. “Now I re mem ber.” He picked up chop sticks
with his right hand, too.

Sanbei-san did that. Shihei-san did it, and so on down the row.

Next, Shoya-sama laid the chop sticks in his left hand.

Ichibei-san thought, “That’s right. Now you are sup posed to set them in your left
hand.” Ichibei-san set them. Nihei-san set them. Sanbei-san set them.

Now Shoya-sama grasped them with his right hand.

“That’s right. Now, you are sup posed to hold them this way.” Ichibei-san, Nihei-san,
they all took them up with their right hand.

Shoya-sama lifted his soup bowl and sipped it once. Ichibei-san watched Shoya-sama.
“That’s right. First, you just sip soup.” He picked up his soup bowl and sipped it once.
Nihei-san watched and sipped his soup. Sanbei-san sipped his soup. So did the oth ers.

Then, Shoya-sama picked up his rice bowl and ate a mouth ful of rice. Ichibei-san
thought, “Now I re mem ber.” He picked up his rice bowl and ate a mouth ful of rice.
Nihei-san, Sanbei-san, and the oth ers ate a mouth ful of rice, too.

Next, Shoya-sama picked up his soup bowl and sipped the soup again. This time he ate
a piece of veg e ta ble, too. “That’s right. This time, you are sup posed to eat some thing from
the soup.” Ichibei-san picked up his soup bowl. He sipped the soup and ate a veg e ta ble.
Nibei-san did like wise, on down the row.

Shoya-sama picked up his rice bowl and ate two bites of rice. Ichibei-san thought,
“That’s right, now it’s rice again,” and he ate two bites of rice. Things were go ing pretty
well for all the farm ers, Nihei-san, Sanbei-san, and so on.

 Now Shoya-sama picked up one of the side dishes. It was his fa vor ite, sweet po tato in
a sweet, slip pery sauce. He picked up a bite-sized piece with his chop sticks. But be fore he
could put it into his mouth, it slipped, fell to the floor—poTON!—and rolled away koro koro 
koro.

Ichibei watched.

“I see. That must be the proper man ners. You are sup posed to drop a piece of sweet po -
tato like that.” He dropped one—poTON!—and it went roll ing koro koro koro.

Nihei san watched. “That’s how you do it.” PoTON! koro koro koro.
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Sanbei-san im i tated him, PoTON! koro koro koro. Shihei-san did too, PoTON! koro
koro koro.

Shoya-sama thought, “No, no! That’s not what you’re sup posed to do!” but he could n’t
speak aloud. In stead he waved his hands fran ti cally, try ing to sig nal them to stop.

So Ichibei-san thought, “I see. You are sup posed to wave your hands af ter drop ping a
piece of sweet po tato.” He waved his hands.

Watch ing it, Nihei-san, Sanbei-san, Shihei-san, and so on, they all waved their hands.

Shoya-sama was mor ti fied. “This is ter ri ble.” He bur ied his head in his arms. “I’ll run
away to the stor age house and hide,” he thought.

But he stood up in such a hurry that he stepped on the tail of his loin cloth un der wear. It
came un tied and fell off as he ran to the stor age house, cov er ing his head in his arms.

Ichibei-san watched this. “I see. Af ter you wave your hands, you’re sup posed to drag
your un der wear, cover your face, and run to the stor age house.”

He fol lowed Shoya-sama. Nihei-san, Sanbei-san, and so on, they all dragged their un -
der wear, hid their faces and ran to the stor age house.

That was the end of the feast.

 

Oshimai!
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PLANT OF
FORGETFULNESS

Part 2: Sto ries of Vil lage Peo ple
Plant of For get ful ness Once upon a time, there was a very greedy inn keeper. He was not a re li gious

man, but one day he did a very un usual thing: He went to lis ten to a priest’s ser -
mon. The ser mon was about Chu-ri-pan-taka.

Chu-ri-pan-taka was one of the dis ci ples of Bud dha. His job was to sweep
the paths in the Bud dha’s gar den. He was a very sim ple soul who never learned to 
read or write. He for got ev ery thing he was taught, even the things Bud dha had
taught him.

The older brother of Chu-ri-pan-taka was very smart. He never for got any -
thing he learned from Bud dha. This brother said to Chu-ri-pan-taka, “You for get
ev ery thing. You won’t be able to go to heaven. You can’t even write your own
name. At least you should learn to read your own name!”

He took Chu-ri-pan-taka’s clothes off and started to write his name on his
body with brush and ink. “Your arms, Chu-ri-pan-taka, Chu-ri-pan-taka. Your
shoul ders, Chu-ri- pan-taka, Chu-ri-pan-taka. Your chest, your back,
Chu-ri-pan-taka, Chu-ri-pan-taka, Chu-ri-pan-taka, Chu-ri-pan-taka.” The
smart brother wrote the name all over Chu-ri- pan-taka’s body.

Peo ple laughed at him. They said, “Hey, Chu-ri-pan-taka! You look like you 
are car ry ing your name. Your name is all over you.”

It did n’t help. Chu-ri-pan-taka could n’t re mem ber how to read his own
name, let alone the pre cious scrip tures Bud dha taught them. “I have no hope of
heaven,” he sighed.

But Bud dha said to him, “No, it’s not hope less. Smart peo ple aren’t the only
ones who go to heaven. You work hard ev ery day with this broom. Try to re mem -
ber this broom, just this one thing. You see? A broom has a han dle, a brush. You
use it like this, sweep ing. This is a broom. Even if it is in the closet, even if it’s up -
side down, this is a broom. You see? Broom.”

Plant of For get ful ness 29



“I see. You sweep with it. It’s a broom. You put it up side down. It’s still a
broom. I see. I see. Broom. Broom.”

Chu-ri-pan-taka re peated the word broom. Broom, broom, broom, broom.
He re mem bered just that one word, broom—and he died.

Peo ple bur ied Chu-ri-pan-taka with his broom. Then, af ter a while, a
strange plant started to grow from the grave. First it just had big leaves, cov ered
with strange marks like the writ ing on Chu-ri-pan-taka’s body. Then, from the
part close to the ground, a strange-look ing bud came out. When it grew tall, its
strange flower looked like Chu-ri-pan-taka’s broom.

Peo ple said to each other, “What a sur prise! This plant co mes from
Chu-ri-pan-taka! If we eat this plant, we might be come as for get ful as
Chu-ri-pan-taka.”

“Oh, well. Even sim ple Chu-ri-pan-taka went to heaven. If we eat this, we
may go to heaven too.”

So peo ple started to eat the crisp buds of this plant. They were very tasty, like 
gin ger with a touch of gar lic. They called it myoga, which means, “plant from a
man car ry ing his name.”

So, lis ten, peo ple! You don’t have to be per fect in ev ery thing. You only need
to mas ter one thing to go to heaven.

That was the priest’s ser mon. He meant that if you work hard and if you re mem ber one
thing, even if it is the only thing you re mem ber, you can go up to heaven.

But that greedy inn keeper learned some thing dif fer ent. “Aha! Eat ing myoga makes
you for get ful! I learned some thing good.”

It was the only thing he learned from the ser mon that day.

The next day, a trav eler ar rived to stay at the inn. When this trav eler sat down to un tie
his straw san dals, the wife of the inn keeper hap pened to see a big fat wal let in his jacket. She 
was even greed ier than her hus band. She told him, “Lis ten, lis ten! That trav eler has a big fat
wallet.”

The inn keeper re plied, “Oh, is that so? Yes ter day, I learned some thing from the
priest’s ser mon . . . . Now, let’s serve myoga to this trav eler. He might for get and leave his
wal let here.”

The wife was happy to hear that. She went to her veg e ta ble gar den be hind the inn and
picked many myoga. She started to cook them in her kitchen, Koto koto koto koto. Kon, kon, 
kon, kon [sounds of stir ring and cook ing].

She ar ranged ev ery thing on a tray. Miso soup with myoga. Myoga rice. Fried myoga.
Myoga salad. Stewed myoga. Raw myoga. She brought the tray to the trav eler’s room.
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The man saw the food and said, “Oh, my good ness! Is to day’s spe cial myoga? I love
myoga. Thank you! What tasty miso soup this is! And now, this myoga rice . . . . What a
lovely fla vor! How is this fried myoga? Oh, this is so good! Yum!! Oh, yes, myoga salad!
Not bad at all!! This stewed myoga is good and raw myoga is very crisp. Yum, yum, de li -
cious!! Oh, can I have an other bowl of myoga rice?”

“Of course! Have as much as you like,” the wife said, and brought him an other serv ing.

The trav eler ate ev ery thing.

“We’ve got it!” the wife thought.

That night, the trav eler had a nice rest. When he got up next morn ing, he found an other
big tray for break fast. Miso soup with myoga. Myoga rice. Sesami seed mixed with myoga.
Myoga pick les. “Oh, yes? An other myoga spe cial? I love myoga!” He fin ished ev ery thing
on his tray. “I’m so full. Thank you. Thank you for ev ery thing!” he said.

Then he put on his san dals and left the inn.

As soon as he left, the greedy inn keeper and his wife rushed to the room where that
trav eler had stayed. “We gave him so much myoga. He must have for got ten some thing,”
they said, and looked around. But they did n’t find any thing.

“No, it can’t be true. Aha, peo ple tend to put their wal let un der the futon some times.
Look un der the futon,” they said and checked there. They even checked un der the ta tami
mats, but they did n’t find any thing.

“It can’t be true. He ate so much myoga. He must have for got ten about some thing and
left it be hind. Let’s search more.”

They looked and looked. Looked here, looked there, looked ev ery where. But they
found noth ing.

Then sud denly, the inn keeper shouted, “Yes, he has for got ten some thing!”

“It worked?” his wife asked.

“Oh, yes. Oh, yes,” he said.

“What? What did you find?” his wife asked again.

“In deed he has for got ten. Myoga works so well.”

“What is it?”

“He has for got ten to pay us,” said the inn keeper.

Oshimai!
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PEACH PED DLER

Part 2: Sto ries of Vil lage Peo ple
Peach Ped dler Once upon a time, there was a young farmer who was a very hard worker.

One day, when he was work ing very hard in his field as usual, a woman came walk ing
by and the thong of her straw san dal broke. The man had a rag, which he had tucked into his
belt to wipe his sweaty face and hands. It was as dirty as if it had been boiled for three years
in muddy wa ter! But he tore it up and fixed her san dal with it.

As he handed it back to the woman, he looked up and saw her face. What a beauty she
was! He stared at her face and could n’t take his eyes away.

The woman stared at him, too. Fi nally, she said, “I want to be your wife.”

How happy the man was! Right away he col lected his sickle and hoe, and took her
home.

Af ter the wed ding, they lived hap pily. But there was one prob lem. This young man,
who used to work so hard, did n’t go to work any more. From morn ing to night he just stared
at his wife and said, “Oh, how beau ti ful you are! What a beauty you are!”

His wife told him, “Please go to the field. Weeds are grow ing.”

So he went, car ry ing his hoe. He struck the ground once, then hur ried back home. He
stared at his wife and said, “Oh, how beau ti ful you are! What a beauty you are!” Then, he
hur ried back to his field.

Again, he struck the ground once, then ran back home. He stared at his wife and said,
“Oh, how beau ti ful! What a beauty!”

He went back to his field. Again, he struck the ground once, then hur ried back home,
stared at his wife, hur ried back to his field, struck the ground once, hur ried back home . . . .
Well, he never got his job done. Soon his field was cov ered with weeds.

His wife started to worry, and she got an idea. She hired an art ist to paint her por trait
from head to toe. She handed the por trait to her hus band and said, “Hang this some where
near the field. Then you can keep work ing.”

He hap pily hung it on a tree branch.

He struck the ground and ad mired his wife’s por trait. “Oh, what a beauty!”

He struck the ground again and said, “She is so lovely!”

32 Part 2: Sto ries of Vil lage Peo ple



He struck the ground once more and said, “She is so beau ti ful!”

He worked, ad mir ing her por trait ev ery time he struck the ground. But he did n’t have
to go back home, so the job got done all right—un til one day, a strong wind car ried off the
por trait. It flew over a moun tain, across the for est, and he could n’t find it.

He gave up and went home.

Well, where did the por trait go? The wind dropped it into the cas tle gar den of
Tono-sama, the feu dal lord of that re gion.

Tono-sama was look ing at his gar den from a bal cony. He saw the pa per fall.

“Some thing fell down over there. Go get it,” he or dered his men.

One of his men brought it to the feu dal lord. When Tono-sama laid his eyes on it, he
could n’t take them off. “Oh, what a beau ti ful woman! What a beauty! This beau ti ful woman 
should n’t be any where but in this cas tle. Find her and bring her here.”

Doz ens of men went to look for her. They searched and searched. Fi nally, they came to 
the farmer’s house and tried to take her by force. But be fore they dragged her away, she
pressed three peach stones into her hus band’s hand. “When they grow and bear fruits, come
to sell them at Tono-sama’s cas tle.”

Say ing so, she was taken.

In the cas tle, Tono-sama tried very hard to make her happy. “Smile. Smile at me.”

But she never smiled af ter she was taken to the cas tle. She puffed out her cheeks, drew
her lips tight, and made an ugly face.

Tono-sama asked her kindly, “Now, now, show me your lovely face as in the por trait.”

But she did n’t smile.

“Smile.”

Still she did n’t smile.

Tono-sama said, “Smile! I will give you de li cious food. Smile! I will buy you a red ki -
mono.” He tried this and that, but she did n’t smile.

Time went by.

Well, the farmer planted those peach stones and took very good care of them. Af ter
three years, the trees bore fruit. There is a tra di tional say ing: Peaches, chest nuts, in three
years; per sim mons, in eight years; stu pid pears, in thir teen. It means that peach and chest nut 
trees bear fruit in only three years, a rel a tively short time.

The man put ripe peaches in the bas kets of his shoul der yoke. Car ry ing it, he went to
the cas tle. But he could n’t get in side, be cause the guards would n’t let him in. So he walked
around the cas tle, call ing, “Momo, momo, momo iran ka na? Peaches, peaches, don’t you
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want some peaches?” in a sing song chant. “Peaches, peaches, don’t you want some
peaches?”

He called out loudly and walked around the cas tle. Around and around he went.

His wife in the cas tle heard him. Un til then, she had looked sul len. But when she heard
his voice, she smiled.

“Peaches, peaches, don’t you want some peaches?”

Again she smiled. Ev ery time she heard him call ing, she smiled. She smiled and
smiled, and she started to chuckle.

Tono-sama was very happy to see her laugh. He was de lighted. “Yes, yes! She smiled! She 
smiled at the peach ped dler’s call ing. Bring that peach ped dler into the gar den,” he or dered.

The guard opened the gate and brought the young farmer in. In Tono-sama’s gar den,
he walked around and around, call ing, “Peaches, peaches, don’t you want some peaches?”

The woman did n’t just smile. She laughed “Kekera kerakera,” and laughed
“Hohohohoho, fufufufufu!” and that made Tono-sama so happy.

“I see, I see, the peach ped dler amuses you so much. If that is so, I will do it my self!”
He snatched the shoul der yoke from the farmer and hol lered in a flat voice, “Peaches,
peaches don’t you want some peaches.”

But her face turned sul len again.

“Ummm, this was n’t good enough. Hey, give me your ki mono.”

Tono-sama put on the farmer’s dirty ki mono, and gave him his fine ki mono.

Wear ing the dirty ki mono, Tono-sama car ried the shoul der yoke and hol lered,
“PEACHES PEACHES DON’T YOU WANT SOME PEACHES!”

But she did n’t smile at all. Tono-sama tried harder, “PEACHES PEACHES DON’T
YOU WANT SOME PEACHES!” But she did n’t smile. “Why don’t you smile?” asked
Tono-sama.

She an swered, “It’s not so easy to be a good peach ped dler, is it? Maybe if you go
around the vil lage and prac tice, you might be able to be come a fine peach ped dler. Why
don’t you go out and prac tice?” She sent him out of the gate.

Then she told the guards at the gate, “That peach ped dler might try to come back. But
never let him in.” She shut the gate tight.

Af ter that, the woman and the farmer in Tono-sama’s ki mono lived hap pily ever af ter
in the cas tle.

What hap pened to Tono-sama?

We never knew.

Oshimai!
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MASK OF ONI

Part 2: Sto ries of Vil lage Peo ple
Mask of Oni Once upon a time, a mother and a daugh ter lived alone. They were very poor.

The mother scratched out a liv ing by sew ing and do ing laun dry for the neigh -
bors. Also she raised veg e ta bles in her tiny gar den. With all these, she man aged to feed her -
self and her daugh ter some how. But this hard work made her ill and she be came un able to
work. So her young daugh ter had to be sent out to work in a town on the other side of the
moun tain.

The mother packed her daugh ter’s things in a wo ven wicker box. Then, from a pil lar,
she took down a mask of Otafuku, the happy woman. She put it in the box and told her
daugh ter, “Think of this mask of Otafuku as your mother. Just like this mask, I will al ways
be watch ing over you with a smil ing face.”

The daugh ter went to the town on the other side of the moun tain, car ry ing the box with
the mask in it. She be came a babysitter for a very rich fam ily. Early ev ery morn ing, they tied 
the baby on her back. Car ry ing the baby all day, she swept the gar den and washed di a pers.
She was a very hard worker, even when no body was watch ing her. So the mis tress in the
house liked her very much.

When eve ning came and all the work was done, they un tied the baby from her back.
Then she went to open her box and talk to the smil ing mask.

“Mother, were you watch ing me all day? Oh, you are smil ing. You must be do ing
fine.” Then she said “Good night” to her mother, closed the box, and went to sleep.

The other ser vants watched her talk ing into her box ev ery night and thought it strange.
“What is in there?” they won dered.

One day while the girl was work ing, they took out her box and opened it. There, they
found the mask of Otafuku.

“Oh, this is what she is talk ing to ev ery night. What a strange girl! Well, why don’t we
tease her a lit tle bit?”

Some body had a mask of the ogre, Red Oni. They put it in her box and hid the mask of
Otafuku some where.
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That eve ning, as al ways, the girl fin ished her work, put down the baby from her back,
and went to open her box.

“Mother . . . ” . She was sur prised. Her mother’s face was Red Oni. “Some thing ter ri ble 
must have hap pened to my mother!”

She hur ried to the mis tress and asked for a leave of ab sence to visit her mother.

The mis tress said, “Of course you may go, but it is a long way over the moun tain. You
had better leave early to mor row morn ing.”

But she would n’t wait. She just started run ning home, with the mask of Red Oni tucked 
in her jacket.

That night, a lot of gam blers gath ered in the moun tains. They made a fire and were
gam bling by the fire toss ing their dice, Jara-jara-bon, jara-jara-bon.

Hop ing that they would n’t no tice her, the girl tried to sneak past. But they found her
and caught her by the neck.

“Hey! Why is a young girl like you walk ing alone in the moun tains at this time of
night? Where are you go ing? Are you a real hu man or an ogre in dis guise? Are you re ally an
Oni?”

She an swered in a very faint voice, “My mother is sick. I was on my way home. Please
let me go. Please.”

But they said, “No, you can’t go. You are a strange girl. Be sides, our fire is go ing
down. Stay here and take care of the fire,” they com manded and put her right by the fire.

She had no choice. She fed the fire with the wood that the gam blers had col lected. But
the sticks were n’t dry, so they did n’t burn well. With her face close to the fire, she blew and
blew. But only smoke and sparks came out.

As she blew, she re mem bered, “Oh, yes! I have a mask.”
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She put on the mask to pro tect her face and blew harder. Af ter a while, the wood fi nally 
caught fire and the flames started to rise. The fire be came big ger and big ger. The red flames
shone on the mask, mak ing it look very red.

As the flames flared, the mask looked as if it were mov ing. Red Oni looked as if it was
alive.

When the gam blers looked at the girl af ter a game, they saw a scary Red Oni star ing at
them. The gam blers were so fright ened. Throw ing down all their coins, they fled as fast as
they could.

The girl was blow ing hard at the fire when she heard noises. When she took off the
mask, all the gam blers were gone.

She saw coins ev ery where. She picked up all the coins and waited for the gam blers un -
til dawn. But they never came back. So she put the coins in her jacket front and her ki mono
sleeves and went home to her mother.

Her mother was per fectly fine. Her health had com pletely re cov ered.

And since the girl had brought a lot of money, she never re turned to the town. To -
gether, she and her mother lived hap pily ever af ter.

Oshimai!
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DOC TOR WHO DROPPED
HIS EYE

Part 2: Sto ries of Vil lage Peo ple
Doc tor Who Dropped His Eye Once upon a time, there was a vil lage doc tor. He was ru mored to be a very bad

doc tor.

“Go to that doc tor, and you will go straight to heaven,” said vil lag ers.

So no body dared go to him. He had no pa tients and noth ing to do. Day af ter day, he
would just walk around the vil lage.

One day, when he was walk ing around, a big dog came bark ing to ward him. He hated
dogs.

“Wan wan wan! (Bow wow wow!)”

He hur riedly climbed up a tree nearby. He climbed fast be cause he was so scared, but
when the dog was gone and he looked down, he started trem bling. He had climbed up too
high. He could n’t get down.

“What shall I do? What shall I do?”

He was so scared that his hands and legs would n’t stop trem bling. Fi nally he fell down
from the tree. He was un con scious for a while. Then he woke up and no ticed that one of his
eyes was gone.

“Oh, no! I fell down and dropped one of my eyes some where. If the vil lag ers know I
dropped my eye, my rep u ta tion as a doc tor will fall even more. I have to find it.”

With one eye, he searched and searched. Fi nally he found his lost eye in the grass. He
looked around to make sure no body was watch ing. Then, he threw the eye into his eye
socket. But he was in such a hurry that he threw the eye in the wrong way. His eye was look -
ing in at his body. He could see his in sides very well.

“Oh, that’s my stom ach. And there is some thing next to the stom ach, too. Oh, I can see
blood cir cu lat ing all the way.”

He looked and looked.

“I see: Hic cups are the trem bles of that part. If you eat too much, the stom ach ex pands
that much.” He could see ev ery thing.
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Now when vil lag ers came and com plained about their stom ach ache and head ache, he
knew very well about the in side of the body. With one eye, he looked into his own body, and 
with the other, he looked at his pa tient. Look ing both ways, he could treat the pa tient well.

He got a high rep u ta tion and be came very rich.

Oshimai!
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BOY WITH A RUNNY
NOSE

Part 2: Sto ries of Vil lage Peo ple
Boy with a Runny Nose Once upon a time, there was an old man who went into the moun tains to cut green

pine branches for New Year’s dec o ra tions. He brought them into town to sell.

One day, he could n’t sell many. At the end of the day, head ing home with an arm ful of
left over green ery, he crossed a bridge.

“There is no use tak ing these back home,” he thought. “Maybe the god of wa ter cel e -
brates New Year’s Day as we do.” The old man threw his branches into the river be low.

He started on his way home again when sud denly, he heard some body call him from
be hind, “Hello. Hello.” He looked back and saw a beau ti ful young woman.

She said, “Thank you very much for giv ing us those lovely green pine branches. My
hus band is so grate ful that he wants to give you a re ward. He sent me to bring you.”

The old man just stood there, very sur prised.

“Will you close your eyes for a min ute? Hold my hand. Don’t open your eyes un til I
say it’s safe,” she said and held his hand tightly. He closed his eyes.

He heard some thing rush by his ears. It sounded like a gust of wind or run ning wa ter.

“Very well. You can open your eyes,” the woman said.

He opened his eyes and saw a big, mag nif i cent man sion in front of him.

“Please come in, please!” the woman said and led him into the house.

He fol lowed her into a big re cep tion room. The mas ter of the house was there. He said,
“Thank you for your gift of pine branches. This year, we can cel e brate New Year’s Day
with proper green dec o ra tions. It’s very hard to get them here. It’s been a long while since
we last had any. Thank you very much.” He bowed deeply and said, “As a re ward, please
en joy this feast.”

They served the old man an elab o rate for mal din ner of three trays, each bear ing dishes
of beau ti ful, de li cious food. He ate and drank his fill. “Thank you so much. I en joyed it very
much,” he said and pre pared to leave.
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The mas ter of the house said, “Per haps it sounds like an un usual gift, but I know you
don’t have any chil dren. I would like to give you one of my chil dren.”

“Oh, how strange! How does he know that I have no son to take over af ter me?” the old
man puz zled. But he also thought it would be won der ful if he could have a child.

But when the mas ter of the house brought forth a boy, the old man was shocked. The
boy was so dirty. His arms and legs were filthy. His nose was run ning. His drool was run -
ning down his chin. He was smil ing aim lessly with a loose mouth.

“Oh, is this the child?” the old man thought, dis ap pointed.

But the mas ter of the house in sisted, “Please! Please take this boy. Make him your son.
He is dirty, and his nose is al ways runny. But you must never bathe him nor wash his face.
He is al ways pick ing his bel ly but ton. Each time he does that, he pro duces a koban (a large
oval gold coin, worth quite a lot). But you must make sure he does n’t make more than one
koban a day. And re mem ber, keep him dirty. Don’t wash his face and bel ly but ton.”

So the old man took the hand of the dirty child with one of his hands, and the woman
took his other hand. He closed his eyes. Be fore he knew it, he was in front of his house.

He opened the door and called his wife, “ I’m back!” He ex plained what had hap pened. 
“So, I brought this child,” he said.

As soon as the old woman saw the child, she ex claimed, “How dirty he is! He needs to
take a bath right away.”

“No, no. He must not. They said that we can’t wash his face or his bel ly but ton.”

“But look how dirty he is. Look at his ki mono sleeves. They are shiny, be cause he
wipes his runny nose with them,” she said in dis gust.

She could n’t help but wash the boy’s arms and legs. Then, she took out an old ki mono
and made it into a new ki mono for the boy. But that did n’t help very much. The new ki mono 
soon be came dirty be cause the boy al ways had a runny nose and was con stantly wip ing it
with his sleeves. Soon, she gave up trying.

But it was true that ev ery day when he picked his bel ly but ton, a koban fell down from
it. Soon they had a pile of koban.

They be came richer and richer. They built a new house. They bought new ki mo nos.
Their meals be came more lux u ri ous. Then, many peo ple started to visit them. These new
friends ate, drank, and danced hap pily to gether. It was fun.

But there was one prob lem: that dirty boy. They tried to keep him away from their
guests, ask ing him to stay in a room at the back of the house, but the boy of ten wan dered out
of his room. He walked up to their guests, smil ing aim lessly.

A guest might think, “Maybe I should say some thing nice to this child.” Then the boy
would wipe his nose with the guest’s fine ki mono.

Boy with a Runny Nose 41



This boy was so dirty that just see ing him made the guests lose their ap pe tites. Lit tle by 
lit tle, the peo ple started to stay away from the old cou ple. Soon, there was no body who
would visit them.

“No body co mes to our house any more. It is all the boy’s fault. If he were gone, they
would come and we could have so much fun again.”

“But if he is gone, we won’t have money, and we won’t live like this. If he could make
more than one koban a day, it would be so much better.”

The old man told the boy, “Try to make more than one koban a day. Try two or three
kobans.” But the boy just smiled at him as al ways. He only made one koban.

“All right. I’ll try it.” The old man picked the boy’s bel ly but ton him self. But no more
koban came out.

In stead, the boy col lapsed and died.

“Oh, he is dead!!” they ex claimed. And they looked around them selves.

Their big house was gone. They were sit ting in the mid dle of their old small, dirty hut.

Oshimai!
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THE GOD OF POV ERTY

Part 2: Sto ries of Vil lage Peo ple
The God of Pov erty Once upon a time, there was a very hon est man. He was a hard worker. Ev ery

morn ing, while morn ing stars were still in the sky, he went out to his veg e ta ble
gar den. Ev ery eve ning, even af ter the moun tain crows had gone back to their nests, he did -
n’t stop work ing. On rainy days, he worked in the house. On windy days, he worked around
the house. He worked hard ev ery day with out tak ing a day off, not even a half-day. Still, his
life did n’t get eas ier at all. He re mained poor.

Though he was poor, a match maker found him a wife from a vil lage at the foot of the
moun tain. Af ter that, he and his wife went up to their veg e ta ble gar den on the moun tain side
to gether. They cut weeds, turned over the soil, and car ried up ma nure over and over, un til
their backs started to ache. They took such good care of their garden.

But when they planted seeds, crows dug them up. They had to plant seeds again. When
the seeds sprouted, rab bits nib bled them. When the leaves grew, cat er pil lars swarmed on
them. When sweet po ta toes and daikon rad ishes grew big roots un der ground, wild hogs dug 
them up and scat tered them around. When they brought their scant crops home, house mice
ate them. Their life was mis er a ble.

One De cem ber, this man and his wife were clean ing their house in prep a ra tion for the
New Year.

“Our crops were n’t much this year. But we were healthy. We should n’t ask for more,”
they said as they cleaned their fam ily al tar.

Then they found some thing strange mov ing in the dark at the far back of the al tar,
mosora, mosora [scut tling sound]. What could it be? They pulled it out and dropped it on
the floor.

It looked like a dirty, shriv eled mouse. It made a face and rubbed its back.

“What are you?” the man asked.

The dried mouse re plied, “Me? I’m the god of pov erty.”

“The god of pov erty! How can you be a god? What on earth was a god do ing back
there?” they asked.

“I was pre par ing to move,” re plied the god.
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“Move? Are you go ing to move to an other house? Why are you mov ing?” They fired
ques tion af ter ques tion.

“Well, it is a long story,” the god said. And he be gan, “I did n’t come here to day nor
yes ter day. I came here when your fa ther was still alive. Oh, I loved that time! Your fa ther
was lazy. He com plained a lot, had back aches, and drank a lot. He did n’t get up till the sun
was high in the sky. Then he com plained about aches here and there. In the eve ning, be fore
the sun had set, he drank and gam bled with his friends. If some one in the house com plained, 
he started kick ing and hit ting. So no ser vant or field worker wanted to work here. One by
one, they left. Soon ev ery one was gone. The house was cov ered with spi der webs. The farm
fields were cov ered with weeds. First the sun ni est field, then the other fields were sold off to 
other fam i lies. When your fa ther fi nally died, all you in her ited was that veg e ta ble gar den in
the moun tains and a sunless rice paddy.

“I was n’t wor ried at all. The son of that man would n’t carry the bur den for three days, I
ex pected. You would ei ther leave this house and be come a beg gar, or hang your self.

“But af ter three days, you had n’t hung your self. Af ter four days, you still did n’t hang
your self. Maybe to day, maybe to mor row, I thought; I waited and waited. And then a bride
came. She was such a nui sance. From early morn ing till late at night, she never took a break. 
In be tween the work in the veg e ta ble gar den and rice paddy, she cleaned the house, washed
and mended the clothes. Your pots and pans started to shine. Ev ery slid ing door in the house 
got a fresh pa per cover. The junk-filled stor age room was neatly cleaned up and I could n’t
find a napping place.

“So I went out to the gar den in the moun tain, and what a sur prise! Once it had been
cov ered with weeds. Now it was cul ti vated beau ti fully and seeds were planted. In a flus ter, I 
called the moun tain crows and made them dig out the seeds but I had lit tle time to rest, be -
cause you planted seeds again, and they all sprouted. Right away I had to call rab bits and
make them nib ble the sprouts. When the leaves grew big ger, I had to call cat er pil lars. When
sweet po ta toes and daikon rad ishes grew big ger, I had to call wild hogs. In your house, I had 
to call mice. I was so busy that I did n’t have time to rest at all. And I wasted away to skin and 
bones, as you can see.

“I’m so used to liv ing here, but I can’t risk my sur vival. So I de cided to move and was
pre par ing my self. That was when you caught me. Well, sorry I spoke so long. Fare well.
Good-bye.”

The god stood up and started to leave, head ing weakly to ward the door.

Sud denly, the farmer cried, “Wait a min ute, please!” Then he asked his wife, “Well,
what do you think?”

His wife said, “Yes, I feel sorry for him. We say there are myr iad gods and god desses
in this world. Some do evil, like the god of ill ness and the god of an ger. Even they are given
of fer ings of rice with red beans once or twice a year. But I have never heard of wor ship ping
the god of pov erty. Wher ever he goes, peo ple will hate him. So why don’t we ask him to
stay here? We could think of it like tak ing care of an old sick father.”

The man thought, “That’s right. He has been liv ing here from my fa ther’s day. He is
not a to tal stranger to me.”
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So he said, “God of pov erty, as you heard now, we want you to go back to that al tar
again. If you want to call rab bits and wild hogs, go ahead and do so. We just need to work
harder.” He picked up the lit tle god with both hands and put him back in the al tar.

From that day on, they started to put some of their mea ger food into a bowl and of fer it
to the al tar, be cause it was they who had pre vented the god from leav ing.

“We have bar ley gruel to day. Please have some.”

“It’s steamed mil let to day.”

“We only have sweet po ta toes to day.”

They kept mak ing of fer ings and also they worked hard, start ing so early that the morn -
ing stars still shone in the sky.

One year went by. An other year went by. Things started to change. When they planted
seeds, they all sprouted. Nice leaves grew, and no cat er pil lars ate them. They made nice
crops. When mil let in other farm ers’ fields was still three inches tall, it was one foot tall in
their field. The heads of mil let looked like tanuki tails, swing ing heavily in the wind, shin -
ing golden. It was a beau ti ful sight. Not only mil let, but also sweet po ta toes and daikon rad -
ishes grew very well. When har vest time came, the crops made huge piles.

The man said, “Oh, what shall we do? If we take all of this home, we won’t have room
to sleep.”

He put the ex tra crops in bam boo bas kets and gave them to their neigh bors. “We got
too big a har vest this year. I’m sorry to trou ble you, but it’ll be nice if your chil dren help us
by eat ing them.”

But the next har vest, all the neigh bors paid him back. “Thanks to what you gave us be -
fore, our chil dren had plenty to eat and were able to help us farm ing. Our old fa ther is feel -
ing well again. So this year we, too, har vested many crops. We’d like to give you back
some.” Say ing so, the neigh bors brought him dou ble or tri ple the amount he had given
them.

“Now what shall we do? I guess we have to build a stor age house,” the cou ple thought.

The el dest man in their vil lage came and sug gested, “Your house is such a ruin. It’s not
a good idea to build just a stor age house. You had better build a new house as well.” So all
the peo ple in the vil lage came to help. Some went to the moun tains to cut trees. Some peo ple 
car ried the logs, oth ers set them up right. Old peo ple braided bam boo mats for the stucco
walls or made ropes. Soon a beau ti ful, big house and a white-walled stor age house were
completed.

It was the morn ing of the day the man and his wife were mov ing to their new house. He 
looked up at their old house al tar and said, “Our guard ian god of pov erty, by some turn of
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For tune’s wheel, a new house was built and we are mov ing there to day. We’d like you to
move in there first. Please come down.”

A very plump god of hap pi ness jumped down from the al tar.

“What? You are a god of hap pi ness. I did n’t call you. I have noth ing to do with you.
Our guard ian is the god of pov erty who looks like a dried mouse. God of pov erty! Please
come down here!”

The cheeks of the god of hap pi ness flushed. He said shyly, “It’s nat u ral that you can’t
rec og nize me. I was like a dried mouse. I tried very hard to chal lenge you, but you would n’t
give in. The harder I tried, the harder you worked. Soon I found my self send ing birds and
an i mals away from your gar den, tell ing them, ‘This is not your place. Go back to the moun -
tain.’ Also, ev ery morn ing and eve ning, you treated me to cooked veg e ta bles, mil let, rice,
and so on. Thanks to them, I be came as plump as this.” He con tin ued, “It’s won der ful that
you have a new house. I’d like you to keep taking care of me.”

He ran out of the old house, stopped at the en trance of the new house, turned back, and
smiled at them. Then, he en tered the new house and dis ap peared.

No body has ever seen him since. But even to day, the fam ily in that house is liv ing
hap pily.

Oshimai!

46 Part 2: Sto ries of Vil lage Peo ple



TWO STRONG MEN

Part 2: Sto ries of Vil lage Peo ple
Two Strong Men Once upon a time, in a tem ple, there was a man named Niou. He was a court yard

sweeper and a very strong man. No body could match him at the sumo wres -
tling tour na ment in his vil lage. He was so strong that he could n’t hold a thing with out crack -
ing or break ing it. Well, that’s how strong a man he was. He learned that he was the
stron gest man in Ja pan.

So one day he asked his boss, the priest in his tem ple, “I have trav eled many places to
mea sure my strength, and I have learned that no body could beat me in this coun try. I want to 
go to China and try my self. May I ask for leave?”

The priest said, “I see, I see. If you think so, go ahead and try. But re mem ber, there are
many dif fer ent peo ple in this world. Be care ful not to be ar ro gant, and take care of your self.
I’m sorry I have noth ing to give you. Oh, yes, I have a file here. I will give this file to you.
Please take it with you.”

Niou put the file in his jacket, and trav eled by row boat. He rowed and rowed the boat
and fi nally got to China.

In China, he learned that there was a man named Dokkoi who was said to be very
strong. Niou wanted to see him. He walked on and on look ing for Dokkoi’s house. When he
came to a house, he asked, “Hello! Hello! Is this the house of Mr. Dokkoi?”

From in side there came out a lit tle old woman. She was bent with age, and her hair was
all white. She could barely walk. “Yes, yes, this is Dokkoi’s house. Who are you?” she
asked.

“I’m Niou from Ja pan. I heard Mr. Dokkoi is very strong. I came to have a strength
con test with him. May I see him?”

The old woman said, “Oh, yes. But Dokkoi is in the moun tains be hind our home. He is
cut ting some trees. Please sit here and wait for a while.” She pulled up a big stump and set it
down in front of Niou. “Please sit here and wait,” she said.

“Wow, even this old woman has such power,” he thought. “Her son Dokkoi must be
very, very strong.”

And then, from a dis tance, he heard a voice. “Hooooy!!”

The old woman stood up and went around to their back yard. “Hooooy!!” she called
back.
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Then, Niou saw a tree fly ing to ward them from the moun tain far away.

At first he thought, “Is that a small branch?” But as it came closer and closer, he re al -
ized it was a huge long log.

The old woman caught it with one hand and put it down. Then an other log came fly ing
and she caught it and put it down. Then an other, and then an other. Fi nally, they made a
moun tain of logs.

Niou watched and thought, “Wow, if this old woman is so strong, I can’t imag ine how
strong her son Dokkoi is. I would be a fool if I fought with him and lost my life. I think it’s
better to run away now.” He started run ning to ward the beach where he had left his boat.

Dokkoi came run ning af ter him. “Hey! I heard from my mother that you want to fight
with me. Please wait! I want to see which of us is stron ger. Please, please wait for me!” He
came run ning af ter Niou.

Niou did n’t want to wait. He ran and ran, and jumped into his boat. He started row ing
his boat to ward Ja pan.

At the beach, Dokkoi called out, “Please! Wait! Let’s see which of us is stron ger.” He
took a long chain out of his jacket, and threw it. It caught the bow of the boat. Dokkoi pulled
it.

Niou rowed the boat. “He can’t pull me back to the beach!” Niou rowed and rowed his
boat.

But maybe Dokkoi was a lit tle bit stron ger than Niou. Lit tle by lit tle, the boat was mov -
ing back to ward China and Dokkoi.

Just then, Niou re mem bered that he had a file in his pocket. He took it out and tried to
cut the chain. Giko, giko, giko, giko, giko, giko, giko, giko [the sound of fil ing back and
forth].

At the beach, Dokkoi was pull ing the chain with all his might. Sud denly, the chain was
cut off. Po-ton! Dokkoi fell back heavily on his back side.

And with that force, Niou’s boat went zip ping to Ja pan.

Af ter he came back to Ja pan, he told peo ple, “In China, there is a very strong man
named Mr. Dokkoi.” So Jap a nese peo ple said, “I see, I see. If he is that strong, we will bor -
row his power when we pick up heavy things.” So that’s why when ever we pick up heavy
things, we say, “Dokkoi, Dokkoi,” the way other peo ple say “Heave ho!”

In China, Dokkoi told peo ple, “In Ja pan, there is a very strong man named Niou. He
can break an iron chain.”

So it is said that in China, when ever they pick up heavy things, they say, “Niou.”

Oshimai!
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Baka Musuko

  The sto ries of Baka Musuko (Fool ish Son) taught the con se quences of thought less be -
hav ior. Chil dren and adults alike were re minded by these tales to think ahead to the re sults
of their ac tions, and to be sure they un der stood di rec tions be fore act ing. It was an en joy able
way to learn manners.

In tell ing these sto ries, you can call the fool ish young man “Baka Musuko” as his
name. It is com pa ra ble to “Lazy Jack” in Eng lish and Ap pa la chian folk tales.



FOOL ISH GREET INGS

Part 2: Sto ries of Vil lage Peo ple
Fool ish Greet ings Once upon a time, a fool ish son was walk ing with his fa ther. They came across

an ac quain tance. “Hello, what a beau ti ful day it is to day,” the fa ther greeted
the man, but the son just stood there look ing the other way and pick ing his nose.

When they came home, the fa ther said to him, “You are old enough to be able to
greet peo ple po litely. It’s not that dif fi cult. You just have to say, ‘What a beau ti ful day it 
is to day.’ ”

“Oh, I see,” said the son, and went out.

As he walked along, he saw a long line of peo ple com ing to ward him. “Wow, look at
all the peo ple,” he thought. “I’ll show them that I know how to greet oth ers!” So the fool ish
son said loudly, “What a beau ti ful day it is to day.”

But it turned out that it was a line of peo ple go ing to a fu neral. A man stepped out of the 
line and scolded him, “How dare you call it a beau ti ful day when our grand fa ther has just
passed away!”

So he went home and told his fa ther what had hap pened. “You are so fool ish! In that
case you should have said, ‘I am very sorry, and I sym pa thize with you in your time of
sad ness’.”

“Oh, I see,” said the son.

The next day he went out again, and came across an other long line of peo ple. “This
time I’m not go ing to make a fool of my self! I’ll show them how po lite I am,” he said to
him self, and said in a loud voice, “I am very sorry, and I sym pa thize with you in your time
of sad ness.”

But alas, it was a bride and her rel a tives head ing for a wed ding cer e mony. A man
stepped out of the crowd and said an grily, “How dare you say that, when our only daugh ter
is get ting mar ried to day to a wealthy man in the next village!”

When he came home, he told his fa ther what had hap pened. “You are such an id iot,”
the fa ther said. “You should have said in stead, ‘How won der ful! Please ac cept my sin cere
con grat u la tions’!”

“Oh, I see,” said the son, and went out again the next day.
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As he walked along, he saw a huge crowd of peo ple. “There’s a big crowd,” he said to
him self. “I’ll greet them prop erly for once!” And so he cried out, “How won der ful! Please
ac cept my sin cere con grat u la tions!”

But it was a house on fire that the peo ple were watch ing, and out of the crowd came a
man who said an grily, “How dare you con grat u late me when my house is on fire! What’s so
won der ful about that?”

When he got home, he told the story to his fa ther. The fa ther said, “You are so fool ish!
When you come across a fire, you should fetch some wa ter in a bucket and pour it on the fire.”

“Oh, I see,” said the son, and went out again the next day.

On his way there was a black smith’s shop in which a black smith was blow ing up a fire
with bel lows. At last the fire was strong enough for him to work, and he had just started to
strike some iron in it when the son passed by.

“Oh no, there’s a big fire! I’m sure they need some help!” He grabbed a bucket nearby,
fetched some wa ter from the river, and poured it on the fire.

“Hey, what do you think you’re do ing?!” the black smith shouted. “You put out the fire
I made!!!”

When he got home, he told his fa ther what had hap pened. “You are re ally fool ish.
When you see some one busy at work, you should get on the other side and strike with him.
You should try to be of some help.”

“Oh, I see,” said the son, and the next day he went out again. On his way he passed by a
house; in side he saw a cou ple fight ing. The hus band was hit ting his wife on the head, and
they were quar rel ing with each other. The son said to him self, “He seems to be busy strik -
ing. In this case I should get on the other side and help him.” He ran in the house and started
hit ting the woman.

The hus band, who had been strik ing her un til then, got an gry and shouted, “What in
the world are you do ing to my dear wife?”

He went home and told the story to his fa ther. The fa ther said, “I can’t be lieve how
fool ish you are! If you see two peo ple in a fight, you should get be tween them and con vince
them to stop. You should say, ‘I’m sure you both have some thing to say for your selves, but
it would be better to make up for now’.”

“Oh, I see,” said the son, and went out again the next day.

He passed by a field and saw two bulls fight ing with their horns locked to gether. “I
should pull them apart,” the son thought. He got be tween them and tried to pull them apart.
He said, “I’m sure you both have some thing to say for your selves, but it would be better to
make up for now.”

Well, the bulls did n’t seem to un der stand him. They tossed him with their horns, and
the poor son was badly hurt.

Oshimai!
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TEA-CHESTNUT-
PERSIMMON-VINEGAR

Part 2: Sto ries of Vil lage Peo ple
Tea-chest nut-per sim mon-vin e gar Once upon a time, there was a fool ish young man. His fa ther told him, “You

need to learn how to earn money. Go to see your un cle in the moun tains. He
will teach you how to work.”

So this fool ish son went to see his un cle in the moun tains. His un cle said to him, “Wel -
come, wel come. You have come at a good time. It is al most au tumn. I have gath ered many
chest nuts. I made vin e gar. I picked many per sim mons and I roasted tea. Go to the city and
sell them all. The au tumn equi nox hol i day is com ing, so peo ple will make su shi. For that,
they’ll need vin e gar. Guests will come, so the hosts will need to serve chest nuts and per sim -
mons too. They will need tea be cause they will drink tea. I’m sure they will buy a lot of these 
things. Go to the city mar ket and yell in a big voice, and I’m sure ev ery thing will be sold in a 
day.”

The un cle put cha (tea), kuri (chest nuts), kaki (per sim mons), and bot tles of su (vin e -
gar) into two bas kets on a shoul der yoke. Be fore the boy started down the moun tain to the
city, his un cle cau tioned him, “You can’t sell if you don’t re mem ber what you are sell ing.
Don’t for get them.” So on his way, this fool ish boy kept say ing, “Tea and chest nuts (cha,
kuri) are in the front bas ket. Per sim mons and vin e gar (kaki, su) are in the back. Tea and
chest nuts in the front. Per sim mons and vin e gar in the back. Tea, chest nuts, per sim mons,
vin e gar. Tea, chest nuts, per sim mons, vin e gar. Cha, kuri, kaki, su. Cha, kuri, kaki, su.”

He went into the city mar ket and put down his bas kets. Then he called out in a very big
voice, “Don’tyouwannabuy tea-chest nut-per sim mon-vin e gar? Don’tyouwannabuy tea-
chest nut-per sim mon-vin e gar? Cha-kuri-kaki-su, iran ka na? Cha-kuri-kaki-su, iran ka na?”

Peo ple in the mar ket won dered, “What is he say ing? Cha-kuri-kaki-su? Tea-chest -
nut-per sim mon-vin e gar? What fla vor is tea-chest nut-per sim mon-vin e gar? Do you know?”

“I don’t know. I don’t need such a thing.”

So no body bought any.

The fool ish son moved to an other mar ket. There again, he called out in a loud voice,
“Cha-kuri-kaki-su iran ka na? Cha-kuri-kaki-su iran ka na?” But again, no body bought
any. He moved from mar ket to mar ket sev eral times. “Cha-kuri-kaki-su!iran ka na?
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Cha-kuri-kaki-su!iran ka na? Don’tyouwannabuy tea-chest nut-per sim mon-vin e gar?” he
kept say ing. But no body bought any.

The sun was go ing down in the west. He picked up the shoul der yoke and went back to
the moun tain. His un cle said, “What’s the mat ter? Why did n’t you sell any thing? Did you
call out in a big voice as I said?”

“Yes, I did, Un cle,” he re plied. “As you told me, I called in a loud voice,
‘Cha-kuri-kaki-su iran ka na? Don’tyouwannabuy tea-chest nut-per sim mon-vin e gar?’ ”

“Hey, hey, you can’t say it all in one word like that. No body un der stands you. You
have to say ‘cha’ wa betsu-betsu de ‘cha’ (‘tea’ sep a rate from ‘tea’), chest nut sep a rate from
chest nut, per sim mon sep a rate from per sim mon and vin e gar sep a rate from vin e gar. No body
would un der stand you if you say it all in one word.”

“Oh, I see! I’ll say that and sell them all to mor row,” the fool ish boy said.

The next day, he loaded the shoul der yoke again as the day be fore. At the mar ket, he
put his bas kets down and started to call in a big voice. But he was care ful this time. “No body 
would un der stand me if I said it all in one word as I did yes ter day. I won’t make the same
mis take,” he thought.

So he called, “CHA-wa-betsubetsu-de-CHA, KURI-wa-betsubetsu-de-KURI, KAKI-
wa-betsubetsu-de-KAKI, SU-wa-betsubetsu-de-SU, iran ka na?” [In Eng lish:]
“Don’tyouwannabuy tea-sep a rate-from-tea, chest nuts-sep a rate-from-chest nuts, per sim -
mons-sep a rate-from-per sim mons, vin e gar-sep a rate-from-vin e gar?”

But no body bought any.

Oshimai!
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PICKLE BATH

Part 2: Sto ries of Vil lage Peo ple
Pickle Bath

In the old days, farm fam ily meals ended with hot wa ter poured in your rice bowl. Af ter 
us ing a piece of pickle to scrub bits of rice into the wa ter, you poured the liq uid in suc ces -
sion into your pickle dish, veg e ta ble dish, and miso soup bowl, then you drank this di lute
soup—and put the rinsed dishes in a drawer un der your place at ta ble, ready for the next
meal. Dishes were prop erly washed just once a week. Mrs. Fujita says that her fam ily, from
To kyo, did n’t fol low this cus tom, but she saw it in the home of the old farmer Takeda Kuni.
She notes that Bud dhist tem ple ap pren tices still fin ish meals this way.

The pickle in this story is daikon rad ish pick led in rice bran and salt. Daikons grow a
foot or more long and two to three inches in di am e ter. The pick les are nor mally served in
round slices.

Once upon a time, there was a young man. He was mar ried, but had lit tle brain.
One hot sum mer day, he had an er rand to visit his par ents-in-law.

His mother taught him be fore he went, “Lis ten, my son. They will give you a feast.
Then they will pour hot wa ter in your bowl. Don’t blow to cool the hot wa ter: it’s rude. In -
stead, pick up a daikon pickle with your chop sticks and stir the wa ter with it. This will help
the wa ter to cool down. Also this adds a nice salty taste to the wa ter. When the wa ter be -
comes cool and tasty, drink it qui etly. Do you un der stand?”

And off he went to his par ents-in-law.

The day could n’t be hot ter. When he ar rived, he was soaked in sweat.

His mother-in-law said, “Wel come! I’m glad you came. You must be very hot af ter
your long walk. Take a bath be fore din ner.” She sent him to the bath house.

To see how hot the wa ter was, he put his hand in the bath tub. It was so hot! So he yelled 
in a loud voice, “Bring me a daikon pickle! Please bring me a daikon pickle here!”

In the house, the old woman won dered, “What? Why does he need a daikon pickle
when he takes a bath?” She was puz zled but any way brought him a whole pick led daikon
rad ish, the big gest one she could find.

The young man took the pickle from her and said, “Thank you very much.” He went
back into the bath house.
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The old woman could n’t help be ing cu ri ous. “What is he go ing to do with that daikon
pickle?” She went around back of the bath house, right be hind the bath room wall. Through a 
knot hole, she peeked inside.

He was sit ting by the tub, stir ring the wa ter with the huge pickle. Kapporah, kapporah,
[sound of stir ring] he stirred and stirred. Af ter a while, he jumped into the wa ter. He
crunched the pickle with his teeth and drank the bath wa ter. He crunched again and drank
again. He crunched and drank, crunched and drank.

Fi nally he ate up the whole daikon pickle.

Oshimai!
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SCARY SNACK

Part 2: Sto ries of Vil lage Peo ple
Scary Snack

Mochi (snack made of rice pounded into a com pletely smooth dough) is some times
called Mina-goroshi (all killed), while han-goroshi (half killed) is an other name for the
sweet snack botamochi, whose rice cen ter is only half-pounded. You can find rec i pes for
botamochi and plain mochi in part 7. Teuchi (kill with a sword) is an other name for udon
(wheat noo dles cut into long strips).

Once upon a time, there was a fool ish son-in-law. He had some er rands to do
with his wife’s fam ily, so he went to see them. Ev ery body in his wife’s fam ily

wel comed him warmly. His fa ther-in-law, mother-in-law, grand fa ther-in-law, grand -
mother-in-law all said, “Wel come. It’s nice to see you.”

They seated him by the hearth. He sat talk ing with his fa ther-in-law. Then his
mother-in-law came and whis pered to her hus band. “Do you like Mina-goroshi, or
Han-goroshi? Or do you pre fer Teuchi?”

His fa ther-in-law re plied, “Han-goroshi seems fine to me.”

“Oh good, it’s the fast est one,” the mother-in-law agreed.

She went back to the kitchen, and with the grand mother, she started to work busily.

The fool ish son-in-law had over heard her. He be came very un easy. Kill ing all, half
killed, or kill ing with a sword? And they pre ferred half killed! He thought, “My life is in
dan ger here. I have to leave.”

“I hap pen to re mem ber an er rand. I must go,” he said to his fa ther-in-law, and stood up.

“Don’t be silly. You just ar rived. You must rest a while. Oh, yes, by the way, about
your rice paddy. . . ,” his fa ther-in-law re sumed his talk.

This son-in-law was so ner vous. He stood up, sat down, stood up and sat down.

The mother and the grand mother saw him do ing that and thought, “Oh, no! He is go ing 
to leave. We must hurry up!” In the kitchen, they worked even harder, mak ing lots of clat -
ter ing noise. Mean while the lit tle grand son wan dered into the kitchen and saw his mother
and grand mother work ing busily. He looked at what they were mak ing and thought, “It
looks delicious.”

56 Part 2: Sto ries of Vil lage Peo ple



But the grand mother told the boy, “This is a scary thing. Keep away from it.” She sent
the boy out of the kitchen.

The fool ish son-in-law heard this. “Oh, no! They are mak ing some thing very scary.
Some how I must get out of here quickly.” He was so, so ner vous.

But just then, from the kitchen the women brought some thing on a big plate. It was still 
steam ing hot.

“If I eat this, I’ll be half dead,” he thought. He started to rise and said, “I’m not hun gry.
I’m full. I must go home now.”

“Oh, re ally? We made you wait so long and now you don’t have time to eat. Very well.
If you must go,” they said and put those botamochi, many of them, in a lac quered wooden
box. They wrapped the box in a car ry ing cloth and handed it to the son-in-law. “Please take
this with you. You can eat them at home,” they said.

He had no choice. He had to carry them. He said good-by and left the house hold ing the 
pack age with his fin gers at arm’s length.

While he walked, he got afraid that the pack age might open a big mouth at any min ute,
and bite his hand. So he picked up a stick and tied the cloth wrap per onto the very end of the
stick. He car ried it on his shoul der and, look ing back once in a while, he ran and ran. He ran
so fast that the pack age slid down the stick and fell on his neck.

“Eeeek!! It’s try ing to bite me!!” he shrieked and threw the pack age away.

The botamochi spilled out of the box and broke open, re veal ing the white rice in side.

“Help! These scary things! They’re com ing to bite me with their white teeth!”

He did n’t pick up the botamochi. He just ran through the woods all the way to his home.

Oshimai!
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PART 3

STO RIES OF PRIESTS
AND AP PREN TICES

Jap a nese Bud dhist tem ples and mon as ter ies used an ap pren tice sys tem to train
boys as priests or monks. A young ap pren tice worked for his mas ter in ex change

for les sons in lit er acy and scrip ture. Some boys had a gen u ine re li gious call ing, but oth ers
(as in old Eu rope) were sent by fam i lies who could n’t sup port them. De feated sam u rai



some times saved their chil dren’s lives by ap pren tic ing them in tem ples. Some mas ters were
kind and gen er ous teach ers. Oth ers, es pe cially dur ing hard times, be grudged ev ery mouth -
ful of food they had to share with their hun gry, grow ing ap pren tices.

Tem ples in big towns, with wealthy pa trons, could sup port highly trained priests who
came from no ble or sam u rai fam i lies. Poor coun try tem ples of ten strug gled, how ever. They
might have a barely lit er ate priest who had learned his sutras (Bud dhist chanted scrip tures)
by rote memorization.

“Namu amida butsu” (“Hail, Amida Bud dha”) is the most ba sic Bud dhist chant, but
“Nanmaida” rep re sents the mum ble that co mes out when peo ple ei ther don’t know their
prayers or aren’t pay ing much at ten tion to their diction.



SU TRA OF THE MOUSE

Part 3: Sto ries of Priests and Ap pren tices
Su tra of the Mouse Once upon a time there was an el derly cou ple liv ing hap pily to gether in the

moun tains. But one day the old man died sud denly.

The old woman was very sad. She wanted to give him a fine fu neral with rec i ta tion of a 
pi ous su tra so that his soul could go to par a dise. But un for tu nately there was no priest that
far back in the moun tains. She had to hold a sim ple fu neral all by her self. “When a fine
priest passes by some day,” she thought, “I’ll ask him to re cite a holy su tra for my hus band’s 
soul.”

Soon it hap pened that a young tem ple ap pren tice got lost in the woods. He knocked on
the old woman’s door. “Please let me spend the night in your home,” he begged.

The old woman was de lighted. “What good tim ing, young boy! I’m go ing to cook
heaps of good things for you. You can eat it all and then af ter wards I would be happy if you
could re cite a su tra for my hus band.” And she cooked a huge de li cious meal for the boy.

“What shall I do?” the boy thought to him self with his mouth full. “I’m still an ap pren -
tice and I can’t re cite the Hoke Su tra nor the Kegon Su tra nor the Hannya Su tra. . . . Oh well,
I’ll get by.”

Af ter he fin ished eat ing, he went into the other room and pre pared to chant. The old
woman sat down be hind him and waited.

The boy did n’t know what to do. Well, he had to say some thing. “I can’t help it. I guess 
I’ll just chant Nanmaida,” he thought.

He chanted in a mono tone, “Nanmaida nanmaida nanmaida nanmaida nanmaida
nanmaida.”

He glanced be hind him and there sat the old woman with a grate ful look on her face.

He droned on, “Nanmaida nanmaida nanmaida nanmaida nanmaida nanmaida
nanmaida nanmaida nanmaida nanmaida nanmaida nanmaida nanmaida nanmaida.”

As he chanted, he saw a mouse creep into the room from a hole in the wall. He chanted, 
“Nanmaida he co mes in nanmaida nanmaida.”

As he watched, the mouse crept all the way to the other side of the room and peeped
into an other hole in the wall. The ap pren tice chanted, “Nanmaida he peeks in nanmaida
nanmaida.”
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The mouse went, “Squeak, squeak.”

The ap pren tice chanted, “Nanmaida he says some thing nanmaida nanmaida.”

Then the mouse went into the mouse hole and dis ap peared from the room. So the boy
said, “Nanmaida he goes out nanmaida nanmaida.”

CHING! He struck his gong to in di cate that the prayer was fin ished.

He turned around and faced the woman. She had tears run ning down her cheeks.
“Thank you so much, thank you so much,” she cried. “You know, I had al ways thought that
re cit ing sutras was very dif fi cult. But I think I can man age to re cite this one. I could do it ev -
ery eve ning for my hus band. Thank you very much!!” She was very happy.

The next morn ing the boy went on his way, but from then on, the old woman chanted
his su tra for her hus band ev ery eve ning.

“Nanmaida he co mes in nanmaida nanmaida.

“Nanmaida he peeks in nanmaida nanmaida.

“Nanmaida he says some thing nanmaida nanmaida.

“Nanmaida he goes out nanmaida nanmaida.

“Nanmaida nanmaida nanmaida.”

CHING!

Thus, she chanted the su tra for her be loved hus band.

One eve ning, two rob bers passed by.

“An old woman lives all alone in that house. Here’s our chance! We can sneak in and
steal some thing,” they said to each other. Very si lently, they tip toed to the house.

As they stepped into the en try, they heard a voice from the other side of the slid ing pa -
per door. “Nanmaida nanmaida he co mes in.”

The rob bers stopped in their tracks at the door, very amazed.

They lis tened for a while, but the woman con tin ued her su tra as if noth ing un usual was
go ing on. “Nanmaida nanmaida nanmaida.”

“Well, ev ery thing seems to be al right. I’ll see what the woman is do ing,” one of them
said. He poked a hole in the pa per door and peeked into the room.

At that mo ment the woman said, “He peeks in nanmaida nanmaida nanmaida.”

The rob ber was as ton ished. “Hey, she was re cit ing the su tra with her back turned to me 
but she knew that I was peep ing into the room!!”

“What are you say ing? That can’t be true! There is no way that she could know what
you were do ing!”
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“It’s the truth! That woman seems to see through ev ery thing. We’d better not go into
this house. Let’s leave her alone.”

“No! We’re not go ing to leave this place with out steal ing some thing.”

There they were, whis per ing to each other, when they heard her say, “Nanmaida
nanmaida he says some thing.”

Hear ing that, the two were scared out of their wits. “Let’s get out of here! Who knows
what she’ll do to us!!!”

They turned around and started to go out when the woman’s voice was heard, “He goes 
out.”

The two rob bers ran away as hard as they could, with out look ing back.

Oshimai!
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THE FLOAT ING COF FIN

Part 3: Sto ries of Priests and Ap pren tices
The Float ing Cof fin Once upon a time, deep in the moun tains, there was a tem ple so poor that the

priest could n’t af ford to have even one ap pren tice. His only com pan ion was a
striped or ange cat named Tora, which means “Ti ger.”

But there came a time when there was n’t even enough food for the cat.

The priest said, “Tora, you have stayed with me for a long time, but now I’ve be come
too poor to feed you any more. If you stay with me, you’ll starve. You are free to leave me
and go any where you like.”

To his as ton ish ment, the cat re plied, “Nyah-nyah (meow meow)! Thank you for tak ing 
care of me for a long time. To show my grat i tude, I would like to do some thing for you. To -
mor row, there will be a fu neral for the daugh ter of a choja (rich man). They will have a
prob lem and ask you for help. You should chant, ‘Namu-kara-tanno, tora-nyah-nyah’.”

The priest did not pay much at ten tion to Tora’s words. Af ter all, it was just a cat. And
the end ing of the cat’s chant sounded like “ti ger meow meow.” What non sense!

But next day, there was in deed a fu neral for a choja’s daugh ter. Many fa mous priests
chanted sutras for her. Of course, the priest of the poor tem ple in the moun tains was not
in vited.

When it was time to carry her cof fin to the cem e tery, the pall bear ers raised the cof fin
onto their shoul ders and walked sol emnly. On the way, a strong wind came and lifted the
cof fin into the air! It stayed in the air and would n’t come down.

The fa mous priests started chant ing to gether, “Namu amida butsu, namu amida butsu,
namu amida butsu.” They chanted and chanted with all their might, but the cof fin did not
come down.

The choja wor ried very much. “I can’t let her stay in the air like that. These priests are
not good enough. Send men for more im por tant priests!”

They brought priests from the city. They brought priests from here and there. They
brought all the priests they could think of.

The priests chanted all to gether, “Namu amida butsu, namu amida butsu.” But the cof -
fin did not come down.
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“Aren’t there any more priests?” the choja asked.

“No, there are no more around here. Well, there is one more in the moun tains. The very 
poor priest. But there is noth ing he can do.”

“That’s all right. Just bring him here,” the choja or dered.

Quickly, they sent for the priest and brought him to the cem e tery.

His clothes were all torn. He was filthy.

“What can this priest do at all?” ev ery one won dered.

He looked around at the crowd, think ing, “Imag ine, yes ter day, my cat Tora was say ing 
I should chant some thing. What was it that the cat said? Oh, I re mem ber! It was
‘Namu-kara-tanno, tora-nyah-nyah.’ Well, I’ll try it.”

He started, “Namu-kara-tanno tora-nyah-nyah. Namu-kara-tanno, tora-nyah-nyah.”
As he said this, the cof fin in the air de scended a lit tle.

“Namu-kara-tanno tora-nyah-nyah.” The cof fin came down a lit tle more.

“Namu-kara-tanno, tora-nyah-nyah,

“Namu-kara-tanno, tora-nyah-nyah,

“Namu-kara-tanno, tora-nyah-nyah,

“Namu-kara-tanno, tora-nyah-nyah,

“Namu-kara-tanno, tora-nyah-nyah.”

Lit tle by lit tle, lit tle by lit tle, lit tle by lit tle, lit tle by lit tle, the cof fin came down. Fi nally 
it landed on the ground.

At last they could bury the choja’s daugh ter. He was very grate ful. “Out side, you don’t 
look im pres sive. But in side, you are the great est priest of all. I’ll join your tem ple. Let me be 
your pa rish io ner,” he begged.

So the choja joined the tem ple and it be came very wealthy.

The priest and his cat Tora lived hap pily ever af ter.

Oshimai!
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A DE BATE IN SIGN
LAN GUAGE

Part 3: Sto ries of Priests and Ap pren tices
A De bate in Sign Lan guage

Konnyaku-ya is a per son who makes and sells konnyaku, a tofu-like gel that is im por -
tant in veg e tar ian di ets. It is very bland but ab sorbs good fla vors from broth.

This story must be told with the ges tures shown in the di a grams on the fol low ing
pages. For more de tail about the Bud dhist sym bol ism, see ap pen dix A.

Once upon a time, there was a small tem ple deep in the moun tains. That tem ple
was so poor that the priest could not hire even one young ap pren tice. The priest 

lived and worked there all alone.

One day, a let ter ar rived from far away. It said, “To mor row, a high ranked monk from
the cap i tal will come to the tem ple to ex change Zen cat e chism with the priest.”

The priest was so as ton ished! “Zen cat e chism? I don’t know such a dif fi cult thing! But
if I can’t an swer his ques tions, I might be thrown out of this tem ple. Oh, no! It’s ter ri ble.
What can I do? What?” In de spair, he started to walk around the room. He paced this way
and that way, round and round.

While he was do ing that, the konnyaku-ya ar rived to de liver fresh konnyaku. He called 
from out side, “Hello, priest!”

But there was no an swer. So he went in side and found the priest walk ing cir cles in the
main hall. “Hello, priest! Why are you pac ing so fran ti cally?” he asked.

The priest ex plained, “I re ceived a let ter from the cap i tal say ing that I have to meet a
high ranked monk and de bate Zen with him to mor row. I don’t know what to do. I’m in deep
trou ble.” His face was pale.

“Oh, you are re ally wor ried,” said Konnyaku-ya. “I am grate ful to you for buy ing
konnyaku ev ery day from me. So, let me help you. To mor row, I will dis guise my self as you, 
and do what you have to do.”

The priest said, “Well, I am no better at this than you are. I will take a chance.”
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Early next morn ing, Konnyaku-ya came to the tem ple. He put on the priest’s robe and
stole. He sat in the main hall, pre tend ing to be the priest. He knew he should n’t say much be -
cause if he talked, the monk could tell he was not a real priest. So he sat in si lence.

Af ter a while, the monk ar rived from the cap i tal. He called from out side, “Hello.
Hello!”

The real priest was in the next room shud der ing with fear. The konnyaku-ya priest did
not an swer, ei ther. He kept si lent.

Hear ing no re ply, the monk de cided to come in by him self. He came to the hall and saw 
what he thought was the priest. He bowed, “How do you do?”

Konnyaku-ya priest bowed back si lently. For a long time, they sat
in si lence. Then, the monk from the cap i tal held his arms over head 
in a big cir cle [see di a gram A].

Konnyaku-ya re plied by hold ing his hands par al lel like 
this [see di a gram B].

The monk held up both his hands ex tend ing all ten fin gers, like
this [see di a gram C].

Konnyaku-ya held up just one hand with five fin gers 
ex tended [see di a gram D].

The monk then held up only three fin gers [see di a gram E].

Konnyaku-ya made a very rude face [see di a gram F]!
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At that, the monk from the cap i tal bowed deeply and said, “I ad mire you. Thank you
very much.” And he left.

The real priest, who was peep ing through from the next room, did not un der stand what
this was all about. He was sur prised that the monk had al ready left. “Konnyaku-ya,
Konnyaku-ya, what did you tell the monk?”

“I don’t know for sure,” re plied Konnyaku-ya. “ But he asked me if my konnyaku was
round [di a gram A]. And I re plied that it was a rect an gle [di a gram B].

“Then he asked me if my konnyaku was ten mon [small coins used in the old days]
[di a gram C]. I re plied it was five mon [di a gram D].

“He asked me to sell it for three mon [di a gram E]. I showed my re jec tion by mak ing a
rude face” [di a gram F].

This did n’t make sense to the priest. But any way, the monk from the cap i tal had left.
Re lieved and very happy, he thanked his friend Konnyaku-ya. That was it for the day.

Next day, the priest from the neigh bor ing vil lage rushed to the tem ple. He said, “To tell 
you the truth, I did n’t think you were so good. But now I know that you are a very great
scholar. The monk from the cap i tal came by my tem ple yes ter day af ter he met you. He said
you were such a wise priest. He praised you so much.”

“Oh, re ally?” asked the priest in sur prise.

“The monk asked you, ‘The Earth?’ [di a gram A]. You an swered him, ‘We don’t live
on all the Earth, just be tween the sky and the land’ [di a gram B]. It’s so amaz ing, amaz ing.
Then the monk asked you, ‘How can we get to Jodo?’ [the Ten Di rec tions, Par a dise] [di a -
gram C]. And your an swer was ‘We must fol low the Five Com mand ments’ [diagram D].

“He asked you, ‘What about the Three Thou sand Worlds in which Bud dha has
taught?’ [di a gram E]. You said, ‘If you have un der stand ing, you can see all’ [di a gram F].
You are so wise. So wise.”

The neigh bor priest praised him and left.

Oshimai!
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FU FU PATA PATA

Part 3: Sto ries of Priests and Ap pren tices
Fu Fu Pata  Pata

You can learn about mochi rice snacks in Part 7.

Once upon a time, there was a Bud dhist tem ple where two young ap pren tices
lived with their mas ter the priest. The ap pren tices’ names were Chin-nen and

An-nen. The priest worked them hard.

“Chin-nen, sweep the gar den path!”

“Hai!” (“Yes sir, I heard you sir.”)

“An-nen, pol ish the hall way floor!”

“Hai!”

“Chin-nen, read a su tra!”

“Hai!”

“An-nen, come and mas sage my back!”

“Hai!”

From early in the morn ing till late at night, the priest kept call ing Chin-nen and An-nen.
They worked hard, but the stingy priest fed them barely enough. They were al ways very hun gry.

Af ter he sent his ap pren tices to bed each night, the priest had a rou tine. He would stir
the ashes of the hearth with the iron chop sticks that are used for ar rang ing hot coals. He
would dig out one of the mochi cakes he had hid den there in the af ter noon, so that it would
be come warm and chewy on the in side, crisp on the out side. He would blow on the mochi to
cool it, Fu! Fu! [blow ing noise]. Then he dusted the ashes off of it, Pata! Pata! [brush ing
noise] and ate it with enjoyment.

In this way, he ate sev eral mochi all by him self: fu fu, pata pata, fu fu, pata pata. He
loved to do this ev ery night.

Chin-nen and An-nen knew what he was do ing be cause they could hear the noises.
They peeped hun grily through a slit be tween the slid ing doors.

“I wish I could eat that mochi.”

“Oh, me too.”

But they were not al lowed to go into their mas ter’s room un less he called them by
name. So ev ery night, they just kept say ing, “We envy the priest. We envy the priest.”
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One day, Chin-nen and An-nen got a great idea. They went to the priest. “Mas ter, we
want to change our names. Please give us your per mis sion.”

“Huh, how do you want to change them?” he asked.

“I want to be called Fufu.”

“Ah, Fufu. And you?”

“I want to be called Patapata.”

“I see. It does n’t mat ter to me what your names are. So you’re Fufu, and you’re
Patapata. That’s fine,” said the priest.

That day, he worked them hard as usual.

“Fufu, wash the laun dry!”

“Hai!”

“Patapata, sweep the ve randa!”

“Hai!”

“Fufu, copy out a su tra!”

“Hai!”

“Patapata, heat wa ter for my bath!”

“Hai!”

Night came. Both the ap pren tices went to bed. As usual, the priest stirred the ashes of
the hearth with his iron chop sticks and found the mochi cakes he had put there in the af ter -
noon.

“Here’s one. Here it is. Fu! Fu!” He blew on it to cool it.

“Hai!” Chin-nen slid open the door and came in.

“What? I did n’t call you.”

“But you said ‘Fufu.’ I thought you needed me.”

“Y-yes. I called you be cause I thought you might like mochi. Eat this.” The priest had
no choice but to give this mochi to the ap pren tice. So he picked up an other one for him self.
He dusted it, pata pata, pata pata.

“Hai!” An-nen came into the room.

“What? I did n’t call you,” said the priest.

“But you said ‘Patapata.’ You called me. So I came.”

“I thought you might like mochi.” He had to give the mochi to the sec ond ap pren tice.

The priest ap pre ci ated their clev er ness. Af ter that, he never ate mochi alone.

Oshimai!
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NEW HOUSE MOCHI

Part 3: Sto ries of Priests and Ap pren tices
New House Mochi Early one morn ing, a stingy priest hid many mochi in the ashes of the hearth. Then

he said to him self, “To day a choja is hav ing a cer e mony to cel e brate com ple tion
of the frame work of his new house. It starts at noon and may last for hours. I’m sup posed to
go and pray for Bud dha’s pro tec tion of the new house. But I have just put many mochi in the 
ashes. I want to eat them . . . . Well, I have an idea! I’ll send my ap pren tice in my place. He’ll 
do all right.”

The priest did n’t know that the ap pren tice had seen him putt ing the mochi in the ashes.

He called the ap pren tice and or dered, “Go to the choja’s and at tend the New House
Cer e mony for me.”

So the ap pren tice left. The priest waited for the mochi to be done. But be fore he could
start eat ing, the ap pren tice came back.

“You are so early. Is the cer e mony done al ready? And how did it go?”

The ap pren tice started to ex plain, draw ing the house floor plan in the ashes with one of
the iron chop sticks. “Oh, mas ter, the choja is build ing an enor mous house. You go straight
in side and here is a big cen tral pil lar.” He stabbed the iron chop stick into the ash. “Oh, mas -
ter! What a sur prise! I seem to have pierced a mochi with the chopstick.”

“I put it there. I was go ing to give it to you when you re turned. Now, eat it,” said the
priest.

So the ap pren tice brushed it off and ate it.

Then he con tin ued, “The choja’s house is in fact mag nif i cent. When you turn the cor -
ner, there is a kitchen pil lar right here.” He stuck the chop stick in again. “Oh, I pierced an -
other mochi!”

And he ate it.

“Then, you walk down the hall way. At the end of that, there is a sta ble. Here is a sta ble
pil lar.” He stuck the chop stick in again. “I pierced an other one!”

One by one, the ap pren tice ate all of the mochi.

Oshimai!
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HOW MUCH RICE?

Part 3: Sto ries of Priests and Ap pren tices
How Much Rice? Once upon a time, there was a very poor tem ple. The only time they could af ford

to serve rice was when they had guests.

De pend ing upon who the guest was, the priest de cided how much rice the ap pren tice
should cook. When the priest held up one fin ger, it meant the ap pren tice should cook one
cup of rice. Some times he held up two fin gers or five fin gers. But most of the time, it was
one finger.

Even so, the ap pren tice looked for ward to hav ing guests. Hap pily he would cook din -
ner. “Yes, yes! To day I can have some rice. It’s not a lot, but still the priest will give me a
por tion.”

One day the priest had a guest. They talked for a while, and then the priest went to the
out house.

The ap pren tice waited ea gerly. “How many fin gers will my mas ter hold up to day? He
has n’t shown me yet. Well, he might do it when he co mes back from the out house.” Think -
ing so, the ap pren tice fol lowed the priest.

As soon as the priest en tered the out house, there was a big scream. “Gyaaaa!!!”

The ap pren tice ran into the out house and saw the priest down in the toi let pit wav ing
his arms high, strug gling in there.

With a start, the ap pren tice ran back to the kitchen. He mea sured ten cups of rice,
washed it, and started cook ing it.

Since the ap pren tice ran off with out help ing him, the priest had to climb out of the toi -
let pit by him self. He stank so badly. He washed him self and changed his clothes. Then, he
went to the ap pren tice and said,

“You! You did n’t help me out. And you are cook ing rice. I have n’t told you any thing
yet. What are you do ing?” the priest yelled.

The ap pren tice re plied, “But mas ter, you held up your ten fin gers. I thought you were
tell ing me to cook ten cups of rice. So I cooked it.”

Oshimai!
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A POET’S GHOST

Part 4: Sto ries of Strange Hap pen ings
A Poet’s Ghost

 Jap a nese po ems can be very tricky to trans late be cause po ets of ten use puns whose
mul ti ple mean ings all fit the con text and add to the sense of the poem. This story de pends on
the dou ble mean ings of oki (glow ing em bers; ocean ho ri zon).

Once upon a time, there was a poet. He was mak ing a poem as he smoothed the
ashes in the hearth. The first half of the poem went eas ily,

“Stirred all around
“Ashes do re sem ble sand
“Along the sea shore—”

He tried to think of a sec ond half. “Mmmm‚ mmm . . . sand along the sea shore . . .
mmm‚ mmm . . . .”

As he tried to think of a sec ond half, sud denly he died.

His fam ily held his fu neral. But at mid night, the ghost of the poet ap peared by the
hearth chant ing his un fin ished poem:

“Stirred all around
“Ashes do re sem ble sand
“Along the sea shore . . . . Mmmm‚ mmm . . . re sem ble sand along the sea shore . . .
mmmm‚ mmm . . . .”

Ev ery night his ghost came. His fam ily did n’t know what to do. They talked to an other poet.

That poet came to the house that night and waited by the hearth. The ghost ap peared as
al ways. The ghost started his poem again:

“Stirred all around
“Ashes do re sem ble sand
“Along the sea shore—”
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“Mmmm‚ mmm . . . sand along the sea shore . . . mmmm‚ mmm . . . .”
Then the liv ing poet made the sec ond half:

“In the hearth we see the sea
“And em bers as the ocean.”

He had fin ished the poem.

“Thank you very much,” the ghost said—and never re turned.

Oshimai!
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SPIRITS OF OLD
THINGS

Part 4: Sto ries of Strange Hap pen ings
Spir its of Old Things

The gob lin song sounds more mys te ri ous if you use the Jap a nese words af ter ex plain -
ing their Eng lish mean ing. Start very qui etly, get ting louder and louder as the song repeats.

Once upon a time, there was a priest who was trav el ing alone. He came to a town.

“I don’t have a place to stay to night. Where shall I sleep? Oh, I see an aban doned tem -
ple over there. No one will mind if I stay there to night.” So he went in and went to sleep.

Mid night passed.

Around the Hour of the Ox [2:00 a.m., a tra di tional time for evil things to hap pen], he
was awak ened by strange voices from some where.

Furu kasa, furu mino, furu chiyochin
Furu kasa, furu mino, furu chiyochin
Furu geta, furu tabi, furu waraji.
(Old um brella, old straw rain coat, worn out lan tern,
Old um brella, old straw rain coat, worn out lan tern,
Worn out clogs, worn out socks, worn out slip pers.)

“What is it? Where is it com ing from?” the priest won dered.

He lis tened care fully. It seemed to be com ing from un der the floor. He pressed his ear
to one of the knot holes in the wooden floor and lis tened care fully.

Furu kasa, furu mino, furu chiyochin
Furu kasa, furu mino, furu chiyochin
Furu geta, furu tabi, furu waraji.

The voices sang about many old things. The song grew louder and louder.

Furu kasa, furu mino, furu chiyochin
Furu kasa, furu mino, furu chiyochin
Furu geta, furu tabi, furu waraji.
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It also sounded as if some danc ing were go ing on un der the floor. So the priest peeked
through a big knot hole. First he saw noth ing but dark ness.

Af ter a while, his eye got used to it and he could see strange danc ing shapes.

They were um brella gob lins, rain coat gob lins, lan tern gob lins, clog gob lins, and so on. 
Ev ery gob lin there was danc ing to the song.

Furu kasa, furu mino, furu chiyochin
Furu kasa, furu mino, furu chiyochin
Furu geta, furu tabi, furu waraji.

Their danc ing con tin ued through the night. Then, when the morn ing came and the sky
grew light, it sud denly stopped.

Un der the bright morn ing sun, the priest checked un der the floor.

Many, many things were stacked in there, such as old clogs with snapped toe thongs,
old socks worn full of holes, old straw rain coats fall ing apart, old pa per um brel las with bro -
ken spokes, torn lan terns, and many other worn-out things.

The priest pulled out ev ery thing, set it on fire, and chanted a su tra, “Namu amida
butsu. Namu amida butsu.”

All the worn out things turned to smoke and rose to heaven. And never again were
those gob lin voices heard haunt ing the aban doned tem ple.

So lis ten. Make full use of things, and when they get too old to use or re pair, never just
leave them. They will be come gob lins. When they be come use less, you must burn them and
make them rise to heaven. If you just keep them, they will haunt your house.

Oshimai!
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YOU ARE WATCHED

Part 4: Sto ries of Strange Hap pen ings
You Are Watched Once upon a time, a hunter car ried his ri fle into the moun tains. On a tree branch,

he saw a pheas ant. He aimed his ri fle and was about to shoot it. But he no ticed
some thing.

“That pheas ant is star ing at some thing. What is it star ing at?”

He fol lowed the gaze of its eyes.

There was a snake. Pheas ants like to catch and eat snakes.

“I see. That pheas ant is watch ing the snake. How stu pid! It is so busy watch ing the
snake, it does n’t no tice that I am tak ing aim at it.”

He watched the snake and no ticed that it was star ing at some thing.

“What is it star ing at?”

He fol lowed its eyes.

There was a frog. Snakes like to catch and eat frogs.

“I see. That snake is watch ing that frog. How stu pid! It is so busy watch ing the frog, it
does n’t know that the pheas ant is watch ing it.”

He watched the frog and no ticed that the frog was star ing at some thing.

“What is it star ing at?”

He fol lowed its eyes.

There was a worm. Frogs like to catch and eat worms.

“I see. That frog is watch ing that worm. How stu pid! It is so busy watch ing the worm,
it does n’t know that the snake is watch ing it.”

Then he thought it over.
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“That frog is watch ing the worm. It does n’t know that the snake is watch ing it. The
snake that is watch ing the frog does n’t know that the pheas ant is watch ing it. The pheas ant
that is watch ing the snake does n’t know that I am watch ing it. I who am watch ing the pheas -
ant don’t know . . . .

“I’m scared!”

The man screamed and ran back home.

Oshimai!
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THE HOME OF THE
BUSH WAR BLER

Part 4: Sto ries of Strange Hap pen ings
The Home of the Bush War bler

This ver sion of the story is rich in de tailed de scrip tions of the tra di tional cel e bra tions
for each month in Ja pan. For oral tell ing, you may want to com press or skip the details.

Once upon a time, there was a knick knack ped dler. He car ried a bas ket on his
back full of combs, or na men tal hair pins, nee dles, thread, hair cream, and such. 

He trav eled from vil lage to vil lage sell ing these things to the vil lag ers.

One warm spring day, this ped dler was hik ing over the moun tain to the next vil lage.
On the moun tain he felt a gen tle breeze. He heard the lovely spring song of a bush war bler.
He could smell beau ti ful flow ers, too. “Oh, I should take a rest here.”

He sat un der a big tree. En joy ing the scent of flow ers, birdsong, and warm sun shine, he 
dozed off.

A young woman came up to him. “Ex cuse me, Ped dler. You should n’t sleep here. You
might catch a cold or some thing. My house is nearby. Please take your rest there.”

She was such a beauty that he could n’t re sist fol low ing her.

To his sur prise, they came to a grand coun try es tate be hind the bushes. He had n’t no -
ticed it be fore. The woman said to him, “Please wait on this ve ran dah. I’ll make some tea.”
She went in, and af ter a while, she brought him tea and de li cious sweets.

He en joyed them very much. Then the woman said to him, “You trav eled over the
moun tains. You should take a bath.” Again, he could n’t re sist fol low ing her to the bath -
house. Af ter he took a good hot soak, he did n’t feel like mov ing an inch.

“Please stay here to night,” the woman said. Hap pily, he stayed.

The next morn ing he thanked the woman for her hos pi tal ity. He took out from his bas -
ket some combs, or na men tal hair pins, and a cou ple of other things and gave them to her. He
was about to say good-bye when the woman said, “I am all alone here. If you are not in a
hurry, please stay an other night.”
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He stayed an other night.

The next morn ing, the woman said to him again, “Would you mind stay ing here an -
other night?”

“Well, no body is wait ing for me at home.”

Night af ter night he stayed there.

They were a young man and a young woman. Soon the woman be came his wife.

Sum mer went by, au tumn went by, win ter went by. Ev ery day she brought him a won -
der ful din ner, but he did n’t know how she pre pared it. Ev ery morn ing, she brought a new ki -
mono to his bed side, but he did n’t know where she got the cloth ing, either.

“I can’t live better. No worry about food nor clothes. This is like heaven, com pared to
the days I sold knick knacks in the rain,” he thought, and stayed on.

Soon it was spring again. Flow ers were ev ery where.

One warm day, his wife told him, “I think I’m preg nant. I have to go back to my par -
ents’ home for a while. Please wait here. Be hind the house, there are thir teen store houses.
So if you get bored, please en joy look ing at the old things we keep in there. Well, you may
en ter any of the houses from num ber one to twelve, any time. But to the house num ber thir -
teen, you must never go.” She told him that, and departed.

For a cou ple of days, the man was com fort able do ing noth ing. But af ter four or five
days, he got re ally bored and lonely. “There is noth ing to do. I’m ter ri bly bored! Well, my
wife told me I could go and see those store houses. Why don’t I try that?”

He went to the first house and opened the heavy wooden door.

In side the wooden door was a slid ing pa per-screen door. He slid it open. In side was ev -
ery thing for cel e brat ing New Year’s Day. He saw a small al tar on which was a big mochi of -
fer ing. In front of that, on a hi ba chi, an iron ket tle was bub bling. A sake (rice wine) server in 
the boil ing wa ter was full of sake at just the right temperature.

“Sake is ready,” the ped dler thought.

Next to the hi ba chi was a com fort able cush ion and a lit tle ta ble laden with the spe cial
foods for the New Year’s feast. He sat down and poured sake into its lit tle cup. He ate sea
bream, sea veg e ta bles, cooked ta ros, and such. He stayed there all day. In the eve ning, he
slid the in ner door closed, shut the wooden store house door, and went back to his house.

“I played all day at New Year’s Day. That was fun,” he said and went to bed.

The next day, he man aged to stay busy. But the next day, he be came bored again.
“Well, I will go and see what is in the sec ond house.”

He opened the door and slid the in ner door open. In side was ev ery thing for a Shinto
shrine fes ti val of Feb ru ary. Many red shrine arch ways stood in line. In front of that, on each
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side, were stat ues of foxes, the mes sen gers of the god of grains. Many peo ple were there to
of fer red rice or fried bean curd to the god. And for those peo ple, there were many booths.
Here was a booth sell ing masks, such as Oni (ogre) and Otafuku [happy woman—see
“Mask of Oni”]. There was a booth sell ing good luck charms. Ven dors called, “Good busi -
ness! Good busi ness! Don’t you want it?”

Here was a booth for red lac quer ware. There was a booth for dump lings. A young
woman at the dump ling booth was call ing, “Come in! Have some tea!”

The man went in and had a cup of tea and a plate of dump lings. “Mmmm, that was
de li cious!”

When eve ning came, he shut the doors and went back to his room.

The next day, he man aged to stay out of the store house. But the next day, he got bored
again. “Well, I will go and see what is in the third house.”

He opened the doors. In side, he saw a beau ti ful dis play of dolls for the Doll Fes ti val in
March. On the top shelf were the em peror and em press. On the sec ond row were three court
la dies. Then came five mu si cians, the min is ters of the Right and the Left, and three court
ser vants. Be low that were stat u ettes of an old cou ple rep re sent ing a long healthy life, and a
girl doll danc ing with wisteria flowers.

In front of this gor geous dis play he found sweet white sake, cakes, and spe cial mochi.

“Oh, they look de li cious. Al low me some.”

The man drank and ate. “Oh, it was fun.”

He slid the in ner door closed, shut the wooden door, and went back.

The next day, he man aged to stay out of the store house. But the next day, he got bored
again. “I will go and see what is in the fourth house.”

In side, the cherry trees were in full bloom. Peo ple had spread straw mats un der the
trees and were en joy ing pic nics. The moun tains in the dis tance looked hazy with pink and
white blos soms.

“Hello, there! Please come and drink with us!” a man in one group called him. So he
went there and had sake and sweet rolled om elet. Then, a man in an other group called him,
“Now you have to join us,” so he went there and danced with them. He went from one group 
to an other. Here and there he had sake.

When the eve ning came, he slid the door closed, shut the outer door, and went back.

He spent the next day at home, but the day af ter that, he be came anx ious to go to the
store houses again. “I will go and see what is in the fifth house.”

In side, there were carp stream ers to cel e brate Boys’ Day in May. Irises and sweet-flag
were in bloom. Boys wear ing toy sam u rai hel mets were play ing with swords of long
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sweet-flag leaves. Some body had pre pared a por ta ble hot tub and an old man was tak ing a
bath scented with sweet-flag leaves, en joy ing sake as he soaked. The ped dler had sake with
him. When he had had enough, he closed the doors and went back.

The next day he stayed home. But the day af ter that, he said, “I will go and see what is
in the sixth house.”

So he went, opened the doors, and went in. In side was the sea son of rice plant ing.
Young women had their sleeves tied back with red sashes. They wore red pet ti coats and
sedge hats. They were stand ing in a tight line in a rice paddy, plant ing out rice seed lings.

“I will help you a lit tle bit.” The man went from this rice paddy to the next, plant ing
rice hip-to-hip with the young women. Af ter they fin ished, they served a feast of red rice
and bam boo shoot rice, and called him, “Please join us.”

So he went there and had red rice, sweet sake, bam boo shoot rice, and cooked butterbur 
leaves un til he be came full.

“Oh, that was a lot of fun.”

He closed the doors and went home.

The next day he stayed home, but the day af ter that he said, “I will go and see the sev -
enth house.”

He opened the doors, went in, and found Tanabata [Star Fes ti val, July 7—see cover il -
lus tra tion]. There was a big bam boo tree dec o rated with many long pa pers on which peo ple
had writ ten their wishes. Ear lier, young women had washed their hair with sweet-flag
leaves. In the eve ning, they tied back their scented hair and came out with round fans in their 
hands to catch fire flies. Young men fol lowed them with bam boo sweep ers in their hands,
catch ing fire flies too. In the rice paddy, frogs were croaking.

An old man in the dis tance called him, “We are hav ing thin somen noo dles for sum -
mer. Please join us. You have to eat somen on Tanabata.”

So he went there and had somen and sake. En joy ing the Milky Way in the sky, he
closed the doors and went back.

The next day he stayed home, but the day af ter that, he said, “I will go and see the
eighth house.”

He opened the doors. It was the Bon Fes ti val when the souls of the dead come home to
check on their liv ing rel a tives. On a tray, cu cum ber horses, egg plant cows, and other veg e -
ta ble dolls of an i mals were pre pared. Over there, peo ple were en joy ing merry Bon danc ing.
On a scaf fold, a young man stripped to the waist was drum ming a big drum. Be side him
were peo ple blow ing flutes. Around the scaf fold, young women in their beau ti ful sum mer
ki mo nos were danc ing. Young men in sedge hats were also danc ing. These men and women 
sent signs to each other as they passed by. Those who had made an ar range ment dis ap peared 
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two-by-two. As the night grew late, the danc ing cir cle be came smaller and smaller. Only
old men and women were danc ing in the end. Then, it was time to eat.

The ped dler gorged him self on botamochi, sake, and a lot more.

Com pletely full, he closed the doors and went back. “The moon was beau ti ful, which
re minds me that next month, we will cel e brate the 256th night, the full moon of the ninth lu -
nar month.”

He stayed home the next day, but the day af ter that he went to the ninth house. In side, it 
was night. The bright moon was shin ing. Sil very pam pas grass heads swayed in the breeze
as if they were in vit ing the moon. On the ve ran dah he found a heap of dump lings on a tray.
There were plenty of chest nuts and per sim mons; it looked as if they were pre pared for him.
So he sat there alone, eat ing the snacks and watch ing the moon. Then he went back.

He stayed home the next day, but, the day af ter that, he wanted to go to the store house
again. He went to the tenth house.

When he opened the outer door, he heard loud fes ti val drums, Ton ten, teke-teke. When 
he slid the in ner door open, he saw peo ple car ry ing a por ta ble shrine on their shoul ders.
“Oh, they are hav ing a fes ti val!” They car ried the shrine here and there along the street.
There were many booths.

The man en joyed scoop ing gold fish at one booth, ate cot ton candy at an other, and had
a sup per of konnyaku and veg e ta bles sim mered in sa vory broth. He en joyed the mu sic and
drumming.

He closed the doors and went home again.

Af ter a few days he went to the elev enth house. There stretched golden rice fields. Rice 
ears hung heavily. In the fields, farm ers cut rice with sick les. Then they hung the crops to
dry.

“They look re ally busy to day. I can help them a lit tle bit.”

He cut rice, car ried the bun dles, and climbed the dry ing scaf fold. Fi nally, they fin ished 
ev ery thing.

“Please have har vest mochi.”

So he shared mochi and sake, and had a good time. He slid the in ner door closed, shut
the outer door, and went home.

He stayed home the next day. But the day af ter that, he could n’t re sist go ing to the
store houses again. He went to the twelfth house, opened the doors, and found peo ple busily
pre par ing for the New Year. Some peo ple were pound ing mochi. Other peo ple sat ad just ing
the length of new ki mo nos for their chil dren to wear on New Year’s Day. Some were
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sweep ing soot from raf ters over the hearth. Oth ers were mak ing New Year’s wreaths with
straw and bam boo leaves. Some were fix ing thongs on their new clogs.

“I’m back!” called a man re turn ing from the moun tains, bring ing home a young pine
branch.

“Have some of this warm soft mochi,” they in vited him. He had many kinds of mochi
gar nished with toasted soy bean flour, sweet bean jam, or ses ame seeds.

“This sake is an of fer ing to God,” said an old grandpa, “but we have to check it first.”
So they had sake, too.

He felt very happy. He closed the doors and went back.

He stayed home the next day. But the day af ter that he be came bored.

“Well, I saw the twelfth store house. I sup pose I’ll have to start again from the first.”

He thought, “The first one was New Year’s Day. The fourth, they loved drink ing! In
the fifth that sweet-flag bath was good. In the sixth they were busy plant ing rice, but the
sweet sake was de li cious. In the sev enth the young women were beau ti ful with their hair
still wet. We caught fire flies. Bon danc ing in the eighth was also fun. The moon in the ninth
was beau ti ful. The fes ti val in the tenth was col or ful and fun. So were the peo ple in the
twelfth, pre par ing for the New Year.”

He kept re mem ber ing this and that. “Which one shall I go to again? I have seen them
all—ex cept store house thir teen. My wife said I could n’t see that one. But that only makes it
more in ter est ing.

“Well, I won’t go in there. I will just peek. It should be all right.”

He went to the thir teenth store house and opened the outer door qui etly. He heard noth -
ing. It seemed pretty dark in side.

Just a lit tle, he slid open the in ner door. He could n’t see in side very well, but there
seemed to be a plum tree bloom ing, as in very early spring. And from that tree, a bird flew
out past him.

“Did some thing fly away?”

 He stepped in. When his eyes got used to the dark ness, he saw a bush be hind the plum
tree. In that bush, he found the nest of a bush war bler. And in that nest there were eggs.

He touched them. They were still warm. That bird had been sit ting on them.

“It was a mother bush war bler that flew away. Where did she go?”

 Sud denly, he felt a warm breeze.

The store houses, the bush war bler, the house, and ev ery thing else were gone.

He was just sit ting un der that big tree by the moun tain path, bask ing in the warm sun
and smell ing the scent of flow ers.

The house and the beau ti ful lady had van ished.
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When he came down to the vil lage, peo ple told him that three years had passed since he 
had set out into the moun tains with his ped dler’s pack.

He tried to look for the house of the beau ti ful lady, but he never could find it.

Peo ple say that the strange es tate ap pears only once a year, on a very com fort able
spring day.

They call it “the Home of the Bush War bler.”

Oshimai!
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SNOW WOMAN

Part 4: Sto ries of Strange Hap pen ings
Snow Woman Once upon a time, a man hiked over three moun tains to a town. Af ter he fin ished

his busi ness there, he was go ing to re turn to his vil lage. It was al ready af ter noon.

The town peo ple sug gested, “It’s win ter and the day is short. You should stay here to -
night and start to mor row early in the morn ing. If you start now, the night will surely fall be -
fore you reach your vil lage.”

“I can walk fast and I know the way very well. I’ll be all right even if it gets dark,” the
man said, and started on his way home.

It was not dark yet. But by the time he had crossed the first moun tain, the clouds had
cov ered the sky and it started to snow.

“Oh, there are thick clouds all over. It looks like it will keep snow ing. I must hurry.”
He walked faster.

It kept snow ing softly, non non, non non, non non, non non.

It seemed to snow for ever, non non, non non, non non, non non. The man walked faster 
and faster, as fast as he could. He knew he had to hurry.

He walked and walked. Soon he no ticed that the place seemed un fa mil iar. But he had
to keep go ing.

He walked and walked, un til he saw his own foot prints. “Oh, I walked here just a lit tle
while ago. I must be go ing in a cir cle. I’m in trou ble. The path is bur ied deep in snow. The
more I walk, the more I’ll get lost. I know what: I’ll dig a pit in the snow and stay there un til
the morn ing.”

So he dug a pit, and was about to get into it. Sud denly, he thought he heard a baby cry -
ing some where: “Hon-gyaa, hon-gyaa!!” It sounded nearby.

 But the snow was fall ing so heavily, non non, non non, non non, non non, that he
could n’t see well.

“Strange. It can’t be a baby cry ing. What is that sound?”

He walked in the di rec tion from which the sound was com ing. Within a few steps, he
found a beau ti ful young woman hold ing a baby, stand ing in the snow.

“What on the earth are you do ing here?” asked the man in sur prise.

“I got lost along with my baby. I don’t know what to do,” said the woman.
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“Oh, I’m sorry. I got lost, too. I made a pit there. So why don’t we wait there till it gets
brighter again. That’s better than walk ing in the dark. Come, come this way,” he said.

The woman said, “I left my bag gage un der the pine tree over there. I could n’t carry it
all be cause my baby is heavy. Can I go to get it first?”

“Oh, sure. I’ll wait here,” he said.

“I’ll be back soon. Could you hold my baby while I go?” she asked.

“Sure. What a lovely baby!” he said and took the baby.

The woman walked off in the di rec tion of the pine tree. But it snowed so heavily, non
non, non non, non non, non non, that soon he lost sight of her.

He waited there hold ing the baby, think ing she should be back in a min ute.

When you hold a baby, you think it is very light. But when it falls asleep, it be comes
much heavier. This baby fell asleep, and it be came heavier and heavier for the man. He
wanted to change his arms but some how the baby stuck to his arm and he could n’t change
his po si tion.

“Oh, this baby is heavy. She should be back soon. The pine tree is right over there. She
could n’t get lost,” he thought and waited.

The baby was small and cute, and it kept sleep ing. But it be came heavier and heavier.

The man could n’t stand up any more. He sat down in the snow with the baby in his
arms.

It kept snow ing, non non, non non, non non, non non, and his arms be came colder and
colder. He could move his arms no more. He be came sleepy with the baby in his arms.

“I should n’t fall asleep. If I do, I will freeze to death. I must not sleep here,” he fought.
But the baby was so heavy. He could n’t move.

The woman did not re turn.

He was so sleepy.

He stayed there with the baby in his arms.

One day passed. Two days passed. But he never re turned to his vil lage.

Peo ple were wor ried about him and started to search for him in the moun tains.

They found him frozen in the snow, with a thick piece of ice in his arms.

So, if you are asked to hold a baby in the snow, never, ever dare to hold that baby.

Oshimai!
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PART 5

STO RIES OF
YAMANBAS

Yamanba (also called Yama-uba) lit er ally means “old woman of the moun -
tain,” but some trans la tors use “witch,” “ogress,” or “sor cer ess.” Pic ture

books show her dressed in rags, with wild white hair and a fanged mouth gap ing from ear to
ear. She can also trans form her self into a harm less-look ing youn ger woman or granny.

There are many in di ca tions that Yamanba was once a pow er ful na ture god dess who
con trolled har vests, wild game, and weather. She taught hu mans the arts of spin ning and
weav ing. She still helps women in dis tress and teaches peo ple—some times the hard
way—to re spect nature.

In some sto ries, Basama (old woman, granny) has mag i cal pow ers that im ply that she
is re ally Yamanba. Some of those sto ries are in cluded here.





MR. SUN’S CHAIN

Part 5: Sto ries of Yamanbas
Mr. Sun’s Chain A long time ago, there was a house where a mother lived with three chil dren.

One day, the mother said she was go ing to go on an er rand. She told her three
chil dren, “While I am not at home, put a pole in the door and do not open it. Yamanba may
come here. Yamanba has a hoarse voice, and her hands are rough, so you can rec og nize her
eas ily. Only open the door for me.” And she left the house.

The chil dren put a pole in the door sill, so that the slid ing door could only be opened
when they lifted the pole.

Af ter a while the three chil dren heard the door rat tling, gatagata, gatagata! They
thought it might be their mother.

But the old est child paused be fore open ing the door and said, “No! We don’t know
whether it is our mother or not. So I will ask.” And he said, “Are you our mother?”

They heard a hoarse voice out side, “I am your mother.”
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So the old est child said, “Oh! With such a hoarse voice, you must be Yamanba.”

Yamanba thought, “They can rec og nize me by my hoarse voice. So I will change my
voice.”

She went back to the moun tains. She mixed the eggs of moun tain birds with honey and
drank the mix ture.

She came to the chil dren again and rat tled the door, gatagata, gatagata!

The chil dren said, “Mother!”

The mid dle child was go ing to open the door. But the old est child said, “Wait, wait. I
will ask whether it is our mother or not.” And he said, “Are you our mother?”

“I am your mother.” The an swer ing voice was sweet.

So the mid dle child said, “It must be our mother. Let’s open the door, let’s open the
door.”

When the mid dle child touched the pole, the old est child said, “No! Wait. It may be
Yamanba. So while I raise the pole in the door a lit tle bit, you look out of the door care -
fully.”

And the old est child raised the pole a lit tle bit. The door opened a lit tle space, enough
for a fin ger to en ter. Yamanba tried to open the door by putt ing her fin ger into the space.

The mid dle child looked at her fin ger and shouted, “Oh! The hand is very rough!” And
the old est child fas tened the pole of the door firmly.

So Yamanba’s fin ger was pinched in the door, and Yamanba shouted, “Ouch! Ouch!”
and she went back to the moun tains.

Yamanba re al ized that her rough hands had given her away. So she pounded moun tain
yam and rubbed it onto her hands many times, and she came back to the chil dren.

She rat tled the door again, gatagata, gatagata!

The chil dren said, “Mother!”

So the old est child said, “I will ask whether it is our mother or not. Are you our
mother?”

“I am your mother,” Yamanba an swered sweetly.

And the old est child un fas tened the pole a lit tle bit, and the door opened a lit tle space
that a fin ger can en ter. Yamanba put her fin ger in. Her fin ger was very smooth.

So the chil dren said, “It is Mother!” They took off the pole and opened the door.

And a pretty mother en tered.

The chil dren thought, “Mother must have brought pres ents for us.”
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But she said, “I am very tired.” She picked up the youn gest child and went to the back
room.

The old est and mid dle chil dren thought, “Phooey! She did n’t buy any pres ents for us.”

Then they heard a strange noise, garigari garigari [crunch ing noise].

They said, “Hah! Mother is clever. She is eat ing some thing all alone.” They shouted,
“Give us some thing to eat!”

The mother threw some thing to them. It was a bone.

So they peeped into the room and they saw Yamanba gnaw ing on the youn gest child,
garigari garigari.

They ran away out the back door in a hurry.

And Yamanba ran af ter them, still gnaw ing the bones of the youn gest child.

The old est child climbed the tree in the back yard as fast as he could. The mid dle child
be gan to climb the tree, too, but he could not climb well. So the old est child shouted, “Put
your feet and your hands on the tree trunk and come up.” This helped a lit tle, but the mid dle
child could not climb fast.

So the old est child un fas tened the rope which he wore in stead of a belt, and tied the end 
of the rope to a branch, and hung it down. The mid dle child used the rope to come up to that
branch, then the old est child hung the rope from a higher branch and they climbed higher.

At that time Yamanba came to the bot tom of the tree and de manded, “How did you
climb?”

The old est child teased, “We stood on our heads and climbed up side down.”

“Like this?” Yamanba said and be gan to climb with her head down. But she could not
climb well this way.

She de manded again in a threat en ing voice, “How did you climb?”

Be cause the mid dle child was scared of her voice, he said, “I put my feet and my hands
on the tree trunk and came up.” So she put her feet and her hands on the tree and came up.

She climbed for a while. But be cause her body was very heavy, she slipped down the
tree. She de manded again with a threat en ing voice, “How did you climb?”

Be cause the mid dle child was scared of her voice, he said, “If you use the rope, you can 
climb.” Yamanba caught the end of the rope and came up.

She came up one step . . . and two steps . . . .

As she came closer to the chil dren, they fled to the up per branches.

At last they came to the top of the tree, and they thought, “Oh! We don’t know how we
can es cape any fur ther from here.”

They saw the sun shin ing gently down, chika chika.

The old est child shouted with a loud voice, with out think ing, “Mr. Sun, Mr. Sun,
could you hang down kusari nawa [lit er ally “iron rope”—a chain]?”
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All of a sud den a chain slith ered down from the sun, suru suru suru.

So the chil dren held onto it and swung up to the sky.

Yamanba saw that, and im i tated the chil dren. She said, “Mr. Sun, could you hang
down kusare nawa? Mr. Sun, could you hang down kusare nawa?”

And a rope fell down from the sun. Yamanba held onto it and went up.

But be cause she had said kusarE nawa [a rot ten straw rope] in stead of kusarI nawa, it
broke half way and Yamanba dropped—STON.

And her red blood splat tered the ground.

Af ter that, buck wheat grew out of the place.

That is why the stalk of buck wheat is red now.

Oshimai!
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A WIFE WHO DOES N’T
EAT

Part 5: Sto ries of Yamanbas
A Wife Who Does n’t Eat Once upon a time, there was a man who was well past the age of mar riage, but he

re mained sin gle be cause he was a very stingy fel low who thought a wife would 
eat up his food.

Peo ple tried to find a match for him. “How about that young lady there?” “How about
this girl here?”

But he re plied, “Oh, no. I don’t want a wife. A wife eats rice. She spends my money,
too. I don’t want to have a wife.” But still, peo ple tried to make a match for him. So he said,
“I will get mar ried if there is a woman who does n’t eat.”

One night, some body knocked on the man’s door. He opened the door and saw a beau -
ti ful young woman stand ing there. Her long hair was tied be hind her back. She had such a
tiny mouth. In a lovely voice, she said that she had lost her way and asked for lodg ing for the 
night.

“I will let you stay the night if you don’t eat,” said the man.

“No, I won’t eat any thing,” said the woman. So he gave her a night’s lodg ing.

Next morn ing when he woke up, he found that break fast was al ready pre pared for him.
The woman was smil ing be side his break fast ta ble.

“You don’t eat, do you?” asked the man.

“No, I don’t eat,” said the woman, and she smiled with her tiny mouth.

When the man came back from his work in the for est he found his din ner ready, and the 
woman was smil ing be side him. The man asked her if she would eat with him.

“I don’t eat,” said the woman.

The man, think ing her a re ally good woman, asked if she would marry him.

“Yes,” she re plied, “I want to be your wife.”
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Well, could it be true that she did n’t eat? The man won dered, but he de cided to marry
her.

Next morn ing when he woke up, he heard sounds from the kitchen. The room was all
cleaned up. His break fast was ready. His bride sat be side his ta ble, smil ing, and watched
him eat. He ate many help ings of rice. But still, she just smiled and watched him eat.

When the man came back home from his work that eve ning, his din ner was ready.
Again, she sat be side him and smiled. She did n’t eat a bite.

Ev ery day it was like that. The man started to feel guilty. Once, he asked his wife,
“Don’t you want to eat with me?” But she just shook her head, smil ing with her tiny mouth.

The man was very happy. He bragged about her to his friends. “My wife is the best
wife in all of Ja pan. She is beau ti ful. She works very hard. She does n’t eat at all. She is the
best.”

“But don’t you think it’s strange?” his friends said. “All hu mans take food in at the
mouth, and it co mes out from the bot tom. That’s nat u ral. If she does n’t eat any thing, she
might be some un nat u ral evil crea ture. You had better watch out.”

The next morn ing the hus band, be com ing un easy over his friends’ re marks, pre tended
to go out for work in the moun tain but came home se cretly to watch his wife’s be hav ior. He
went around be hind the house, climbed up into the raf ters, and peeked down inside.

His wife cleaned the house and did her chores. Then she went to the stor age house. She
car ried out a big bag of rice and poured the rice into a big pot, zaza zaza [sound of pour ing
rice]. She took it to the well. She washed the rice.

Kassya, kassya, kassya [sounds of wash ing rice]

Kyukyu, Zazazaza.

Shakka, shakka, shakka, zazazaza.

Shakka, shakka, shakka, zazazaza.

She put the pot on the stove and started the fire.

Bo, bo, bo, bo [sound of flames].

The hus band in the raf ters won dered, “What is this? What is go ing on? Have we in -
vited peo ple over for din ner to day? She is cook ing so much rice.”

He kept watch ing. Af ter the rice was done, she opened the lid of the pot. She took some 
rice in her hand and started to make rice balls as big as baby’s heads. She put them on the pot 
lid. How many rice balls, we don’t know, but she made many, many, firm rice balls and put
them on the lid of the pot. Af ter she had fin ished, she took the rib bon off her hair and let her
hair hang loose. She di vided her hair from the cen ter. On the top of her head there was a big
mouth. She threw a rice ball into the mouth, Pon!
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She munched, Amu, amu, amu. She swal lowed, Gokun!

She threw in an other. She chewed and swal lowed, Musha, musha, musha. Gokun!

She threw more rice balls in, Pon, pon, pon, pon.

Musha, musha, musha, musha. Gokun!

Pon. Pon, pon, pon,

Musha, musha, musha, musha. Gokun!

In a few sec onds, she had thrown all the rice balls into the mouth on top of her head.
Af ter she had fin ished, she tied her hair at the back of her neck again. She looked as if noth -
ing had hap pened.

The hus band in the raf ters started to trem ble for fear at this sight. He al most fell, but
some how stayed there and tried to calm him self. It took a while. Then he climbed down at
the back of his house and went to his store house where he had kept boun ti ful sacks of rice.
He found that those sacks of rice were al most gone.

He did not know what to do, but went back to the moun tain and thought it over.

In the eve ning, he came home, pre tend ing that he had worked in the moun tain for the
whole day. He sat in front of the wife and said, “I want to di vorce you. Please leave me.”

“Oh, yes?” the wife said. She did not seem sur prised. “If you want to di vorce me, I
would like to take one thing from your house hold when I leave. Is that all right?” she asked.

He was glad that she would leave peace fully, ask ing for just one thing. “That’s fine.
That’s fine. Go ahead. Take any thing you like.”

“I want the hot tub,” his wife said.

Just the hot tub? It was no prob lem. “Go ahead. Take it.”
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No sooner had he said so, than his wife turned into the wild woman Yamanba. She ran
to the bath house, picked up the empty wooden tub, caught the man by his neck, put him in
the tub, put on the thick in su lated lid, and ran to ward her home in the moun tains car ry ing the 
tub on her shoul der.

The man in the tub strug gled to get out. But the wife, now in her true form as Yamanba, 
ran and ran, car ry ing the tub.

Af ter a while, though Yamanba was strong, she seemed to get tired. She found a nice
rock un der a tree, sat down, and took a rest.

That gave the man a chance to es cape. He reached for a branch above him and climbed
out of the tub into the tree, kick ing the lid back into place on the tub.

Yamanba did n’t no tice that he was gone. When she picked up the tub again she said,
“Oh, af ter a nice rest, the tub feels lighter. Good. Good.”

When Yamanba got back to her moun tain home and opened the lid to show her sou ve -
nir to her neigh bors, she found that the man had run away. She hur ried af ter him. But the
man had run down the moun tain, and hid him self in a grassy field full of sweet-flag and
mugwort.

Yamanba came af ter him. “I smell him. His smell is com ing from this way.”

As she went through the field, the sharp leaves of sweet-flag poked her eyes. She could 
not see. Still, she fol lowed him by smell.

But it is said that su per nat u ral crea tures don’t like the smell of mugwort. “I don’t like
this smell,” said Yamanba. She could n’t come any closer. She gave up and went back to her
moun tain.

The man barely es caped with his life and went back to his home. Af ter that, he hung
mugwort and sweet rushes un der the eaves of his house to pro tect him from Yamanba.

It was on May 5. Even to day, vil lage peo ple hang sweet-flag leaves and mugwort from
their house eaves on May 5 to ward off evil.

Oshimai!
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CLOTHES BLEACHED IN 
THE MOON LIGHT

Part 5: Sto ries of Yamanbas
Clothes Bleached in the Moon light Once upon a time, there was a young woman. She was the only daugh ter of the

vil lage head man, so her mar riage was ar ranged very care fully.

At the be gin ning, she liked her hus band. He was a good man. But soon she found him
an noy ing. She could n’t stand the sound he made when he chewed food. She could n’t stand
how he dragged his san dals when he walked. Ev ery thing about him an noyed her; she couldn’t
help it. In the end, she could n’t stand even look ing at his face.

But he was a hand some man. He worked hard from early morn ing till late at night. He
was good to his in-laws, too. So, there was noth ing about which she could com plain to her
par ents. If she told them that she wanted a di vorce, they would not for give her.

It was hope less.

Af ter long thought, she de cided to go to Basama in the moun tains. This Basama lived
on a moun tain over a moun tain over a moun tain over a moun tain. It was a hard jour ney.

When the wife got there, Basama was weav ing.

The wife bowed her head with out say ing any thing. Then she opened her mouth.
“Well . . . .”

Be fore she could say any thing more, Basama turned to her and looked her in the face.
“Are you re ally sure about this?” she asked.

The wife nod ded slowly.

 Basama said, “All right then. Walk to ward the west from here. Walk on and on un til
you find a tree cov ered with many silk cat er pil lars. These cat er pil lars will spin co coons.

“Then, on a night with a beau ti ful full moon, go there and gather the co coons.

“Then, on a night with a beau ti ful full moon, reel the silk off those co coons.

“Then, on a night with a beau ti ful full moon, spin thread out of the silk.

“Then, on a night with a beau ti ful full moon, weave cloth with it.

“Then, on a night with a beau ti ful full moon, bleach the cloth in the moon light.
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“Then, on a night with a beau ti ful full moon, make it into a ki mono for your hus band.
But re mem ber. No one should know about it un til you fin ish mak ing the ki mono. And when 
it is done, then, on a night with a beau ti ful full moon, help your hus band to dress in the
kimono.”

That was what Basama taught the wife.

The wife walked to ward the west right away and found a tree cov ered with many silk
cat er pil lars.

She waited un til they had spun co coons. And, on a night with a beau ti ful full moon, she 
took the co coons home. She counted nights on her fin gers and waited.

Then, on a night with a beau ti ful full moon, she reeled the silk off these co coons. She
waited again.

And then, on a night with a beau ti ful full moon, she spun thread from the silk.

Then, on a night with a beau ti ful full moon, she wove it into cloth.

Then, on a night with a beau ti ful full moon, she bleached it in the moon light.

Then, on a night with a beau ti ful full moon, she made it into a ki mono for her hus band.

Then, on a night with a beau ti ful full moon, she said to her hus band, “I made you a ki -
mono.” She helped him into the ki mono, lap ping the right side over the left.

Her hus band was very happy that his wife had made some thing for him. He did n’t
mind that it was white, like a burial gown. He did n’t no tice that she lapped the right side
over the left, like a burial gown, in stead of left-over-right as liv ing peo ple al ways wear their
ki mo nos.

But as soon as he was dressed in this white silk ki mono, he started for the door and
went out side.

And he never re turned.

The wife kept calm for a while, but her un eas i ness grew and grew. She wanted to know 
what had be come of him. She de cided to go to Basama in the moun tain again.

She went over a moun tain, and over a moun tain, and over a moun tain and got to
Basama’s hut on the fourth moun tain. Basama was weav ing again.

The wife bowed her head again. “Well . . . .”

Be fore she could say any thing more, Basama turned to her and asked, “Do you want to
know?”

“Yes,” the wife nod ded.

Basama told her, “On a night with a beau ti ful full moon, wait at the Six Way Cross -
road.” The wife bowed again and went back home.
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She counted. And on a night with a beau ti ful full moon, she went to the Six Way
Cross road at the edge of the vil lage. The sun set, and the full moon rose from be hind the
moun tain. With moon light at his back, a man in a white ki mono came to ward her.

“Oh, is that my hus band?” she won dered.

As she watched, the man came to ward her.

It was hard to tell whether he could see her or not. With out look ing at her, he just
passed by her. As he passed, she could hear him chant ing:

“By un wit tingly wear ing
“Clothes made by moon light
“I am now in at ten dance
“On the god of night.”

Oshimai!
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PICK ING MOUN TAIN
PEARS

Part 5: Sto ries of Yamanbas
Pick ing Moun tain Pears

This story in cludes many tra di tional sound ef fect words, and lots of for mu laic rep e ti -
tion. Al though this may look fool ish and bor ing on the printed page, it can be great fun for a
live au di ence—par tic u larly if you en cour age them to say the sounds and re peats with you.
You will be amazed at how quickly they learn their parts.

Once upon a time, there lived a mother and her three sons. The mother be came
se ri ously sick. She could n’t even get up from her bed. Her sons cooked all

kinds of food, hop ing she would eat some. But she kept say ing, “No, I don’t want to eat that.
No, I don’t feel like it.”

The sons were wor ried. If she did not eat any thing, she would soon die. So they kept
cook ing, try ing ev ery new food. But the mother would n’t eat. She did n’t have any ap pe tite.
Each day she be came thin ner and thin ner. They started to won der how many more days she
could live.

Then, sud denly, the mother said, “Ahh, I want to eat a moun tain pear. That’s what I
want.”

The first son, Taro, heard this and said, “I’ll go and get some moun tain pears.”

So he went. He walked in a hurry, zunga, zunga, zunga, zunga [sound of trudg ing
along].

On a huge rock at the foot of the moun tain sat an old woman. She called out, “Hey,
Taro. Where are you go ing?”

“I’m climb ing the moun tain to pick some moun tain pears,” he re plied.

“I see, then I will tell you. On the way to the moun tain, there is a bam boo bush. It will
sing, ‘Go, go, saara-sara’ [sound of wind rus tling the leaves], or ‘Don’t go, saara-sara.’ If
you hear ‘Don’t go, saara-sara,’ I ad vise you, don’t go.

“Next, you will hear a bird sing, ‘Go, go, ton-ton’ [sound of chirp ing], or ‘Don’t go,
ton-ton.’ If you hear ‘Don’t go, ton-ton,’ I ad vise you, don’t go.
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“Next, you will see a wa ter fall. It will sing, ‘Go, go, do-don’ [sound of wa ter fall ing],
or ‘Don’t go, do-don.’ If you hear ‘Don’t go, do-don,’ I ad vise you, don’t go,” the old
woman told him kindly.

But Taro was in such a hurry that he did n’t lis ten. He kept climb ing up the moun tain,
zunga, zunga, zunga, zunga.

He came to the bam boo bush. It sang, “Don’t go, saara-sara. Don’t go, saara-sara.”
But Taro was in such a hurry that he did n’t hear it. He went, zunga, zunga.

He came to where the bird sang. It sang, “Don’t go, ton-ton. Don’t go, ton-ton.” But
Taro was in such a hurry that he did n’t hear it. He went, zunga, zunga.

He came to the wa ter fall. It sang, “Don’t go, do-don. Don’t go, do-don.” But Taro
did n’t hear it. He went, zunga, zunga.

Then he came to a big pear tree by a big swamp. The tree was full of fruit.

“Oh, these are the moun tain pears. I will pick some.” Taro was about to climb the tree
when a small child emerged from be hind the tree.

The child talked to Taro. “When you climb that tree, you have to chant, ‘Grow, grow,
zun-zun. Grow, grow, zun-zun.’ See?”

“Oh, I see. If I chant that song, the pears will grow big ger and big ger,” Taro thought.
So he sang, “Grow, grow, zun-zun. Grow, grow, zun-zun.” And he climbed the tree. “Grow,
grow, zun-zun. Grow, grow, zun-zun”

How ever, it was not the tree or the fruits that grew. It was the small child that grew.

Ev ery time Taro chanted, the child be came big ger and big ger. It be came huge and
swal lowed up Taro.

Mean while, at their house, the fam ily were wait ing for Taro. But he never came back.

The sec ond son, Jiro, said, “I’ll go to pick the moun tain pears.” And off he went.

He hur ried, zunga, zunga, zunga, zunga. At the foot of the moun tain sat the old woman
with white hair on a huge rock.

“Jiro, Jiro, where are you go ing?”

“I’m climb ing the moun tain to pick some moun tain pears,” Jiro re plied. He hur ried on
his way.

But she called af ter him, “Wait, wait! I’ll tell you. On the way to the moun tain, there is
a bam boo bush. It will sing, ‘Go, go, saara-sara,’ or ‘Don’t go, saara-sara.’ If you hear
‘Don’t go, saara-sara,’ I ad vise you, don’t go.

“Next, you will hear a bird sing, ‘Go, go, ton-ton,’ or ‘Don’t go, ton-ton.’ If you hear
‘Don’t go, ton-ton,’ I ad vise you, don’t go.

“Next, you will see a wa ter fall. It will sing, ‘Go, go, do-don,’ or ‘Don’t go, do-don.’ If
you hear ‘Don’t go, do-don,’ I ad vise you, don’t go,” the old woman told him kindly.
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But Jiro was in such a hurry, too. He kept climb ing up the moun tain, zunga, zunga,
zunga, zunga.

He came to the bam boo bush. It sang, “Don’t go, saara-sara. Don’t go, saara-sara.”
But Jiro was in such a hurry that he did n’t hear it. He went, zunga, zunga.

He came to where the bird sang. It sang, “Don’t go, ton-ton. Don’t go, ton-ton.” But
Jiro was in such a hurry that he did n’t hear it. He went, zunga, zunga.

He came to the wa ter fall. It sang, “Don’t go, do-don. Don’t go, do-don.” But Jiro did n’t
hear it. He went, zunga, zunga.

Then he came to the big pear tree by the big swamp. “Oh, these fruits look good.” Jiro
was about to climb the tree when a small child ap peared.

The child told Jiro, “When you climb that tree, you have to chant, ‘Grow, grow,
zun-zun.’ See?”

So Jiro sang, “Grow, grow, zun-zun. Grow, grow, zun-zun,” as he climbed the tree.

The child started to grow. Ev ery time Jiro sang, the child be came larger and larger. Fi -
nally, he swal lowed up Jiro.

Mean while, at their house, the fam ily were wait ing for Taro and Jiro. But nei ther of
them came back. The third son, Saburo, de cided to go. And off he went.

He hur ried, zunga, zunga, zunga, zunga. On the huge rock at the foot of the moun tain
sat the old woman with white hair. “Saburo, Saburo, where are you go ing?”

“I’m climb ing the moun tain to pick some moun tain pears,” Saburo re plied.

“Oh, I see. Then I’ll tell you. On the way to the moun tain, there is a bam boo bush. It
will sing, ‘Go, go, saara-sara,’ or ‘Don’t go, saara-sara.’ If you hear ‘Don’t go,
saara-sara,’ I ad vise you, don’t go.”

“Oh, I see,” Saburo re plied. He was lis ten ing to the woman well.

The woman con tin ued, “Next, you will hear a bird sing, ‘Go, go, ton-ton,’ or ‘Don’t
go, ton-ton.’ If you hear ‘Don’t go, ton-ton,’ I ad vise you, don’t go.”

Next, you will see a wa ter fall. It will sing, ‘Go, go, do-don,’ or ‘Don’t go, do-don.’ If
you hear ‘Don’t go, do-don,’ I ad vise you, don’t go,” the old woman told him kindly.

“Oh, I see.”

Be cause Saburo was lis ten ing to her very care fully, the old woman added, “Here, I
have this sword. It might be use ful for you, so take it with you. And I warn you, at the pear
tree, a small child will show up and tell you to say, ‘Grow, grow, zun-zun.’ But you had
better not lis ten to him.” She even taught this.

Saburo thanked her and climbed the moun tain, zunga, zunga, zunga, zunga.

Af ter a while, he came to the bam boo bush. It sang, “Don’t go, saara-sara. Don’t go,
saara-sara.”
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Saburo heard this. “Aha! I should not go now.” He de cided to take a rest. He lay down
there and took a nap.

When he woke up, the bam boo bush was sing ing, “Go, go, saara-sara. Go, go,
saara-sara.”

“Aha! ‘Go, go, saara-sara.’ I should go now,” he said and hur ried, zunga, zunga.

Soon he heard a bird sing, “Don’t go, ton-ton. Don’t go, ton-ton.”

“Oh, the bird is sing ing, ‘Don’t go, ton-ton.’ I should take an other rest here.” Saburo
took a nap again.

When he woke up, the bird was sing ing, “Go, go, ton-ton. Go, go, ton-ton.” Saburo
hur ried on his way again, zunga, zunga, zunga, zunga.

Then, he came to the wa ter fall. It sang, “Don’t go, do-don. Don’t go, do-don.”

“Aha! I should take a rest again!” Saburo took a nap once more. When he woke up, he
heard, “Go, go, do-don. Go, go, do-don.”

“Good. Now I can go.” He went on and on, zunga, zunga, zunga, zunga.

He came to the big pear tree by the swamp. The tree was full of fruit. Saburo was about
to climb up the tree when the small child ap peared. “When you climb this tree, you should
say, ‘Grow, grow, zun-zun. Grow, grow, zun-zun.’ See?” said the child.

“Oh, re ally?” Saburo pre tended to lis ten.

He thought, “That old woman taught me not to take this boy’s ad vice. Maybe I should
say the op po site.”

“Don’t grow, zun zun. Don’t grow, zun zun,” he chanted.

As he climbed the tree, he kept sing ing, “Don’t grow, zun zun.” When he looked down, 
he found that the child had shrunk to bean-size.

Saburo now felt safe and be gan to pick pears. He put them in his jacket and sleeves.
“There are plenty here. There are plenty over there, too.” He moved to the swamp side of the 
tree.

Then from that swamp, a huge mon ster rose up. It opened its mouth wide in or der to
swal low him.

Saburo re mem bered the sword the woman had given to him. He knew it was time to
use it. He threw the sword into the mon ster’s mouth. The mon ster swal lowed it. It cut open
the mon ster’s belly. And out popped Taro and Jiro!

The three broth ers were very happy. They picked many moun tain pears and went back
home to gether.

The moun tain pears pleased their mother very much. She en joyed eat ing them.

The next day, she was al ready up from her bed.

Oshimai!
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OLD WOMAN’S SKIN

Part 5: Sto ries of Yamanbas
Old Woman’s Skin Once upon a time, there was a man and woman who were hap pily mar ried.

When she had a baby girl, their hap pi ness was even greater. Then I don’t know 
what went wrong, but the wife be came sick and soon passed away. The man could n’t raise
his daugh ter prop erly all by him self. So he mar ried an other woman.

In the be gin ning, this step mother treated the girl with love. But soon she had her own
baby. She be came more at tached to her own child. And she be gan to be hard on the girl.
Though the girl was still very young, she handed the girl all the ki mo nos to wash. “Go to the
river and wash them all,” the step mother told the girl.

The girl went to the river and washed them all. When she re turned home with the laun -
dry, her step mother said, “What a nasty job you have done! All the neck bands are still dirty.
Go back and wash them again.”

The girl went back to the river, and washed the neck bands of all the ki mo nos. She
washed this ki mono and that ki mono. She washed ev ery neck band clean, and went back
home. Then, her step mother said, “What a care less job you have done! The bot tom hems are 
all still dirty.”

The girl went back to the river again, and washed the bot toms of all the ki mo nos, this
ki mono and that ki mono. Then she went back home with the laun dry. But her step mother
said, “Why, all the ki mono cuffs are still dirty.”

The girl went back to the river a fourth time. When she washed them and re turned
home, her step mother said, “All the arm holes are still dirty.”

Then the girl went back to the river again and washed them all.

She learned how to get them com pletely clean.

She had to cook rice, too. When she washed the rice hard, her step mother scolded her
that she was crush ing the grains. When she washed the rice gently, her step mother scolded
her that the rice still smelled of rice bran. She had to use ro wan wood for the fire. Ro wan is a
very hard wet wood, dif fi cult to make fire with. So, though she tried hard, only smoke came
out of the wood. And even when she fi nally made a fire, it seemed to go out af ter just a
minute.

Her step mother al ways had some thing to com plain about. To day’s rice is too soft. To -
day’s rice is too hard. To day’s rice is un der cooked. To day’s rice is not sticky enough. The
girl cooked rice ev ery day as her step mother scolded her.
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Try ing hard, she be came a skilled cook.

She had to wash dishes, too. When she washed the in side of a pot clean, her step mother 
scolded her that the bot tom was still dirty. When she washed the bot tom, her step mother
scolded her that there was some rice on the side of the pot. When she washed the rice bowls
and plates hard, her step mother scolded her that she would chip the rims. In those days, peo -
ple used a straw ball for a sponge. The step mother scolded that she used too many straws to
make a ball.

But in this way, the girl be came skill ful.

At meals, she was scolded that she had n’t set the ta ble right, or she had n’t served the
food cor rectly. Her step mother slapped her hand, say ing she was n’t hold ing her chop sticks
or bowl prop erly. She was scolded that she was n’t sit ting right, or that she ate too slowly.

But in this way, she learned man ners.

When she sewed, she was scolded that her stitches were too big, too small, or not
straight. She was scolded that she used too much mar gin or too lit tle mar gin. She was
scolded that she could n’t tell the dif fer ence be tween warps and woofs. When she put on a
patch, she was scolded that it was too big. When she made it small, she was scolded that it
would not cover the hole.

But in this way, she learned how to sew.

She was scolded when she cleaned the house. She was scolded that she did n’t dust off
the frame or doorsill prop erly. Her step mother found dust in the cor ner of the room, or a
cob web at the ceil ing. She was scolded that she had wrung out a wet cloth too tight, or too
softly.

But in this way, she learned how to clean. She swept care fully ev ery cor ner. When she
slid a door open, she dusted the sill. She dusted off the frame, too. She wiped with a damp
cloth not only the floor but also the wooden doors. She even wiped the bam boo stick on
which pots hung over the hearth. She learned all these de tails as her step mother scolded her.

When you weave, you first stretch long warp threads on the loom. The girl was scolded 
that she stretched them too tight or too loose. Her step mother cut off the warp, say ing the
weft cross-threads were not go ing evenly, or the pat tern did not match. Then the girl had to
start all over again. She had to unsew a ki mono, wash it, and starch it on a wooden board or
with a bam boo tool. Again, she was scolded that she starched one side too thick, and the
other side too thin.

Ev ery thing she did, she was scolded and slapped. She was cry ing all the time. But she
lis tened to her step mother obe di ently and learned all kinds of work and proper man ners.
Even tu ally she learned it so well that she could do ev ery thing with out her step mother scold -
ing her.

Now her step mother had noth ing to scold her about. It made the step mother hate the
girl even worse. One day, while the girl was wash ing clothes in the river, the step mother
pushed her from be hind and she fell into the river!
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She was float ing in the river un con scious. Basama found her, helped her out of the
river, and lis tened to her story.

“You will be killed if you stay with your step mother. Why don’t you stay with me un til 
you be come stron ger again?” asked Basama. Basama brought her to her house on the moun -
tain. Un til the girl be came well, she stayed with the old woman.

Then one day, Basama said, “It will not get you any where if you stay here any lon ger.
Why don’t you go to a town and find a job? But it is dan ger ous for a young girl like you to
go to a town alone. I have a dis guise here. It is called Old Woman’s Skin. If you put this on,
even a young girl like you will look like an old woman.”

She put the skin on the girl, and taught her how to get to the town. The girl thanked
Basama and started off.

She walked on and on but it be came dark be fore she got to the town. When it be came
dark, lots of gam blers gath ered by the road and started gam bling. She had to walk past that
place. The gam blers saw her, but they said, “Oh, it’s just an old grandma.” They let her go
by.

Fi nally she reached the town. She went to a big man sion. “I want to be a rice cook ing
woman. Could you hire me, please?” she asked.

It hap pened that their rice cook ing woman had just quit her job, so the girl was hired.
They gave her a lit tle shed as her room. When it rained, wa ter leaked in the roof. When the
wind blew, it came in. But at least she had her own place.

Dur ing the day, she wore the Old Woman’s Skin and worked from morn ing till night.
She cooked rice, cleaned the house, went on er rands, and did all kinds of other chores. At
night, af ter the fam ily and all the other ser vants took a bath, she took the last bath. The wa ter 
in the hot tub was tepid and as low as her knees, and it was thick with dirt. But af ter she took
the bath, she did n’t have to put the Old Woman’s Skin on, be cause no body would see her.
She went back to her room car ry ing the skin. She lit a lamp with the lit tle oil she was given
and sewed her own things, or wrote some thing. She had learned from her own mother how
to write po etry and play koto (large stringed in stru ment). But of course, there was no koto to
play. So the only thing she could en joy was jot ting down some thing on a scrap of pa per or a
board she found somewhere.

One night, af ter ev ery body else had taken a bath, she took her bath. Then with out
wear ing the skin, she was writ ing some thing in her room.

The sec ond son of the fam ily hap pened to come home late af ter he had en joyed his
night life. He saw a light com ing from the shed room. “What? The basama in the shed room
still has a light on.”

He peeked in. There was no basama. In stead, there was a beau ti ful lady writ ing some -
thing. At a glance, the son fell in love.
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“Oh, what a beau ti ful lady! I would like to marry a lady like her. But that shed room is
the room of the rice cook ing woman. What is the re la tion ship be tween the lady and the
basama? Per haps she is an en chant ress.”

So, he could n’t tell what he saw to his mother and fa ther. He just kept think ing, “I want
to see her once more.” So he of ten peeked in the shed room. But he only found the basama in 
there.

He pined, “I want to see her once more. I’ve got to see her once more.” He kept on
think ing, and be came sick. He could n’t get out of his bed.

His mother and fa ther were wor ried. They asked many doc tors and med i cine men. But
he did n’t get any better.

One day, there came a sha man. They in vited him in and asked him to see their son. He
looked at their sec ond son and then told them, “It seems that your son has a love sick ness. I
want to talk to him alone, so please leave us.”

When he was alone with the sec ond son the sha man told him, “You know, you will die
if you just keep ly ing here. If you have a woman in your mind, please tell me her name. I will 
talk to your par ents. I will see to it that ev ery thing goes well for you.”

But the sec ond son would n’t tell.

“Then, you don’t have to tell her name. Can you just tell me where she lives?”

The sec ond son whis pered in a very faint voice, “She lives in this house hold.”

The sha man told his mother and fa ther, “It seems your son is deeply in love with some -
body who works in this house. Send ev ery woman to him with a cup of tea, and see whose
tea he drinks. The woman whose tea he drinks is the one he loves. Let them get mar ried, and
he will be fine again.”

His mother and fa ther said, “There are many women work ing in this house. Maybe one 
of them is the beau ti ful woman he likes. Well, if that’s so, that is fine with us.”

Each woman was given a tray with a cup of tea and some sweets. They were sent to the
sec ond son one by one. “Please have some tea,” they of fered to the son ly ing in his bed, but
he did n’t drink any of it.

His par ents thought, “Ev ery woman in the fam ily brought tea to him. He did n’t take
any. Maybe she is not the one in this house.”

Then some one said, “Well, she is not young, but that rice cook ing basama is also a
woman.”

“It’s im pos si ble that she could be the one!” they thought. “But it’s true that she is a
woman . . . . Basama, take a cup of tea to him.”

So, the basama brought tea to him, and the sec ond son drank it.

His mother and fa ther were very sur prised. “Oh, no! Of all women, he wants to marry
this old rice cook ing woman. But we can’t let him marry her.”
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At that, the sec ond son be came ill again. He could n’t even eat. He be came thin ner and
thin ner ev ery day. It looked as if he would die within one or two days.

His mother and fa ther said, “We have no choice. He will be mar ry ing the rice cook ing
basama.” They called for her, and sent her to their sec ond son.

Right be fore she went into his room, she took off her Old Woman’s Skin dis guise.

The sec ond son was so happy to see her. “I want to marry you,” he said to her.

He in tro duced the beau ti ful young woman to his par ents. They were very sur prised. 
“Well, if she is in deed his age, there is no prob lem. He can marry her.” So they were
mar ried.

Soon, their first son and the last son got mar ried, too. Then there arose the ques tion of
who would in herit the house.

The fa ther said, “It does n’t re ally mat ter to me which one of my sons will in herit the
house. What mat ters is the wife. If the wife is skill ful, the house will pros per. In or der to
pros per, it’s im por tant to have a smart wife. Let’s com pare their wives and decide.”

All three wives were called to gether, and the com pe ti tion be gan.

First, they had to wash a ki mono. The wife of the sec ond son knew how to wash a ki -
mono, thanks to the strict step mother. She washed the neck band, the bot tom hem, the cuffs,
and the arm holes thor oughly. When she fin ished, her mother-in-law checked the ki mono
and said, “As for laun dry, the wife of the sec ond son is the best.”

Then, it was sew ing. Each of them had to sew a ki mono for her hus band. The wife of
the sec ond son had learned sew ing from the strict step mother who had in sisted on mak ing
even stitches and match ing the pat tern. Thanks to that, she could make a per fect ki mono for
her hus band. It was stitched beau ti fully, and there was no wrin kle. The mother-in-law said,
“As for sew ing, the wife of the sec ond son is the best.”

Then, it was cook ing rice. The wife of the sec ond son used to cook rice with dif fi cult
ro wan wood. So with better wood, she cooked rice as quick as a wink. She was also the best
in weav ing, com pos ing a poem, writ ing, and ev ery thing else.

So it was de cided that the sec ond son would in herit the house. The sec ond son and his
wife lived hap pily ever af ter.

Oshimai!
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PART 6

STO RIES OF SU PER -
NAT U RAL CREA TURES

Nat u ral tanuki

In Jap a nese folk tales, Fox and Tanuki are the most fa mous shape-chang ing an i mals.
They of ten trans form them selves with out any magic rit ual—al though Fox some -

times puts a leaf on his head and turns a som er sault, land ing on his feet in the new shape. They 
must con cen trate hard in or der to main tain their trans formed shape. If they be come con fused
or dis tracted or hurt, their nat u ral shape re turns one body part at a time, usu ally tail first.

Trans la tors some times say “rac coon dog” or “badger” for tanuki, but this ori en tal an i -
mal is nei ther dog nor badger (see ap pen dix A). Tanuki is tanuki.

There is a say ing: “Fox changes seven times, Tanuki eight.” Al though Tanuki can
change into more dif fer ent things than Fox, he is not as clever and he changes him self into
sim pler things. While Fox is some times venge ful, Tanuki is fool ish and usu ally good-na -
tured. He likes to drink sake and drum on his belly.





THE MOON STICKS OUT
ITS TONGUE

Part 6: Sto ries of Su per nat u ral Crea tures
The Moon Sticks Out Its Tongue

Amado Bridge is west of Fukushima City. Many tanuki used to live there.

One eve ning, two men from a vil lage were walk ing near the Amado Bridge.

From the moun tains a beau ti ful full moon rose up, so they ad mired it. Then a sec ond
moon rose up near a pine tree!

“Oh, we should ad mire this moon, too,” said the men, but they knew it must be a
tanuki. So they added, “It usu ally sticks out its tongue when we praise it. Will that hap pen
this time?”

They ad mired one moon and then the other moon.

“Which moon will stick out its tongue?”

The moon by the pine tree stuck out its tongue. The two men picked up some mud and
threw it at the sec ond moon. And it dis ap peared.

Oshimai!
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SPOOKY TANUKI MU SIC

Part 6: Sto ries of Su per nat u ral Crea tures
Spooky Tanuki Mu sic Once upon a time, there was a tem ple deep, deep in the moun tains. Ev ery night

the tem ple’s priest was haunted by spooky noises. He could n’t bear it, and he
re signed.

The next priest was a jolly man. “Spooky or not, it’s better to hear some thing than no
sound at all. Well, what kind of noise will it be?”

The new priest waited for eve ning to fall. He sat in the mid dle of the main hall and fin -
ished his eve ning prayer. Then he kept sit ting there.

Af ter mid night it started. From the moun tain be hind the tem ple came a deep thump ing
sound: Po-n!

“Oh, I heard that strange noise! But just one! Well, why did it stop?” he won dered.
Then, from the other di rec tion, came a light tap ping sound: Poko, poko. “I hear it,” said the
priest.

Po-n, poko, poko. Po-n, poko, poko.

From here, Po-n!

From there, Po-n!

From over there, Poko, poko, poko, poko.

The sounds be came louder and louder. They were com ing closer and closer to the tem ple.

Po-n, poko, poko.

The priest started to en joy it. When he heard po-n, he rang his prayer gong: Chi-n!
When he heard poko, poko, he beat his wood block: poku, poku.

Po-n, chi-n! Poko, poko, poku, poku!

Po-n, chi-n! Poko, poko, poku, poku!

It seemed like the noise mak ers were gath er ing in the tem ple gar den.

Po-n, chi-n! Poko, poko, poku, poku!

Po-n, chi-n! Poko, poko, poku, poku!

Po-n, chi-n! Poko, poko, poku, poku!

Po-n, chi-n! Poko, poko, poku, poku!
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It was such fun.

The priest got more and more ex cited. “What is mak ing this sound?” he won dered. “I
will see what it is.”

The priest stopped ring ing his gong and moved qui etly to ward the win dow. When he
looked out, those who were in the tem ple gar den scat tered away to ward the moun tain.
Maybe it’s be cause the priest stopped his part, or maybe it’s be cause they no ticed him open -
ing the win dow. Any way, the next eve ning the priest opened the win dow a lit tle in ad vance
and waited. Af ter mid night, he heard the sound again: Po-n, poko, poko. It sounded like
more and more noises were gathering.

Po-n, poko, poko.

Po-n, poko, poko.

Po-n, poko, poko.

More and more were gath er ing in the tem ple gar den.

The priest looked. They were a group of tanuki.

Folk tale tanuki

“Very well. I will join in.” But then he thought, “I have to stop my gong and wood
block if I want to see them. If I stop, they might run away again like yes ter day. To night, in -
stead of gong and wood block, I will use my belly.”

So, at Po-n from the gar den, he thumped his belly: Becha. At Poko, poko from the gar -
den, he tapped his belly: Pita, pita.

Po-n. Becha.
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Poko, poko. Pita, pita.

Po-n, becha. Poko, poko, pita, pita.

Po-n, becha, poko, poko, pita, pita.

Po-n, becha, poko, poko, pita, pita.

It was such fun.

Po-n, becha, poko, poko, pita, pita.

Po-n, becha, poko, poko, pita, pita.

The Tanuki were all en joy ing it very much, too.

But af ter a while, ev ery one’s bel lies be came red and started to hurt. In the end, they
were all rub bing their bel lies.

“This is very much fun,” the priest told the tanuki, “but we can’t do this ev ery night. If
we do, our bel lies might burst. Why don’t we do it only on the night of a full moon?”

He was n’t sure if they un der stood him. With out say ing any thing, the tanuki just went
back to the moun tain.

But he did n’t hear any thing the next night, and the next night, and the next.

On the next full moon night, the priest waited ea gerly. From the moun tain, he heard it.

Po-n.

Poko, poko.

Po-n, poko, poko.

Po-n, poko, poko.

They were gath er ing in the gar den. The priest went out to the gar den, too. When the
tanuki went Po-n, the priest went Becha. When they went Poko, poko, he went Pita, pita.
And from then on, on full moon nights, the vil lag ers could hear from the tem ple:

Po-n, becha, poko, poko, pita, pita.

Po-n, becha, poko, poko, pita, pita.

Oshimai!
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TANUKI WHO TURNED
INTO A DIE

Part 6: Sto ries of Su per nat u ral Crea tures
Tanuki Who Turned into a Die Once upon a time, there was an old man. When he was work ing in the moun -

tains, he heard a cry. It was a lit tle tanuki, caught in a snare. The old man freed
him.

That night, the fa ther tanuki came to the old man and said, “Thank you very much for
sav ing my son. I would like to re pay you. But I’m not so good at turn ing into things. The
only thing I can be come is a die. But sir, you can take me to a gam bling house. I will give
you the num ber you ask for.”

“Re ally? That will be nice. But in a dice game, do you know which num bers are Cho
and which are Han?” asked the old man.

“No.”

“When we call Han (half) we mean an odd num ber like one, three, and five. When we
call Cho (a pair) we mean two, four, and six.”

“I see. One, three and five are Han. Two, four, and six are Cho. I got it.”

Tanuki turned into a die. And with that die in his hand, the old man went to a gam bling
house. He ap proached the dice thrower and changed one of the two dice for his tanuki die.

The dice thrower put the two dice into a bowl and said, “Ev ery one ready? Ready?”

He shook the bowl, rat tling the dice. Tanuki in that bowl bumped here and there. His
eyes were roll ing. But he tried hard not to miss what the old man was go ing to say.

“Han!”

Tanuki heard him.

“Well . . . Han, it’s one, three, and five. Then, I will give him one.”

Tanuki gave one. The rat tler opened the bowl and said,

“A pair of ones—Cho!”

Tanuki won dered, “Why? Old man said one is Han. But did I hear it wrong?”
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Tanuki did n’t know that in dice gam bling, you must add the num bers of the two dice. If 
the to tal is odd (three, five, etc.), it is Han. If the to tal is even (two, four, etc.) it is Cho. One
plus one is two. So it is Cho. But Tanuki did n’t know arith me tic. He just thought if he gave
one, it would be Han.

“If one is n’t Han, then, two, four, and six must be Han,” Tanuki thought.

On the next throw, he heard the old man say, “Cho!” Tanuki thought he should give
four.

“Four and three,” said the rat tler. “Han!”

Tanuki did n’t know he had to add the num bers on two dice, he did n’t know four plus
three is seven, he did n’t know which was odd or even. He got so con fused.

“What is Han? What is Cho?” He was so puz zled that he could n’t keep his die shape.
His tail popped out. The gam blers shouted in sur prise.

The shout ing scared Tanuki so much that he re turned to his nat u ral Tanuki shape. The
gam blers be gan to chase af ter him.

The old man put back the orig i nal die and qui etly slipped away.

Oshimai!
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THE FOX BAR BER

Part 6: Sto ries of Su per nat u ral Crea tures
The Fox Bar ber Once upon a time, in the moun tains near a vil lage there lived a fox who was very

good at trick ing peo ple. Once he stole all the treats a man was tak ing home
from a wed ding party. An other man, who thought he had caught a big fish, found only a log
when he got home. Fox tricked the vil lag ers in many ways.

But there was one man who said, “That fox can’t fool me. I will de tect him and pun ish
him.” So he went into the moun tains, hid be hind a tree, and waited very still.

Then Fox came walk ing through the woods. “Ah, here he co mes,” the man thought and 
kept watch ing.

Fox put a leaf on his head and did a som er sault. When he landed on his feet, he was a
beau ti ful young lady!

“Wow! She is so beau ti ful. But I was watch ing. She is re ally a fox. I saw how he did it.” 
He kept watch ing.

The young lady picked up a thick piece of log ly ing nearby and flipped it over. It be -
came a baby.

Then she picked up chunks of horse dung and wrapped them in a big butterbur leaf.
When she flipped it over, it be came a box of botamochi cakes in a car ry ing cloth. She started 
walk ing, swish ing the silken skirts of her ki mono shanari, shanari, shanari, shanari. She
walked to ward the vil lage with the baby in her arms, car ry ing the box of botamochi.

“All right. I will fol low her and see whom she is go ing to trick,” the man thought and
fol lowed the woman.

She kept on walk ing, shanari, shanari, shanari, shanari. She did n’t seem to no tice that 
some one was fol low ing her.

At the very edge of the vil lage lived an el derly cou ple. The young lady went to their
house and slid the door open. “Hello, I have come back!” she called, and en tered the house.

“Oh, it’s nice of you to visit us,” said the old folks.

“Let me hold my grand child!” The old man took the baby.

“Oh, you brought us botamochi. Thank you!” The old woman un wrapped the box of
cakes.
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The watch ing man went around the house and peeped in through a knot hole. “Stu pid
peo ple! They don’t know that is a fox. They think that is their mar ried daugh ter. I will show
them that she is a fake.” He kept on peep ing in.

The old man and old woman took turns hold ing the baby. Then they de cided to eat the
botamochi. The woman took one on her plate and was about to put it into her mouth.

“That botamochi is horse dung!” the man yelled in a loud voice. He slid the door open
and hur ried into the house.

The old woman was sur prised. “Who on earth are you?”

The man ex plained, “I saw what hap pened. You think she is your daugh ter, but she is
not. I was watch ing it all from be hind a tree. A fox put a leaf on his head and be came a
woman. He flipped over a log that be came a baby. And that botamochi is horse dung. Don’t
eat it.”

The old woman said, “What are you say ing? You should n’t call my pre cious daugh ter
a fox. This baby is n’t a log ei ther, smil ing like an an gel. My daugh ter made this botamochi
for us. Why do you say it is horse dung? You are such a dis gust ing man!”

But the man in sisted. “She is a fox. I saw it with my own eyes. You are be ing fooled.”
Then he had an idea. “You know what? It is said that a fox re veals its true form when you
hold it in smoke. I will prove to you now that she is a fox.”

He wound a rope round and round their daugh ter and hung her, head-down, from the
raf ters. Then he started build ing a big fire in their hearth.

The el ders shrieked, “No! Please stop! What are you do ing to our daugh ter? Stop it,
please.”

“You will see the truth soon. Just wait and watch!” Say ing so, the man hung the young
woman right over the fire. Smoke curled around her.

But soon she died, with out re veal ing her fox-self.

“What?” The man let her down in a hurry.

The old man and woman pro tested, “Why did you do this to our daugh ter? Now, what
are you go ing to do about it?”

The man be came wor ried. “Well, I was sure I saw a fox turn into a woman. But did I
make a mis take some where?” He apol o gized to them. “I’m sorry. Some how I made a mis -
take. I’m re ally sorry. But I was sure it was a fox.”

They were very up set. “Oh, what have you done?” they yelled in a loud voice. They hit
him and punched him.

While they were mak ing a big scene, a priest came by. “What’s the mat ter? What is this 
all about?”

The priest came into the house. The old peo ple ex plained to him what had hap pened.
“This man did this to our pre cious daugh ter. We are so an gry at him. And for that, we are
now hit ting him.”
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The priest lis tened and said to the man, “I see. I see. It’s your fault. You can’t smoke
some one’s daugh ter over the hearth. It is not sur pris ing that she is dead. Do you know how
much she suf fered? Can you imag ine her pain?”

“I’m so sorry.” All he could do was bow down low and apol o gize. Still, in side him, he
was won der ing, “Some thing is wrong. Some thing is wrong.”

But there lay their daugh ter in front of him. And she was dead. He had no choice but to
apol o gize. “I’m so sorry.” He kept bow ing his head.

The priest said to the old man and woman, “Your daugh ter is dead, and there is noth ing 
we can do to bring her back. Even if you beat him to death, your daugh ter will never come to 
life. I want you to trust this man to me. I want to train him, and make him a monk. Then, he
can pray for your daugh ter as long as he lives. What do you think about that?”

They said, “That’s right. Our daugh ter will never come to life, even if we beat him to
death. Please make him a monk and make him pray for our daugh ter.”

Then, the priest told the man, “Did you hear that? They have trusted you to me. Why
don’t you be come a monk?”

“Yes, what ever you say,” re plied the man.

“Very well. I’m glad you agreed. But you can’t be a monk with your hair long. I will
shave your head now. My ra zor is n’t sharp. It might hurt a lit tle bit. But you must en dure the
pain. Think of their daugh ter, how much she suf fered from be ing smoked over the hearth.
Then you can en dure any pain,” scolded the priest.

“Yes.” The man knelt on the floor in front of the priest.

The priest took out his ra zor. Jori [sound of dull ra zor scrap ing the man’s head].

“Ouch!”

“Think of their daugh ter. How much she suf fered over the hearth. You could n’t say
that this hurts,” said the priest.

“That’s true,” thought the man. He tried to bear the pain.

Jori.

“Ouch!!” he cried, but the priest said, “Think of their daugh ter.”

The man thought, “Their daugh ter suf fered to death. Com pared to that, this is just my
hair.” He tried to en dure the pain.

Jori.

The ra zor seemed to scrape his scalp roughly.

Jori.

“Oh, it feels like some thing is bit ing my head. Not just cut ting my hair, but bit ing my
scalp.” Yet he sat there and tried to bear the pain with his eyes closed.

Then from afar, he heard vil lag ers call ing. “What are you do ing? With foxes around
you, why are you kneel ing on the ground?”
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Star tled, he opened his eyes. He saw many foxes run ning away from him.

Vil lag ers came run ning to help him. And they asked the man, “Why were you let ting
the foxes bite your head?”

Oshimai!
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FOX TEA KET TLE

Part 6: Sto ries of Su per nat u ral Crea tures
Fox Tea ket tle

Un like Eu ro pean and North Amer i can foxes, Jap a nese foxes have golden brown fur.
Car toons of ten show them as bright yel low!

Once upon a time, there was an old junk man who went from house to house col -
lect ing things that peo ple did n’t need any more. He fixed the things or cleaned

them, then sold them to other peo ple.

One day when he was at home, he heard a loud yelp from the moun tain be hind his
house. He leaped up in sur prise and went to in ves ti gate. A lit tle fox cub had his leg caught in 
a trap which some body had set. The old man felt pity, so he helped the fox cub out of the
trap.

The fox cub was so grate ful. But then it ran off and was gone be hind a bush.

The next day, a fe male fox came to the man. “Thank you very much for yes ter day, for
sav ing my baby. I can’t thank you enough. But to show you how much we ap pre ci ate your
kind ness, I’m go ing to turn my self into a tea ket tle. Take me to town and sell me to the priest
or some body who would buy me,” said Fox.

“No, no, I did n’t res cue the lit tle fox to get some thing in re turn. Don’t worry about it,”
said the old man.

But Fox put a leaf on her head and did a som er sault. She be came a shiny gold tea ket tle,
not an ev ery day ket tle but the kind used to heat wa ter for the tea cer e mony.

“You have turned into a re ally a splen did tea ket tle! I’ll try tak ing you to the priest,”
said the old man.

He put that gold tea ket tle in his back-bas ket and car ried it down to the town.

He walked around the town, call ing, “Tea ket tle! Tea ket tle! A golden tea ket tle!!”

Peo ple on the street looked into his bas ket.

“Oh my. What a splen did tea ket tle!”

“This is a shiny beauty! But such a won der ful tea ket tle must be ex pen sive. It is too
good to sit in my house.”
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They just looked at it, no body want ing to buy. The old man walked on to the tem ple.
“Priest, Priest. I hap pened to have a gold tea ket tle. Would you buy it?” asked the man.

“Let me see.” The priest held it and looked. “Yes, this is a beau ti ful tea ket tle, a won -
der ful thing. All right, I’ll take it.”

The priest paid a lot of money to the old junk man, who went home hap pily.

The priest was happy, too. “This re ally is a beau ti ful tea ket tle. The color is hard to
name. Golden? Or should I call it the color of a fox? Any way, it’s a beau ti ful color. A won -
der ful tea ket tle, indeed!”

He stared at it from this side and from that side, from the top and from the bot tom. Be -
ing stared at so long, Fox felt em bar rassed. She blushed and turned red.

The priest was amazed, “Well, well. It be comes red dish with sun set light. What a beau -
ti ful tea ket tle this is!” Then he thought, “This looks fine. But you never know who used it
be fore. I should have it washed thor oughly first.” He called a young ap pren tice. “Take this
tea ket tle to the well and wash it,” he ordered.

So the ap pren tice took it to the well. This young man loved sing ing. He hummed all the 
way to the well. He hummed while he drew wa ter. He hummed as he started rub bing the tea -
ket tle.

When spring co mes,
Plum, peach, and cherry trees,
They all bloom.

Some times he for got to rub. But he did n’t for get hum ming.

Fox thought, “This is an in ter est ing song. I want to lis ten to it more care fully.” So she
pricked up her ear.

A furry ear stuck out from the tea ket tle.

The ap pren tice was so sur prised. “Priest, Priest! This tea ket tle has an ear!!” he yelled.
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But the priest in side the tem ple scolded the ap pren tice, “Of course! Ev ery tea ket tle has
an ear.”

“Oh, I see,” thought the ap pren tice.

Well, a Jap a nese tea ket tle has a short skirt around its base. It is called a “wing” or
some times, an “ear.” The priest thought this was the kind of “ear” the ap pren tice was de -
scrib ing.

The ap pren tice started pol ish ing it again. He rubbed it here. Rubbed it there. Hum -
ming, he rubbed.

When sum mer co mes,
Plum, peach, and cherry trees,
They all bear fruits.

He rubbed all over.

The fox was tick lish. She could not help gig gling.

The ap pren tice was so sur prised. “Priest, Priest! This tea ket tle makes a sound!” he
yelled.

But the priest in side the tem ple scolded him. “Of course! A good tea ket tle, when it is
filled with wa ter, makes a ring ing sound.”

“Oh, I see.”

The ap pren tice started pol ish ing the ket tle again, this time up side-down. He was rub -
bing its bot tom. As he rubbed, he hummed.

When au tumn co mes,
Plum, peach, and cherry trees,
They all have fallen leaves.

He rubbed the bot tom, and Fox could n’t help wig gling.

The ap pren tice was so sur prised. “Priest, Priest! This tea ket tle shakes its bot tom!” he
yelled.

But the priest in side the tem ple scolded him, “Of course! A good tea ket tle, when filled
with wa ter, makes a ring ing sound. And at the same time, its bot tom vi brates.”

“Oh, I see.”

The ap pren tice started pol ish ing again. He rubbed and rubbed. He rubbed the ket tle
with all his might, hum ming.

When win ter co mes,
Plum, peach, and cherry trees,
They all are cov ered with snow.

He rubbed and rubbed. He rubbed the same place over and over.
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Fox be came sore. “I wish this ap pren tice would move his hand a lit tle.” She tried to
push his hand gently to an other spot. Her paws came out of the tea ket tle.

The ap pren tice was so sur prised. “Priest, Priest! This tea ket tle has hands!” he yelled.

The priest in side the tem ple scolded the ap pren tice. “Of course! How do you hold a
tea ket tle if it does n’t have han dles? Of course it should have han dles. Now, don’t be so
slow. Hold that round han dle and bring it inside.”

“Yes, sir.” The ap pren tice stopped rub bing, held the tea ket tle by the round han dles and 
took it in side.

The priest looked at the beau ti fully washed tea ket tle. “My good ness, pol ish ing made it 
look even more splen did. Now, I will set it in the al cove so ev ery one can ad mire it.” In the
morn ing and at night, he en joyed its beauty.

One day, they learned that a great priest from the cap i tal planned to visit the tem ple.
The priest said, “To mor row, when the great priest co mes here, I will make tea for him with
this tea ket tle.”

Fox, sit ting sol emnly in the al cove, over heard it and was sur prised. “I sup pose I have
to stand be ing rubbed. But putt ing me on the fire? No! I can’t bear it!”

That night, she jumped out the win dow and ran back to the moun tain.

Oshimai!
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A HOIN MONK AND
A FOX

Part 6: Sto ries of Su per nat u ral Crea tures
A Hoin Monk and a Fox Once upon a time, a young Hoin monk was test ing him self by go ing on a pil -

grim age in the moun tains all alone, un armed ex cept for a big conch shell horn
with which to scare bears. One sunny day he was walk ing along a moun tain river when, in
the tall grass, he saw some thing yel low ish or brown ish mov ing. He won dered what it was
and pushed the tall grass aside to see.

There was a fox curled up in the grass, sleep ing. Ev ery time the wind blew, the fox’s
tail waved. But the fox was so soundly asleep that he did n’t no tice Hoin look ing at him.

“What a stu pid fox. Usu ally wild an i mals wake up just at the sound of hu man foot -
steps. What a stu pid one this is. Oh, yes, I’ve got to play a trick on him.”

He took out his big shell horn. He put it close to the fox’s ear. He blew, Buooo!!

The fox, who had been sleep ing peace fully, jumped up and fell in the river. Bo chan!
[sound of a big splash].

Hoin could n’t help but laugh at the star tled fox, “Kera kera kera, Gya-haha!”

He en joyed a good laugh and went along on his way.

It was still be fore noon, and yet it started to get dark.

“What a short day we have to day. I must find a safe place to stay for the night. Well,
where shall I sleep?” the young monk won dered. He found a big hol low tree. “Yes, this is
good shel ter. I will take my rest here.”

Just as he was get ting in, there came a very soft sound from the dis tance.

Jaran, pon, chin . . . Jaran, pon, chin. He rec og nized the slow, som ber sounds of a fu -
neral pro ces sion.

“It is com ing this way, but where is it go ing? Is there a tem ple around here?”

Far away, in the grow ing dark ness, he saw many peo ple walk ing to ward him slowly
bang ing drums and bells. Jaran, pon, chin . . . Jaran, pon, chin.
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Next came the cof fin. Peo ple car ried it on their shoul ders and walked very slowly. As
they came closer and closer, the mu si cal sounds be came louder. Jaran, pon, chin . . . Jaran,
pon, chin.

The pro ces sion came closer and closer.

“Is there a tem ple in this wil der ness?” Hoin won dered.

Jaran, pon, chin . . . Jaran, pon, chin.

They came closer and closer. Fi nally they stopped at the hol low tree in which Hoin had
planned to spend the night. They put down the cof fin. Si lently, they left—with out the cof fin.

“Oh, oh, why are they leav ing the cof fin here?” Hoin won dered.

But though he was still in train ing, he was a priest. It was his duty to sit up all night
with the corpse and chant sutras for the dead per son’s soul.

“Nanmaida, nanmaida,” he chanted in the hol low of his tree. He leaned on the wall of
the hol low.

“Nanmaida, nanmaida,” he grew drowsy. “Shall I sleep for a while?”

Kata!

Sud denly, a sharp noise came from the cof fin.

Hoin was shocked awake and peeked out of his tree at the cof fin.

The lid moved a lit tle.

A very bony hand came out, try ing to push the lid off.

Hoin was so as ton ished, he jumped out of his hid ing hole. He hid be hind the tree and
peered around the trunk.

Gatan!

The cof fin lid fell off with a big noise.

A bony body wear ing white burial clothes stood up in the cof fin. “Where is Hoin? Is he 
in the hol low of the tree?” The corpse went to the hole and searched.

Hoin was so as ton ished. “Ah, I was lucky to have got out of that hol low tree. Now, I’ll
hide in the branches.” He climbed up the tree to the low est branch, suru suru suru! [sound of 
fast climb ing]. He sat and watched be low.

“Where is Hoin? He was not in the hol low. Where is Hoin? Did he climb into the tree?” 
With those bony arms, the corpse started to climb slowly up the tree. Zuru . . . Zuru . . . Zuru
. . . [sound of slow climb ing]. “Where is Hoin? Is he on the low est branch?”

Very as ton ished, Hoin climbed higher, suru suru suru! On the sec ond low est branch,
he sat.

The corpse came up to the low est branch and searched for him. “Where is Hoin? He is
not on the low est branch. Where is Hoin? Is he on the sec ond low est branch?”
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Say ing so, the corpse climbed fur ther up. Zuru . . . Zuru . . . Zuru . . . .

Hoin was very as ton ished. Hur riedly, he climbed up, suru suru suru and sat on the
third branch.

“Where is Hoin? Is he on the sec ond branch?” The corpse looked for Hoin all over on
the sec ond branch. He looked through twigs and leaves. “Where is Hoin? He is not on the
sec ond branch. Where is Hoin? Is he on the third branch?”

The corpse climbed fur ther up. Zuru . . . Zuru . . . Zuru . . . .

Hur riedly, Hoin went up, suru suru suru, and sat at the fourth branch.

The dead man came up to the third branch. “Where is Hoin? He is not on the third
branch. Where is Hoin? Is he on the fourth branch?” He climbed again. Zuru . . . Zuru . . .
Zuru . . . .

Hoin went up to the fifth branch. He went up to the sixth branch, sev enth branch. Fi -
nally, he was on the top of the tree.

The corpse came up and up. He found Hoin on the thin twig at the top of the tree.

“I found Hoin. I’ll catch Hoin.” He came closer and closer. He tried to reach Hoin with
his bony hands. His fin ger was reach ing the foot of the Hoin monk.

Hoin pulled his foot up.

“I have al most got Hoin.” The dead man raised his hand higher.

Hoin pulled up his other foot. Fi nally, he found that he could n’t go any fur ther up.

“Hoin is there.” The dead man reached higher.

Hoin tried to move up.

Sud denly the thin branch broke. Hoin fell down to the river be low. Bo chan!

Sud denly, all around him, ev ery thing be came as bright as mid day.

Hoin heard some body laugh, say ing, “Hoin fell down. Ken, ken, ken, ken!” [sound of
fox laugh ter].

Oshimai!
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Kap pas

In the dis tant past, Kappa may have been a pow er ful wa ter god, but now he ap pears as
a scary or fool ish wa ter mon ster of su per nat u ral strength and heal ing magic. Kap pas live in
rivers, ponds, and other bod ies of wa ter. Tra di tional coun try peo ple blamed kap pas for un -
ex plained drownings of peo ple and farm an i mals, but re spected the way they kept their
promises.

Al though kap pas live un der wa ter, their fa vor ite food is cu cum bers. They risk com ing
on shore to raid farm ers’ gar dens. Kappa roll (cu cum ber su shi—see Part 7) is named in their 
honor.

Kap pas have strange stretchy bod ies and oddly con nected limbs. If you pull a kappa’s
right arm, its left arm gets shorter. If you pull its left arm, its right arm gets shorter. If you
pull its leg, both arms get shorter! The tra di tional kappa toy (see Part 7) was made from a
sec tion of bam boo, but you can use a card board tube. Chil dren are still sur prised to see how
it moves.



KAPPA’S PA PER

Part 6: Sto ries of Su per nat u ral Crea tures
Kappa’s Pa per Once upon a time, a farmer was wash ing his horse in a river. When he fin ished

wash ing, he thought, “Now it’s time to pull him out to the shore.” But the horse 
did n’t move an inch.

“What’s wrong with him?” the farmer won dered.

He found some thing big hang ing down from the horse’s be hind. “What is this?” It was
the arm of a kappa. Kappa had grabbed the horse’s be hind and would n’t let go.

The farmer pulled the horse hard, but Kappa would n’t let go and his arm stretched lon -
ger. The farmer kept pull ing, but it was no use. The farmer feared that Kappa wanted to
drown his horse. Fi nally in des per a tion he gave the horse one last pull with all his might. At
last, the horse came up on the shore. But Kappa’s arm was still hang ing down from the
horse’s be hind.

You know, a kappa’s arm is dif fer ent from ours. It is one piece from its right hand to its
left hand. So if Kappa’s right hand was grab bing the horse’s be hind, both arms through to
the left hand were hang ing in one piece from the horse.

The farmer brought the horse back home, with Kappa’s arms still hang ing down. He
could n’t pull them off. So he went to the tem ple and asked the priest for help.

The priest mur mured some chants and pulled the arms off.

They de cided to keep this rare thing in the main tem ple.

That night, some body knocked on the tem ple door. It was Kappa.

“Please give me back my arms,” asked Kappa.

“Well, it is no use giv ing you your arms. You can’t put them back,” said the priest.

“Yes, if you give them back to me, I can put them back on.”

“Re ally? Then show me how you do it.”

The priest gave the arms back to Kappa. Kappa squeezed the fin ger tips of one hand to -
gether. He poked the hand into a hole on one shoul der and pulled it out from a hole on the
other shoul der. His arms were back where they be longed, and Kappa could move them
again.
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“Oh, thank you. I will never play a trick on peo ple again,” Kappa prom ised.

“Then you must sign a pa per,” said the priest.

“I can’t write. In stead, I will stamp my handprint, with this hand as good as new.”

The priest pre pared black ink, dipped Kappa’s hand in, and stamped his handprint on
the pa per.

They say that the pa per is still in the tem ple.

Oshimai!
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A KAPPA AND A FISH
PED DLER

Part 6: Sto ries of Su per nat u ral Crea tures
A Kappa and a Fish Ped dler Once upon a time, there was a vil lage fish ped dler who caught fish to sell. Vil -

lage peo ple would n’t pay much money for small river fish, so some times he
went to the sea to catch big fish, brought them back to his vil lage, and sold them.

One day as he was walk ing to the sea, he saw sev eral naughty boys bul ly ing a kappa
they had caught. “Hey! You can’t hurt a kappa like that,” he scolded.

But the chil dren re plied, “This kappa does bad things when we’re swim ming, like pull -
ing our leg. We think he’s try ing to drown us. So we’ll kill him. Let’s beat him to death.”
They beat the kappa with sticks, and made fun of him by pull ing his legs and arms.

The fish ped dler felt pity. “Then let me buy him from you. I’ll pay you.”

He bought the kappa. But be fore he re leased him, he warned, “You should go back
home right away, or those boys might catch you again and hurt you. And from now on,
never, never play tricks on hu man chil dren. And never pull chil dren’s legs.”

The money the fish ped dler paid the boys was all he had that day. Now he had no
money to buy bait. “It’s no use go ing to the sea to day.” So he went back home. “Well, I
guess I will just go to sleep early.” He crawled into bed and fell asleep.

Early next morn ing, he heard a big thud in front of his house. “What is it?”

He went out side and saw a pile of fish at the door: sea bream, tuna and such. He
thought, “Maybe the kappa I saved yes ter day went to the sea and caught them for me.”

That day, he sold those sea fish. “I made a lot of money to day. Maybe I don’t have to
go fish ing. I sup pose I can go to sleep early again.”

Early the next morn ing, he heard a big thud again. This time it was a pile of river fish.

Early each morn ing from then on, he heard a big thud and found a pile of fish, ei ther
river fish or sea fish, at the door. The fish ped dler did n’t have to catch fish any more. He sold 
them and made a lot of money.

136 Part 6: Sto ries of Su per nat u ral Crea tures



But af ter three months or so, he re al ized some thing. “Oh, no. This is not right. If Kappa 
keeps bring ing me fish, I will be come lazy and hate work ing. I should ask him to stop it.”

He went to the river and called, “Kappa! I don’t want your fish any more. If you con -
tinue giv ing me fish, I’ll be come lazy. So don’t bring me fish any more.”

Then from the wa ter he heard a voice. “Maybe that is the way hu man be ings think. But
we have our own way of do ing things. Our re ward is for one year. So you have to let me do it 
for one year.”

So fish were de liv ered to the fish ped dler ev ery morn ing for one year. Af ter one year,
he thought, “Well, to day is the last day.”

But by then, he had in deed be come lazy. He did n’t want to go to the sea or to the river
and fish. Be sides, he al ready had saved a lot of money. “I will be well off for a while,” he
thought.

He lived in idle ness. Within six months, how ever, his money was all gone. Fi nally one
day, he thought, “Well, I sup pose I have to go fish ing again.”

He went to the river. He cast his line into the wa ter, and soon he caught some thing
strange. “What is this?” he won dered. It looked like a very tiny kappa. “What? Are you a
kappa?” he asked.

“I’m the god of the kap pas,” it said. “If you let me go, I will bring you rice that lasts for
the rest of your life. So please let me go,” the strange lit tle crea ture begged.

The fish ped dler thought for a while. “I saved a kappa once, but now I have no money.
If I sell this strange thing to a show man, I’ll be able to make some money.” But the prom ise
of a life time sup ply of rice sounded even better. “Very well, I’ll let you go. But you have to
keep your prom ise,” he said to the god of the kap pas.

“Of course. A god never breaks his prom ise. Even a com mon kappa al ways keeps his
word. We know man ners. Don’t worry, just wait. To mor row morn ing, you will re ceive rice
that lasts the rest of your life.” Say ing so, the god of the kap pas dis ap peared into the water.

Next morn ing, the fish ped dler found one bag of rice at his door.

“Huh, he prom ised rice that lasts for my life time but he brought only one bag. Is he go -
ing to bring me more af ter I fin ish this?” he won dered.

He ate the rice ev ery day. Fi nally there was just one day’s sup ply left. He cooked the
rice and ate it, think ing, “Well, I fin ished all the rice that the god of the kap pas brought me. I
won der if he will bring some more to mor row morn ing?”

Sud denly, a big thun der bolt hit him and he was dead.

Kap pas al ways keep their prom ises.

Oshimai!
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PART 7

FOOD, GAMES, AND
CRAFTS

Mak ing mochi





RECIPES

Part 7: Food, Games, and Crafts
Rec i pes

Grad u ally the in gre di ents for Jap a nese cook ing are be com ing more readily avail able
in U.S. gro cery stores and health food stores, but you may need to visit an ori en tal im port
store for some of them.

NOTE: See the “shop ping list” at the end of this sec tion for more de tails and de scrip -
tions of food terms you may not un der stand.

Mochi

Mochi is a tra di tional Jap a nese treat made of a spe cial kind of rice, mochi gome
(sweet/glu ti nous rice) which has an es pe cially sticky tex ture. Mak ing mochi the old fash -
ioned way took many help ers and lots of time, but it was a part of joy ous fam ily
events—com pa ra ble to old-fash ioned Amer i can taffy pulls.

To make mochi the old fash ioned way, one per son uses a big wooden mal let to pound
the steamed rice in a very heavy mor tar carved from wood or stone, while a helper mixes
and turns the hot rice by hand. When they have pounded the rice to a silky smooth dough,
they di vide it into por tions or shape it around sa vory or sweet fill ings.

Now, how ever, there is an elec tric ap pli ance like a bread ma chine that can con vert rice
and wa ter into fresh mochi with out the work—or the fun. Ready-made mochi is also sold in
con fec tion ary shops and su per mar kets in Ja pan and in some Amer i can cit ies with large
Asian populations.

Fresh mochi is as chewy and elas tic as the melted cheese on top of a pizza, but when it
cools, it be comes hard and un ap pe tiz ing. For tu nately it can be re vived by warm ing it in hot
broth, in a mi cro wave oven, or—the best, tra di tional way—by slowly toast ing it in the ashes 
of the hearth, as seen in sev eral sto ries in this book.

If you can’t buy mochi at im port stores or bor row a mochi ma chine from a Jap a nese
friend, fol low ing is a rec ipe for mak ing a small batch (about twelve pieces).

CAUTION: Mochi sticks like super glue to any thing dry. Han dle it with WET hands
and uten sils, keep a wet cloth handy to moisten sur faces, and wipe up spills im me di ately.
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Mochi

In gre di ents:

1 cup mochi gome (sweet/glu ti nous rice)

wa ter for rins ing and soak ing

ny lon net

In struc tions:

1. The night be fore, wash the cup of mochi gome in at least 
three changes of wa ter. Cover it with wa ter and soak
over night. Drain.

2. Spread the soaked rice grains in a steamer bas ket lined
with a layer of ny lon net rinsed in wa ter. Steam the rice
over boil ing wa ter for 35–40 min utes, un til all the rice is 
ten der.

3. Thor oughly mash the rice in a heavy-duty elec tric mixer 
(the kind that can knead bread dough) or a food pro ces -
sor un til it forms a smooth, elas tic, very sticky mass.
This will take at least 5 min utes.

4. With wet hands, pull off wal nut-sized lumps of mochi
and shape them into round cakes. They can be rolled in
op tional top pings such as toasted ses ame seeds, ground
nuts, or toasted soy bean pow der mixed with sugar. Or,
set each piece on a square of nori (sea weed) and sprin -
kle with soy sauce. In ad di tion to add ing fla vor, these
top pings make the mochi eas ier to han dle.

5. Serve at room tem per a ture.

Mochi can be stored over night at room tem per a ture, or lon ger in the
re frig er a tor. Keep it cov ered so it does n’t dry out. Re heat cold mochi 
briefly in a toaster oven or mi cro wave oven. You can also toast plain
mochi on a fork over a stove burner un til it is crisp out side and mol -
ten in side.

Co co nut Mochi

This chewy sweet is not a tra di tional Jap a nese rec ipe, but rather co mes from third- and
fourth-gen er a tion Jap a nese Amer i cans. It is easy to make and very tasty, en joyed even by
chil dren who are skep ti cal about exotic food.
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Co co nut Mochi

In gre di ents:

1 cup mochiko (sweet/glu ti nous rice flour)

1 cup sugar

1 cup un sweet ened canned co co nut milk

½ tsp co co nut fla vor ing

con fec tioner’s (pow dered) sugar

In struc tions:

1. Pre heat oven to 350°F.

2. Mix all in gre di ents thor oughly and pour into a
well-greased pie plate or cas se role. The mix ture should
be about ½ inch deep. Cover with cas se role lid or alu mi -
num foil.

3. Bake for 30 min utes.

4. Let cool, cov ered, for 15 min utes, then un cover and cool 
to room tem per a ture. Cut the mochi in squares or scoop
it up by tea spoon fuls and roll in con fec tioner’s sugar.

Botamochi

Botamochi (also called ohagi), a sweet snack served on many fes tive oc ca sions, is a fa -
vor ite of all ages in Ja pan. Each lit tle cake has a plain rice cen ter cov ered with fudgelike
brown anko (azuki/redbean jam).

Botamochi

In gre di ents:

1 cup red azuki beans

1 cup sugar

1 cup rice: mochi gome, Amer i can “su shi rice,” or a 50/50
mix of these types. Do not use fluffy long-grain rice or in -
stant rice.

In struc tions:

NOTE: If you can buy redbean jam in a can (about 18 ounces), skip
the first step. In stead, empty the can into a sauce pan, stir and heat
thor oughly, then let cool to room tem per a ture.
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1. First make the anko:

Wash and rinse the beans, cover with wa ter, and bring
to a full boil for 1 min ute. Turn off heat, cover, and
let rest 1 hour.

Drain the beans, rinse, and drain again. Add wa ter to
cover, plus ½ inch ex tra. Sim mer gently, un cov -
ered, un til very soft, 30–50 min utes. (Or cook in
pres sure cooker ac cord ing to man u fac turer’s di rec -
tions 7 min utes; let cool nat u rally be fore open ing.)

Drain very thor oughly. Add sugar. Cook over me dium
heat, stir ring con stantly and mash ing, un til anko
be comes al most as thick as mashed po ta toes. Let
cool to room tem per a ture. This makes about 2 cups 
of tra di tional chunky anko. It can be pre pared in
ad vance and stored in the re frig er a tor, tightly cov -
ered. It thick ens fur ther as it cools.

2. Wash and drain the rice three times or un til the wa ter
runs clear. Put rice and 11

3 cups wa ter in a heavy pan
and cover. Bring to a boil, lower the heat, and sim mer
15–20 min utes un til rice is ten der and wa ter has been
ab sorbed. Let rice rest, cov ered, 10 min utes.

3. Op tional: You can “half kill” the cooked rice (see
“Scary Snack” story) by mash ing it in the pot with a po -
tato masher or big wooden spoon.

4. Spread cooked rice in a shal low, non metal con tainer to
cool so you can han dle it.

5. Us ing a square of plas tic wrap or a sand wich bag and
about ¼ cup cooked rice, firmly press the rice to gether
to squeeze out air. Then press it into the tra di tional
egglike oval shape. Re peat. Set the rice balls on a plat ter.

6. Spread about ¼ cup anko on the plas tic wrap. Put a rice
ball onto the anko, close the plas tic, and gently press the
anko un til it com pletely sur rounds the rice.

7. Open the plas tic and gently tip the botamochi onto a
serv ing dish. Re peat with re main ing rice balls. Makes
about 8.

Botamochi is tra di tion ally served at room tem per a ture on a small
plate, eaten with chop sticks or a des sert fork. If many peo ple are par -
tic i pat ing, each can shape one rice ball in a sand wich bag, add anko,
and eat his or her snack from the sand wich bag.

144 Part 7: Food, Games, and Crafts



Kappa Su shi Rolls

Su shi means “vin egared rice.” There are many dif fer ent shapes, top pings, and fill ings.
Some are rolled up in a sheet of nori (sea weed).

Su shi mas ters study for years to safely pre pare su shi topped with sashimi (raw fish or
sea food). Be gin ners should n’t try it at home. But kappa rolls are a safe veg e tar ian ver sion.
Tra di tion says that kap pas love cucumbers.

Kappa Su shi Rolls

In gre di ents:

1 cup raw ori en tal-style short grain “su shi” rice (Do not use
long grain or in stant rice.)

3 tbsp rice vin e gar

1 tbsp sugar

½ tsp salt

1 cu cum ber

wa sabi (Jap a nese horse rad ish) paste

3 sheets of nori (dried sea weed), cut crossways in half: 6
pieces

makisu (bam boo mat for shap ing su shi rolls)

In struc tions:

1. Rinse and drain the rice 3 times be fore putt ing rice and
1¼ cup wa ter in a heavy pan; cover. Bring to a boil,
lower heat, and sim mer un til barely ten der, 10–15 min -
utes (or use an elec tric rice cooker). Let it rest, cov ered,
about 10 min utes. Su shi rice should be firm, not soft.

2. While the rice is cool ing, com bine the vin e gar, sugar,
and salt and heat, stir ring un til dis solved.

3. Spread the hot rice on a large plat ter or nonstick cookie
sheet with sides. Sprin kle rice with the vin e gar mix ture
while toss ing and spread ing the rice with a rub ber spat -
ula. When thor oughly mixed, spread rice out thin to cool 
so you can han dle it. Tra di tion ally, some one helps by
fan ning the rice. One cup raw rice makes about 2 cups
cooked rice.

4. Peel the cu cum ber, leav ing nar row stripes of green. Cut
it in half length wise; scoop out and dis card seeds. Cut
the cu cum ber length wise in strips about ½ inch wide.
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5. Place the bam boo mat on the work sur face with ribs run -
ning crossways. Lay a half sheet of nori across it, rough
side up. Spread 1

3 cup rice over the nori, leav ing a
½-inch un cov ered mar gin on the end near est you, and a
¾-inch mar gin on the far end. Press and smooth the rice
with wet fin gers.

6. Press a strip of cu cum ber across the rice. Spread wa sabi
on it to taste. Brush a lit tle wa ter on the far mar gin of
nori.

7. Lift the edge of the mat near est you with both hands and
use it to roll the rice/nori layer over the cu cum ber fill -
ing, press ing gently as you go. Don’t catch the mat in the 
roll! The moist ened end of the nori will seal the roll shut
at the end. Us ing the mat, press and firm the roll into a
cy lin dri cal shape. Kappa rolls should be slim, about 1
inch di am e ter.

8. Set the com pleted roll on a cut ting board. Cover with
plas tic wrap or a damp tea towel while you pre pare the
re main ing rolls.

9. Trim off any cu cum ber stick ing out the ends of the roll.
Cut each roll into 6 pieces us ing a very sharp knife
wiped with a damp cloth to keep the rice from stick ing.
Slice gently to pre serve the round ness of the rolls. Set
the slices on a plat ter, cut side up.

10. Serve kappa roll slices at room tem per a ture. Peo ple can
dip them in in di vid ual small dishes of soy sauce.
Toasted ses ame seeds are also good. Red pick led gin ger
makes a pretty and tasty gar nish. Makes 36 bite-sized
pieces.

NOTE: Us ing this method, you can also make rolls filled with a
lightly steamed as par a gus spear, or a row of green beans, or car rot
strips, or raw av o cado slices. If you want more than one fill ing per
roll, it will need to be fat ter; use a whole sheet of nori and 2 3 cup vin -
egared rice per roll. This ver sion makes 3 fat rolls, which can be cut
into 18 pieces.
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Home Style Miso Soup

You can make this quick soup as a light ap pe tizer or a hearty main dish by vary ing the
amount of veg e ta bles. Ex per i ment with com bi na tions of veg e ta bles and amounts of miso.
Ev ery fam ily’s fa vor ite com bi na tion is dif fer ent; a new bride strug gles to serve her hus band 
“soup like Mama used to make.”

If you put myoga in it (“Plant of For get ful ness”), use only enough for fla vor.

Home Style Miso Soup

In gre di ents for each serv ing:

1 cup wa ter

¼ tsp dashi no moto (in stant broth pow der)

¼ cup (or more) raw veg e ta bles (quick-cook ing: green beans,
snow peas, bok choy, cab bage, mush rooms; slow-cook ing:
carrot, po tato, tur nip, daikon, broc coli)

1 tbsp white or red miso

Op tional: cubes of firm tofu, bite-sized pieces of cooked
meat or sea food

Op tional: 1 tsp mirin (sweet cook ing wine) or sherry

In struc tions:

1. Cut quick-cook ing veg e ta bles into bite-sized pieces.
Cut slow-cook ing ones in Ju li enne slices or match stick 
strips so that they will get done at the same time. Hint:
Buy pre pared raw veg e ta bles from a salad bar or the
su per mar ket.

2. Bring wa ter to a boil in sauce pan. Add dashi no moto
and veg e ta bles. Sim mer un til the veg e ta bles are just ten -
der. Op tional: Add the tofu, meat, sea food, or mirin.

3. Put the miso in a small dish, add a few ta ble spoons of
broth from the pot, mash/stir the miso into this broth,
then stir 2 3 of the mix ture into the soup. Taste. If the fla -
vor seems weak, add the rest of the miso. Do not boil the
soup af ter add ing miso.

4. Serve hot. Op tional gar nish: shreds of green on ion or
nori.
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Jap a nese Green Tea

The se cret of mak ing good green tea is to brew it gently. Un like black tea or herbal
teas, the fla vor is not im proved by long steep ing. The finer the qual ity of the tea, the cooler
the wa ter and the shorter the steep ing time. You can even get a sec ond round of tea from the
same leaves by add ing more hot water.

Freshly brewed green tea is tra di tion ally served in small cups with no han dles, which
feel very good when you wrap cold fin gers around them. But in sum mer, it is de li cious cold.

Jap a nese Green Tea

In gre di ents for each serv ing:

5 oz. wa ter brought just to the boil

scant tsp green tea leaves or 1 teabag

In struc tions:

1. If us ing loose tea leaves, put them in a tea ball or use a
tea pot with a mesh strainer. Pour the wa ter over the tea,
steep just 1 or 2 min utes, then pour the tea into cups or
re move the teabag/ball.

2. Do not add milk or sugar. Some young sters may pre fer
it with a lit tle honey.

Green Tea Ice Cream

Green tea fla vor is so pop u lar in Ja pan that it ap pears in all sorts of snacks, sweets, noo -
dles, and even tooth paste. Green tea ice cream is very re fresh ing in hot weather.

Green Tea Ice Cream

In gre di ents:

¼ tsp macha (pow dered green tea)

½ cup sugar

2 cups milk

½ tsp va nilla

In struc tions:

1. Stir macha into the dry sugar, mash ing all lumps. Add a
lit tle milk. The tea pow der re sists get ting wet! Grad u -
ally add the re main ing milk. Stir in va nilla.
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2. Freeze this mix ture in an ice cream maker ac cord ing to
di rec tions OR pour it about 1 inch deep into a metal or
plas tic bowl, cover with foil or plas tic wrap, and put in a
reg u lar freezer un til about half solid. Break up the
chunks, mash and beat into slush, then cover and freeze
again. The more times you re peat the mash ing, the
smoother the ice cream will be. Four serv ings.

Shop ping List

anko: Redbean jam made from azuki beans and sugar. Canned
anko co mes as koshi an (smooth) or tsubu an (chunky).

azuki (Vigna angularis): Small red-brown beans with a sweet,
nutty fla vor, of ten avail able at health food stores. Some times
spelled “adzuki” in Eng lish. Used in mak ing anko and fes tive
Red Rice.

dashi: Sea food-fla vored broth, used as soup base and sea son -
ing. In stant dashi-no-moto pow der is com pa ra ble to in stant
bouil lon gran ules.

macha: Pow dered green tea used in tea cer e mony and as fla vor -
ing.

miso: Thick paste fer mented from ground soy beans, rice, and
salt, used as soup base or sea son ing, of ten avail able at health
food stores. It has a salty, sa vory fla vor. Soup is usu ally made
from the “white” or “red” va ri et ies; the stron ger-fla vored dark
brown kind is used in sauces.

mochi gome: Sweet/glu ti nous rice, used to make mochi and rice 
crack ers.

mochi ko: Sweet/glu ti nous rice flour.

myoga: Crisp buds of Zingiber mioga, a wild rel a tive of gin ger,
with a fla vor like gin ger and gar lic. Avail able sea son ally in
Asian gro cery stores.

nori: Black sea weed in pa pery sheets for wrap ping su shi or for
gar nish ing other dishes.

tofu: Pro tein curd made from soy milk, com pa ra ble to fresh
cheese curd. Avail able at health food stores and gro cery store
re frig er ated pro duce cases. Use firm tofu in soup.

wa sabi: Jap a nese horse rad ish paste, sold ready to use in tubes
or as pow der (pre pare ac cord ing to pack age in struc tions). Cau -
tion: It looks like mild gua ca mole but is very hot and spicy!
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GAMES

Part 7: Food, Games, and Crafts
Games

Fox Ex er cises

This tra di tional hand game is fun and use ful to fill odd mo ments in a
pro gram of sto ries. The first “ex er cises” are very easy for ev ery one,
but the “ear twitch” is much trick ier than it seems! Even adults find it 
chal leng ing, which usu ally causes much sur prised laugh ter. Be sure
to prac tice in ad vance.

Note: Your spo ken parts are in bold face print. Di rec tions for your
ac tions are in pa ren the ses.

Here are two foxes. (Show how to make fox faces with your
hands by press ing mid dle fin ger tips to thumb tip for the snout,
rais ing the in dex and pinky fin gers for the ears. See di a gram A.)

They need to ex er cise their necks.

First they look UP. (Tip your hands up at the
wrist.)

Then they look DOWN. (Tip your hands down at
the wrist.)

Up. Down. Up-down-up-down-up-down. (Re peat 
slowly un til ev ery one is with you, then faster, as
many times as they en joy it.)

Next they ex er cise their necks to the LEFT. (Turn your hands 
to your right [the lis ten ers’ left].)

Then to the RIGHT. (Turn your hands to your left [the lis ten ers’ 
right].)

Left. Right. Left. Right. Left-right-left-right. (Re peat as
above.)
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Now they need to ex er cise their jaws. (See di a -
gram B.)

They open their mouths BIG. (Open your fin ger -
tips wide; close.)

Then SMALL. (Open your fin ger tips just a bit;
close.)

Big. Small. Big-small-big-small. (Re peat as
above.)

Now it’s time to ex er cise their ears. (See di a gram C.)

First they twitch their LEFT EARS. (Bend just
the end joints of your left in dex and right pinky fin -
gers [the lis ten ers’ left].)

Then they twitch their RIGHT EARS. (Bend just
the end joints of your right in dex and left pinky fin -
gers [the lis ten ers’ right].)

Left. Right. Left-right-left-right. (Re peat as
above.)

Whew!

One and One

This is a good game for unit ing a res tive group. It be comes hap pily
loud, but winds down to qui et ness. Do it slowly at first, then speed
up with a jazzy rhythm. They will prob a bly want to re peat it! Note:
Rais ing the cor rect num ber of fin gers may be dif fi cult for very
young chil dren, who may re quire ex tra time.

Note: Your spo ken parts are in bold face print. Di rec tions are in pa ren -
the ses.

One! (Hold up both your in dex fin gers, wave your hands to
your left.)

And one! (Wave hands to your right.)

What (Wave hands left.) kind of sound? (Wave hands right.)

This (Wave hands down.) kind of (then up) sound! (Wave
hands down/up.)

[Tap, tap, tap] (Tap your in dex fin gers to gether three times.)
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Two! And Two! (Re peat with ac tions as above, hold ing up in -
dex and mid dle fin gers.)

(In crease stepwise to Five! and Five!, which gives a loud clap -
ping sound. Then de crease one fin ger at a time, end ing with just
in dex fin gers and whis per ing the chant.)

Rock, Pa per, Scis sors

The game we know as “Rock, Pa per, Scis sors” is called Jan Ken Pon
in Ja pan. It is played very of ten by adults as well as by chil dren. It
de cides not only which team starts with the ball or who is “it” in a
game of hide-and-seek, but also who gets the last piece of candy or
who has to carry the suit case. In ad di tion to the fa mil iar hand ver sion 
of the game, Jap a nese chil dren play a very vig or ous full-body ver -
sion just for fun, us ing legs in stead of fin gers:

Two play ers face each other (Op tional: join hands).

They chant to gether “Jan, Ken, Pon” (Op tional: bounce in place on
Jan and Ken).

On “Pon,” each player jumps into one of the fol low ing po si tions:

Feet to gether = Rock

Feet apart = Pa per

One foot for ward, the other back = Scis sors

As in the hand ver sion, Pa per cov ers Rock, Rock breaks Scis sors,
Scis sors cut Pa per. If both play ers take the same po si tion, it’s a draw. 
This ver sion of the game is such fun that keep ing score seems to be
op tional!
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CRAFTS

Part 7: Food, Games, and Crafts
Crafts

Hand ker chief Mouse

This mouse pup pet can act out any of the mouse sto ries. Use a large
cloth hand ker chief or a cloth nap kin (pa per nap kins and tis sues are
okay un til the last step, when they usu ally rip).

Since ex act mea sure ments de pend on the size of your cloth, please
prac tice and ex per i ment to see how far to fold up your edge, how far
to cross the ends over, etc.

1. Fold cloth square in half di ag o nally to make a tri an gle.

2. Fold up the bot tom (long) edge twice.

3. Turn it over (folds are now on the back). Bring left end
across to right side.

4. Bring right end across to left side.
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5. Fold top points down over the crossed ends.

6. Tuck the points into the pocket made by the crossed
 ends.

7. Ro tate it so that the pocket is on top.

8. Put your thumbs in the pocket and gently 
fluff out this sec tion to make a rounded body.

9. Un roll one end and spread the cloth side ways.

10. Fold the point un der, mak ing a small tri an gle.

11. Tie the tri an gle points in a knot.

12. The knot is the head; the points are the ears.
The other end is the tail. It’s a mouse!
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One-line Mouse

This is not a Jap a nese tra di tion but a sim ple de sign con trived by Fran 
Stallings for use with “The Mice Make a Pil grim age” (part 1).

Draw a side ways cap i tal V, a fig ure 8, and a num ber
2 as in di a gram A. When you draw them in one con -
tin u ous line from the bot tom edge of the V to the tail 
of the 2, they make a styl ized mouse (see di a gram
B). 

Add more mice, the nose (point of the V) of each
new mouse touch ing the end of the pre vi ous
mouse’s tail, to make a chain of mice as in the story
(see di a gram C).

Kappa Toy

These toys were tra di tion ally made from a length of hol low bam boo. 
Card board tubes are not as strong, but they are eas ier to get and
much eas ier to work with.

Card board tube 4½ inches or lon ger, 1½ inch or more in di -
am e ter

2 card board cir cles: trace and cut to fit the ends of your tube

smooth, thick cord such as “rat tail” or sport shoe laces
(Fuzzy yarn will not work.)

Green pa per, green felt (Kap pas are usu ally green.)

Craft glue

Hole punch, pointed scis sors, ruler, cro chet hook or a
hooked wire

1. Cover the tube and the card board cir cles with green pa -
per. Let the glue dry.

2. Fol low ing di a gram A for po si tion and align ment, punch 
holes on op po site sides of the tube and at least half an
inch from the top and bot tom ends. Care fully use the
point of closed scis sors to poke holes half way up the
tube. 
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3. Cut three cords. For a tube 1½ inches in di am e ter, cut 6
inches (mid dle = arms), 3 inches (top = ears), and 12
inches (bot tom = legs). If your tube is wider than 1½
inches, you will need lon ger cords. At one end of each
cord, tie a knot big enough so that it won’t pull through
the holes you punched. Leave the other end un tied. Op -
tional: if the un tied end frays badly, stick the threads to -
gether with a lit tle glue (see di a gram B); let it dry be fore
go ing on. 

4. Use cro chet hook or hooked wire to pull the un tied end
of the 6-inch cord through the mid dle set of holes. Tie a
knot on the un tied end.

5. Reach in the bot tom of the tube with the hook and pull
this mid dle cord down to the level of the bot tom set of
holes. Poke the hook in through one bot tom hole,
through the mid dle cord loop, out the other bot tom hole; 
then, us ing the hook, pull the un tied end of the 12-inch
cord through the tube and loop. Tie off its end.

6. Pull on one knot of the mid dle cord so that it goes
straight across. It will pull the bot tom cord up into the
tube, form ing a loop in side.

7. Re peat step 5 at the top end of the tube, pull ing the
3-inch cord through the tube and the loop of the mid dle
cord; tie off its end. When you’re fin ished, the cords will 
be con nected in side the tube, as shown in di a gram A.
When you pull one cord straight through, the oth ers be -
come looped in side.

8. From the felt, cut four each of ears, hands, and feet.
Care fully un tie one knot at a time and glue two felt
pieces, like a sand wich, over the ends (see di a gram C). 

9. Glue the end cir cles in place (see di a gram L, p. 157).
Op tional: Glue a pa per fringe of “hair” around the top of 
the tube be fore putt ing the top cir cle on.

10. Dec o rate the kappa’s face as shown in di a grams D and
E.

When the glue is com pletely dry, you can prac tice pull ing the
kappa’s weird limbs:

First pull the mid dle cord back and forth (see di a gram D) to
show how his arms are con nected to each other, as in the
story “Kappa’s Pa per.” 
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Ad just the arms back to equal length. Now pull 1 foot (see
di a gram E). That leg will get amaz ingly lon ger as other the
leg gets shorter—and the arms will dis ap pear into the body! 

Pull the legs back and forth to show that they’re con nected.
Ad just the legs to equal length; now you can pull the arms
out again—but both legs will get shorter!

Now pull one ear. It will pull way out from the head, while
the arms get shorter!

Kappa Trick

You can also make a kappa trick by fol low ing di rec tions 1 through 7
for the kappa but cov er ing the tube and ends with any col or ful pa per
and us ing three dif fer ent col ors of cord, each about 6 inches long (or
more if your tube is wider than 1½ inches). (Di a gram F shows the
po si tion of the holes the cord will be pulled through.)

Con struct the loops as for the kappa (di a grams A, p. 156, and 
G), putt ing large knots on one end of each cord so that it
does n’t pull into the tube. It will look like di a gram H. 

Pull the mid dle cord firmly to one side (top and bot tom loops 
get pulled in). Tie off the top and bot tom cords flush with the 
tube, cut ting off ex cess cord (see di a gram I). Then pull the
top cord (pull ing mid dle loop in side; see di a gram J) and tie
off the mid dle cord (see di a gram K). Glue the end cir cles in
place (see di a gram L).

When the glue is com pletely dry, pull the mid dle cord out
one side as far as it will go. The top and bot tom cords should
pull in so that only their knots re main out side.

Show peo ple how the mid dle cord pulls freely back and
forth. Then ask some one to pull one of the top knots. Of

course the mid dle cord will dis ap pear in side. Pre tend to scold, “I
said just pull the top one!” Pull the top cord back and forth show ing
what you “meant”; the mid dle one won’t move fur ther.

Then ask some one to pull “only the mid dle cord”; of course the top
one will dis ap pear in side. It works with the bot tom cord as well. The
re sults are so un ex pected that peo ple can’t help laugh ing.

Can they guess how the cords are con nected in side?
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In this sec tion, each story’s ti tle ap pears in bold face print fol lowed by its num ber in
Hiroko Fujita’s Katare Yamanba col lec tions (2.021 = vol ume 2, page 21) and its ti tle in
Jap a nese. Next co mes Mrs. Fujita’s oral or writ ten COMMENT on the story and ed i tor Fran 
Stallings’s NOTE.
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Fol low ing the com ments or notes are schol arly ci ta tions based on Hiroko Ikeda’s
(1971) as sign ment of tale type and mo tif in dex num bers, and/or the clas si fi ca tion num bers
as signed by Fanny Hagin Mayer (1986).

Sto ries of An i mals

Owl’s Paint Shop 2.021 Fukurou no Somemonoya

NOTE: This story can be come a par tic i pa tory game in which lis ten ers show off their knowl -
edge of birds. Ask the lis ten ers, “What kind of bird are you? What color do you want?”

“I’m Fla mingo. I want to be pink!” “I’m Robin. I want a red vest and brown back.”

When they be come tired of this game or run out of ideas, you can pro ceed to Crow’s
part of the story.

Ikeda 249J “The Owl Dyer.” Crow asked to be dyed (A2411.2.1.6). There are var i ous ex -
pla na tions for why Owl made Crow black. Re sent ful crow at tacks owl (A2494.13.1), so
owl hides dur ing day (A2275, A2491.2).

Mayer’s vari ants 288 in clude crow or kite as the dyer.

Spar row and Swal low 1.046 Suzume to Tsubame

NOTE: Shibui in the swal low’s song lit er ally means “as trin gent, rough.” But this same
word can also mean “sim ple yet re fined,” and it is a high com pli ment for taste ful el e gance in 
cloth ing or in te rior décor.

Ikeda 249A Spar row and Swal low (or Wood pecker) were sis ters (P252.1) News came that
Bud dha (or mother) was on death bed (V212). Re ward and pun ish ment (A2220, 2230):
spar row can eat rice (A2435.4, Q65) but must hop (A2441.2.3). Vain (un fil ial) bird (P236)
com plains she must eat dirt and bugs (A2426.2.12)

Mayer 268 The Spar row’s Fil ial Pi ety vari ant: mother is on death bed.

The Tale of the Liz ards’ Tails 1.039 Tokage no Shippo

NOTE: There are sev eral spe cies of liz ards that can in deed drop off their tails with out
blood shed. The dropped tail wig gles for a while, dis tract ing a hun gry pred a tor while the liz -
ard es capes. Ap par ently it does n’t hurt, be cause the liz ard soon re sumes feed ing or sun ning
it self. Even tu ally an other tail-like ex ten sion can grow, but it has car ti lage instead of bones.

Mayer 296 “The Liz ard’s Tail” does n’t men tion God: Liz ard just bor rowed a hu man tail
and thinks we have come to get it back.
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The Fourth Leg 1.041 Shihonome no Ashi

COMMENT: Maybe some chil dren will say, “There are some dogs which don’t lift up a
leg.” Cer tainly fe male dogs don’t. You had better be pre pared with some re sponse. Some -
times I re turn the ques tion “Why is it?” to the chil dren. Some times I say, “I won der if the
dog for got that it came from God?” or, “I won der if only male dogs had three legs?” or I
prom ise, “I’ll ask the dog next time.”

Ikeda 200C A god /Bud dha (V212) gave the fourth leg of a trivet to the dog, who care fully
lifts that leg when he uri nates (A2473.1).

Mouse Teeth 3.013, 6.020 Nezumi-no Ha

COMMENT: It’s not the cus tom any more, but at the time when my baby teeth were com ing 
out, we sang, “Ex change this tooth with a mouse tooth.” We threw the tooth up to the roof if
it was a lower tooth, and down into the space un der the floor if it was an up per tooth. We
wanted the new tooth to grow in as strong as mouse teeth.

There were many mice in the house where I lived in Fukushima. At night, I could hear
them run ning around in the at tic. It was as if they were hav ing Sports Day ev ery day. In the
kitchen, in the closet, there were mouse holes. We tried to fight them by stuff ing the holes
with ce dar leaves or nail ing boards over the holes. But soon we found new holes right be -
side the stuff ing. Mice re ally have strong teeth.

When you sing, “It was so tasty, last night’s mil let cake,” I would like you to cre ate a
suit able mel ody. To make it sound like a chil dren’s song, you should em pha size the nat u ral
tones of speech and give it some rhythm.

Ikeda 2048 “The Wea sel’s Mil let.” Many ver sions be gin with Wea sel and Mouse agree ing
to raise the mil let crop to gether, but mouse claims to be sick (Type 9; K495) when the heavy 
work must be done. Then mouse steals the crop and eats with her chil dren (K254, K364).
Some ver sions have Wea sel ask ing many an i mals (Z33) if they stole it. Mouse chil dren ac -
ci den tally re veal the theft (N450). An gry Wea sel re moves all but two pairs of teeth
(A2345).

Mayer 324 “The Rice Field the Rat and Wea sel Cul ti vated” be gins with Type 9 as above.
These ver sions don’t seem to in clude a song (mouse chil dren just beg for left overs) or the
end ing where mouse steals the re main ing mil let too.

Earth worm and Snake 2.017 Mimizu to Hebi

COMMENT: When I tell this story, I sing like a Eu ro pean op era singer. Peo ple laugh and
say it is not like a Jap a nese snake sing ing. But Takeda Kuni, the farmer who told me this
story when I was small, sang it in that man ner, so I be lieved that old Jap a nese snakes sang
like op era singers.
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Once I vis ited a nurs ery school and told this story to the chil dren. The next day a
teacher saw a child press ing his ear to the ground. Asked what he was do ing, he re plied that
he was lis ten ing to Earth worm sing ing. The teacher asked him if he had heard it. He re plied,
“Yes, I did.”

Those will ing to hear it can hear it, I would say.

Ikeda 234 “Ex change of Eyes and Voice.” The ex change is mo tifs A2332.6.4, A2421. Ikeda 
adds that the “song” of the earth worm is re ally made by a mole cricket.

Mayer 291 “When the Earth worm and the Snake Traded Eyes” in cludes a vari ant where
Earth worm trades with Frog; but be cause Frog was greedy, the eyes were put on his back.

Sky Watcher 3.008 Ten-maburi

COMMENT: I have heard this story from many dif fer ent peo ple. Some used Ot ter and
Mon key in stead of Fox, and con cluded that that’s why mon keys have short tails. But I pre -
fer Fox be cause I think the thick tail of a fox would at tract more fish.

Ikeda 2K “Un just Host.” Fox pre tends he must guard the sky (J1577) or ground
(K1251.1.1). Ot ter, feel ing cheated, tricks fox into fish ing with his tail (Type 2; K1021).
Some ver sions say trapped fox is killed by vil lag ers or drowned by ot ter (J1565).

Mayer 318 “Tail Fish ing” lists many vari ants fea tur ing Fox and Ot ter. 319, “The Ot ter and
the Mon key,” is also a tail fish ing story (with out the sky-watch ing ep i sode) ex plain ing why
Jap a nese Ma caque mon keys have short tails.

Bracken and Snake 5.005 Wara bi to Hebi

Mayer 293 “The Kind ness of the Bracken” sug gests that when peo ple see a snake, they
should ask it if it has for got ten the kind ness of the bracken. One ver sion claims that if you
sing this song and spread bracken juice on your hands and feet, snakes will not bite you.
Other ver sions say the pierced an i mal was a cen ti pede or slug.

Melt ing Grass 2.046 Torokashi kusa

COMMENT: When I was a child, I just thought this was a scary story. I got more scared
when I grew up and un der stood it fully. When we im i tate oth ers with out un der stand ing, we
may fail.

In the old days snakes were all over, so there were many sto ries about snakes. They ate
mice, which were a pest for our silk worms. There fore, snakes were of ten called
Iegami-sama (house guard ian).
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NOTE: In Jap a nese “kusa” (grass) means any non-woody plant, in clud ing what we would
call “herbs,” so we’re not sure what kind of plant the snake ate. Mrs. Fujita says that
Toshiko Endo also knew this story and once showed her the kind of “grass” it men tions, but
they did n’t test it.

This chill ing story is use ful in en vi ron men tal ed u ca tion pro grams and other sit u a tions
in which you want to make a point about the re sults of act ing on in com plete or er ro ne ous
information.

Ikeda 612 “Snake Grass.” Gi ant snake (B875.1) which has swal lowed a man (F911.7) is
seen by an other man to con sume a grass (B512; D965; D965.12) caus ing the body in side to
be di gested. Ikeda says this tale is pop u lar with rakugo per form ers. She also heard that the
tale type is com mon in China.

The Mice Make a Pil grim age 1.023 Nezumi no Ise Mairi

COMMENT: This end less story is a test of the teller’s skill and the lis ten ers’ pa tience. As
long as ev ery one en joys it, you can keep re peat ing, “Then the next dove in and bit the tail.
Squeak squeak.”

When I told this story in a kin der gar ten, I started to draw mice and con nect them one
by one un til the black board was filled with them, but the chil dren still kept say ing, “Then
the next dove in and bit the tail. Squeak squeak.” I got the chil dren to make hand ker -
chief-mice and con nect them one by one, say ing, “Then the next one dove in and bit the tail.
Squeak squeak.” Ideas like this make these sim ple sto ries even more fun.

Ikeda 2300 “End less Sto ries.”

Sto ries of Vil lage Peo ple

COMMENT: Doc tors, of fi cials, and priests . . . they are the peo ple with power. Or di nary
peo ple had to put up with them in real life, so they made fun of them in sto ries.

When I was a child, I was of ten scolded, “Don’t do that. Peo ple will laugh at you if you
do that.” “Be ing care ful not to be laughed at” was a ma jor theme of dis ci pline at that time.

There were many sto ries about men with lit tle brain. They were imag i nary char ac ters
to be laughed at. We laughed at their mis takes. At the same time, we learned that we should -
n’t do such things. These days, we have lost that stan dard. Many young peo ple to day don’t
care what oth ers think of them any more

NOTE: As ex plained in “A Brief His tory of Ja pan,” the four tra di tional classes of non-no ble 
peo ple were sam u rai, farm ers, ar ti sans, and mer chants. Chojas (rich men) played im por tant
roles in folk tales but were not a sep a rate class. A shoya (vil lage head man) was ap pointed to
lead the farm ers, but may ors, mag is trates, and pro vin cial gov er nors held the real power.
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Ta ble Man ners 1.073 Imo Kororin “Roll ing po tato”

COMMENT: The day af ter I told this story at a kin der gar ten, a child’s mother said to me,
“My child ate his din ner last night ac cord ing to the man ners he says he learned from you.
How do you know the man ners of Ogasawara?” [Ogasawara is one of the old est, most high
class styles of for mal et i quette and cul ture, in clud ing the tea cer e mony and flower ar range -
ment. It goes back more than 1,000 years and was used in the em peror’s court—editor.]

I heard this story from the farmer Takeda Kuni. It was handed down as a joke about ig -
no rant farm ers who don’t know any thing about man ners. But it pre served the rules of old
time et i quette. When I no ticed this fact, I was sur prised again at how great is the role of the
old sto ries. Per haps peo ple in the old times taught man ners with a story like this.

The gov ern ment of fi cers were not nor mally as friendly as this. Maybe this story was
handed down wish ing that there had been a mag is trate like this.

NOTE: In the old days, farm ers had to pay most of their rice crop to the gov ern ment. It was
called land tax. Farm ers worked very hard to grow rice, but some times they could keep only 
enough for next year’s seed. The farm fam i lies de pended on noo dles and dump lings made
of wheat, bar ley, mil let, or buck wheat. In bad years they might taste rice only as New
Year’s Day mochi. So rice was a treat for them.

When tell ing this story to Amer i can chil dren, you might be gin by say ing that it will be
“a story about un der wear.” Ex plain that un til about a hun dred years ago, men in most parts
of the world wore loin cloths in stead of box ers or jockey shorts. Chil dren may have seen pic -
tures of sumo wres tlers wear ing thick tra di tional loin cloths.

It is fun to add au di ence par tic i pa tion to this story. You can in vite the au di ence to try to
re mem ber Shoya’s rapid in struc tions, to ap pre ci ate the dif fi culty of the se quence. When
you reach the feast scene, in vite vol un teers to come on stage and play the roles of the farm ers 
all-in-a-row. You are Shoya. Cau tion the row of vol un teers not to act un til the “farmer” on
their right has acted, one step at a time. Typ i cally they feel as re lieved as the farm ers when
im i ta tion keeps them safely on track—un til the dropped sweet po tato! Then they are glad to
run off stage with their arms covering their heads.

Ikeda 1825D “Ab surd Im i ta tion.” Leader, im i tated by fools, drops food on the floor. They
also im i tate his warn ing ges tures. J2498 (Type 1557), K2376. This ep i sode in the “Vil lage
Fools Cy cle” is told in Rakugo as “Honzen.” Ikeda’s col lec tion in cludes many comic be -
hav iors (cf. “the cir cu lat ing slap”) but ap par ently not the loss of underwear.

Plant of For get ful ness 3.089 Myoga-Yado

COMMENT: The writ ten word myoga con sists of two Chi nese char ac ters. The first is the
com bi na tion of “plant” and “name.” The sec ond is “bur den.”

NOTE: Myoga (Zingiber mioga) is a wild rel a tive of gin ger. The tast i est parts are the spring 
shoots and sum mer flower buds, which are picked just as they emerge from un der ground.
Be cause of its strong fla vor, like gin ger with gar lic, it is usu ally used as a con di ment rather
than as a veg e ta ble dish.
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Ikeda 1550 “Treach er ous Inn-Keeper.” Inn keep ers feed myoga to rich trav eler hop ing he
will for get his wal let (K2241) but he only for gets to pay them. Ikeda’s col lec tions do not in -
clude the ser mon ex plain ing why myoga is sup posed to make one forgetful.

Mayer 240 also has only the inn keeper part of this story.

NOTE: Mrs. Fujita learned this story from the farmer next door when she was lit tle. Later
she found the ser mon about Chu-ri-pan-taka in “Iguchi Sto ries” (Bud dhist re li gious ed u ca -
tion for chil dren), in which a priest un der train ing told the or i gin of myoga. She has also
found both the ser mon and the inn keeper parts to gether in a Jap a nese dic tio nary of folktales.

Peach Ped dler 4.101 Momo uri

COMMENT: In the old days, most mar riages were ar ranged by the fam i lies. Some times the
cou ple met for the first time on their wed ding day. Al though ro man tic love some times de -
vel oped be tween them, it was not ex pected or con sid ered es sen tial for a suc cess ful mar -
riage. There fore, to tra di tional vil lage peo ple, a love match must have seemed strange and
ripe for problems.

NOTE: “Tono-sama” means one’s su pe rior or mas ter. It is not a spe cific name or rank, but a
rel a tive term used by any one of lesser rank. This man was prob a bly a he red i tary re gional
ruler of the sam u rai class, who wore cer e mo nial swords but did n’t fight as a warrior.

Ikeda 516B “Love Through Sight of Pic ture”

Farmer can’t work be cause he wants to watch beau ti ful wife; she gives him her pic ture
but wind car ries it to cas tle yard (F962, N350). The lord falls in love with pic ture
(H1381.3.1.2.1, T11.2), takes her from farmer (T481.5). She quits laugh ing or smil ing
(F591.2). Farmer co mes to cas tle sell ing peaches/iris/new year pines/ chest nuts. Wife
smiles at sound of his vend ing calls. Lord forces farmer to ex change clothes (K527.3), is
locked out. They live hap pily in castle (L165).

Mayer 19

Mask of Oni 4.085 Oni no men

COMMENT: When I was a lit tle child, I started first grade in To kyo. But soon the war
wors ened and we had to leave To kyo. First, I evac u ated to Mitake with my grand mother and 
the youn gest of my three el der broth ers. The other two broth ers and my par ents stayed at our 
home in To kyo. For that year un til all of us were evac u ated to Miharu Vil lage in the moun -
tains of Fukushima Pre fec ture, I was sep a rated from my mother. Also dur ing that year, my
mother had a baby girl and I felt that the lit tle sis ter de prived me of my mother.

So it was a very dif fi cult year for me. I trea sured the otedama (jug gling balls) my
mother had made for me. Once, one of the otedama got torn. I re mem ber I felt very wor ried.
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The Otafuku (happy woman) mask in this story is just an or di nary mask, but for the girl 
it is her emo tional back bone. If some thing is wrong with it, she can’t help be ing wor ried. I
tell this story re mem ber ing my otedama.

NOTE: Papier-mâché masks such as Otafuku and Red Oni are sold at sea sonal fes ti vals. If
you can get Otafuku and Red Oni masks, they add a lot to the tell ing of this story. You can
wrap them in a furoshiki (Jap a nese car ry ing cloth) rather than the bulky wicker box men -
tioned in the story.

Ikeda 751C “Mask Mis taken for Face.” Girl meets band of rob bers (N765; cf. type 1676C),
rob bers mis take mask for demon and flee (J1793), leave money be hind (N630). Her fil ial
af fec tion is re warded by this trea sure (Q22, Q65). In some lo cales this was told as a lo cal
legend.

Mayer 152

Doc tor Who Dropped His Eye 5.057 Mentama o Otoshita Isha-sama

COMMENT: There is an other silly story of a doc tor. He took out, washed, and dried his
eye, but a dog ate it up. So he used the dog’s eye in stead. Af ter that, he could n’t stop smell -
ing filthy things on the street, or sniff ing around trash bins.

Ikeda 660D II “Horse-Chest nut Eyes.” Man jumps down, eyes fall out, re placed back wards; 
he can see his own in side, be comes suc cess ful doc tor (X372.) Ikeda’s in dex also in cludes a
ver sion in which an other man im i tates the above ac tions but picks up horse chest nuts in -
stead of eyes, be comes blind, must be come a zatobo (blind pro fes sional sto ry teller) in stead
of a doc tor (E781.1, J2415).

Boy with a Runny Nose 3.113 Hanatare-Kozo-sama

COMMENT: This is a story to teach us “Ask for more, and you will lose ev ery thing.” But
what I found in ter est ing is a dif fer ent part of the story. I have been in volved in early child -
hood ed u ca tion for a long time. Chil dren wipe their runny noses with their sleeves. Chil dren 
play with their pro trud ing na vels. This story ac cepts such chil dren as they are. By dis lik ing
and re ject ing that, the old cou ple lost their magical good luck.

NOTE: Com pare Ae sop’s “The Goose That Laid Golden Eggs” (D876).

Mayer 81

166 Ap pen dix A: Com ments and Notes



The God of Pov erty 3.106 Bimbo no Kami

COMMENT: I heard this story from Toshiko Endo. We say we have hun dreds of thou sands
of Shinto gods in Ja pan. They are a great match for Greek my thol ogy. We have many gods
in side our house, such as the god of the kitchen, the god of the cook ing stove, and the god of
the toi let. There are also many with whom we don’t want to get ac quainted, such as the god
of pov erty, the god of small pox, the god of sick ness, and the god of death.

In this story, the cou ple ac quired hap pi ness by tak ing care of a dis liked god. There is
some truth in this. That’s why peo ple kept tell ing these sto ries.

NOTE: Pro fes sor Har old Wright, when asked about whether “god” should be cap i tal ized in
these sto ries, re plied, “When I was trans lat ing the Em peror Meiji’s po etry and work ing
closely with sev eral Shinto Priests at the Meiji Shrine in To kyo (one had stud ied in the
school of re li gion at the Uni ver sity of Chi cago) they in sisted that I not use the cap i tal ‘G’. In 
fact they did not like the word ‘god’ at all. We agreed to use lower case ‘de i ties’ since the
word kami usu ally in di cates more than one. No capital at any rate.”

Ikeda 735B “God of Pov erty” takes a dif fer ent turn. Dis cov er ing that god of pov erty (F480)
lives with them, poor and lazy cou ple de cide to move but he co mes along (F481.3,
F482.3.1.1; N251.7) so they give up and go home. They start work ing hard; when they be -
come wealthy, he be comes un com fort able and leaves.

Two Strong Men 5.113 Niou to Dokkoi

COMMENT: It is true that in Ja pan, we say “Dokkoi.” So it might be true that in China, they 
say “Niou.” Or it might be un true. I can’t guar an tee it.

Niou in folk tales was a de lin quent boy. He was strong and fooled around at night. No -
body could stop him. But one day a priest preached to him and he be came a tem ple court -
yard guard. Now he is watch ing at the tem ple gate.

Ikeda 1962A “The Great Wres tlers.” Ja pan’s cham pion wres tler (X940) named Niou goes
to China to com pete with Gaoo (H1225). Fright ened when Gaoo’s wife/mother eas ily lifts
some thing he can’t budge, he fears hus band/son must be stron ger still (J31). Flees in a boat,
pur sued with chain which he files off. Story ex plains or i gin of ex cla ma tions while lift ing
heavy ob jects, statue of Niou guard ing temple gate.

Fool ish Greet ings 2.061 Baka musuko no Aisatsu.

NOTE: When I tell my ver sion of “Lazy Jack” in Ja pan, Mrs. Fujita of ten in tro duces it by
tell ing this story. The Jap a nese folk tale “What Should I Have Done?” (Ikeda 1696B: gifts
car ried in ap pro pri ately, lost) is an even better par al lel to Lazy Jack.

Ikeda 1696A “What Should I Have Said?” Fool ish young man (L121, Z253) acts in ap pro -
pri ately at a fu neral (J2461.1.2.1; J2461.3). Par ent says he should ex press sym pa thy (J2461; 
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J2461.2). He fol lows in struc tions lit er ally at a wed ding; fire; black smith; quar rel; fight ing
bulls (J2516; J2461.1.2; Z20).

Mayer 248 “The Son-in-Law’s Oral In struc tions.” Try ing to re mem ber what to say, fool ish
young man blun dered ev ery time.

Tea-chest nut-per sim mon-vin e gar 2.054 Cha-kuri-kaki-su

NOTE: The chal lenge in tell ing this story is to say the calls in a sin gle breath! It is fun for the 
au di ence to try call ing along with you. Since the words in Eng lish are much lon ger than the
Jap a nese, we rec om mend us ing the Jap a nese words—which will also sound more non sen si -
cal to Eng lish speak ers.

Mayer 243 “Tea-Chest nuts-Per sim mons.” Fool ish store as sis tant ran words to gether, no
one could un der stand. Told to say each word by it self, he called “vin e gar is vin e gar by it -
self,” etc.—all run together.

Pickle Bath 2.067 Deko-buro

COMMENT: This is a very fa mous story in Fukushima, and ev ery one there knows it. The
above ver sion is for chil dren. For adult au di ences, I add the fol low ing: “The old woman,
peek ing into the bath house, said, ‘I only brought one pickle. Why does he have two?’ ”

Ikeda 1262 “How the Fool Cools Hot Wa ter.” Fool ish son-in-law (L121, Z253) vis its
in-laws, ob serves fa ther-in law cool ing his hot tea by stir ring it with a slice of rad ish pickle.
Find ing his bath wa ter too hot, he asks for a pickle and stirs with that (J2420).

Scary Snack 4.069 Han Goroshi

Ikeda 1339 “Ig no rance of Rice Cakes.” Fool ish vis it ing son-in-law over hears pes ter ing
child be ing told that mochi is a ghost, don’t come near it (J1732). De clines to eat it, car ries
pack age on long shoul der pole (J1782). When it slides down pole to his neck, he thinks it is
at tack ing (J1495).

Mayer 251 “Rice Cakes Are Ghosts.” Bride, afraid that fool ish hus band would eat too much 
while vis it ing her par ents, warned him that “mochi” means “ghost.” He did fool ish things
from fear of it.
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Sto ries of Priests and Ap pren tices

Su tra of the Mouse 1.018 Nezumi Kyo

COMMENT: An oral sto ry teller can get away with re peat ing the young ap pren tice’s mum -
ble many times while the mouse con tin ues to do dif fer ent things. You can hold lis ten ers’ at -
ten tion by vary ing the tone and ac cent of your voice. But when a story like this is re corded
on pa per, the eye be comes bored with the rep e ti tions. So printed ver sions of this kind of
story of ten omit many of the rep e ti tions that are such fun in the oral telling.

NOTE: In Ja pan and else where there are sim i lar sto ries in which rob bers mis un der stand
what they over hear and guilt ily frighten them selves away. An Amer i can Ap pa la chian ver -
sion is “Old One Eye” (N611.2 crim i nal ac ci den tally detected).

Ikeda 1530 A “Sa cred Chants In spired by the Ac tion of Mice”

[Var i ous sit u a tions] peo ple beg to learn sa cred chants (Type 910B; J163.4) The priest
does not know Bud dhist texts but pre tends, in spired by ac tions of mice he sees (K1961).
These non sense words are chanted faith fully ev ery night (J2495). Thief (thieves) plan(s) to
break in but hear chant ing, (is) are scared away be cause (his) their ac tions seem to be de -
tected by per son in the house (J2493, N611.4, Q20).

Mayer 205

The Float ing Cof fin 3.069 Neko danka

COMMENT: At my aunt’s fu neral, a priest chanted a su tra in a won der ful voice. He was so
dil i gent that his chant went on and on. It was such a blessed thing, but lis ten ing to the long
su tra with out un der stand ing a word was a kind of tor ture to me. My feet were numb from
kneel ing for a long time. Mov ing my hips, hop ing no body would no tice, right to left, and
then left to right, I hoped the su tra would end soon.

Then sud denly, fa mil iar words jumped out from the su tra. “Namu-kara-tanno,
tora-nyah-nyah.” I was sur prised. I looked up, won der ing if my aunt’s cre ma tion urn had
risen into the air. My suf fer ing was gone. I started to smile se cretly at the rep e ti tion of this
phrase, re mem ber ing the girl’s cof fin com ing down lit tle by lit tle from high in the air.

Long ago when I learned the story, I was taught that the cat said “tora-nyah-nyah”
(“ti ger meow meow”) be cause it had tiger like stripes. What the fu neral priest ac tu ally said
was “tora-yah-yah.” Later I learned this phrase is a pro tec tion against evils, from a pre cious
su tra called “Daihi-enman-muge-sinjyu.” Per haps some body made up this story while lis -
ten ing to this pre cious su tra, try ing to pass the bor ing time.

Ikeda 215C “The Grate ful Cat of a Moun tain Tem ple.” Poor priest ad vises cat to live else -
where. Cat pre dicts (B560) that rich man’s daugh ter’s cof fin will rise and stay in mid-air,
ad vises poor priest to chant “Namu, Tora ya . . . ya.” and cat will make cof fin come down.
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Other priests fail, poor priest suc ceeds. Rich man builds a new tem ple for him. Ikeda says,
“This tale is some times told as a true story or lo cal legend.”

Mayer 129

A De bate in Sign Lan guage 2.102 Konnyaku Mondo.

COMMENT: In Ja pan when peo ple are mis un der stand ing each other but don’t re al ize it and 
keep talk ing, the sit u a tion is called “konnyaku mondo” (“konnyaku con ver sa tion”).

Ac cord ing to Bud dhism, the earth is not a globe but a flat plane. So it seems strange
that the monk asked “the earth?’ ” by en cir cling a globe. But I heard this story this way
when I was a child, so I tell it this way, too.

Jodo (Pure Land, Par a dise: the Ten Di rec tions north, east, south, west, south east,
south west, north east, north west, up, and down) is a very clean and holy place where a great
num ber of spir its gather. In this story, the monk asked how our spir its can get there af ter
death.

The Five Com mand ments are quite im por tant for Bud dhist be liev ers. They are, “Do
not mur der, do not steal, do not com mit adul tery, do not tell lies, and do not drink.” The
monk thought that konnyaku-ya’s five fin gers meant that obey ing these five com mand -
ments was the way to go to Jodo.

“Three Thou sand Worlds” re fers to all the worlds be fore life, dur ing life, and af ter
death, where av a tars of Bud dha have taught.

Ikeda 924 “Sign Lan guage Mis un der stood.” A lay man takes the place of moun tain priest
who fears he can not win a dis pute on Bud dhist the o ries (K1961). Vis i tor and lay man dis -
pute in ges tures; vis i tor ad mits de feat and leaves (N685). Vis i tor at trib utes pro found mean -
ing to lay man/priest’s ges tures, but lay man thought they were dis cuss ing his konnyaku
(H607.1, H1804). The story is some times per formed by rakugo. Ver sions are known in
China and Korea.

Fu Fu Pata Pata 2.085 Fu Fu Pata Pata

Ikeda 1541 “Mi ser Tricked into Shar ing Food.” Af ter send ing ac o lytes to bed, priest eats
mochi cakes alone (W152.12). Ac o lytes ask to have their names changed to words which
sound like blow ing, etc. (K2310); when priest blows on cakes that night, Fufu pre tends he
was sum moned and priest must share (J1341, K362.1).

Mayer 183 d
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New House Mochi 2.088 Tatemae-no Mochi

COMMENT: It’s hard to tell how many pil lars you should con struct. But as long as lis ten -
ers are en joy ing the story, you can make up as many as you want.

Ikeda 1567A “The Hun gry Ac o lyte.” Stingy priest sends ac o lyte to check on new house, so
that he can eat mochi cakes alone (W152.12). Ac o lyte knows this, re turns early and uses
poker to draw floor plan in ashes, dis cov er ing the cakes (J1341, J1344, J1500). The priest
has to share with him.

Mayer 183 e

How Much Rice? 5.117 Yubi aizu

COMMENT: I’ve heard sim i lar sto ries about a fam ily en ter tain ing guests. In one story, the
head of the fam ily de cides whether to of fer din ner to the guest or not and sends signs by his
cig a rette smoke. In an other story, he de cides which rank of su shi they should or der for the
guest and tells it with the num ber of his coughs.

Ikeda 1567B “Cook ing Agree ment.” Priest in structs ac o lyte to cook one sho of rice for one
fin ger, two for two etc. (H607). When priest falls into out house, rais ing both hands, ac o lyte
cooks ten sho of rice (J1341, W152.12).

Sto ries of Strange Hap pen ings

A Poet’s Ghost 4.092 Utayomi no shi

COMMENT: It is said that one who dies with out any re grets, hav ing com pleted what he
needed to do, can go straight to heaven. But you can not go to heaven eas ily if you die with -
out com plet ing your task, or leave your lit tle in fant be hind, or with out sat is fy ing your
grudge, and so on. Prob a bly those peo ple can’t ac cept their deaths.

At a fu neral, the priest ad dresses the last in struc tions to the soul through Bud dha’s
words: “You died, and you are go ing to heaven. Do you un der stand?” Even with this ad -
vice, some still have re grets in life, and they be come ghosts.

The poet in this story could n’t go to heaven be cause he died with out com plet ing his
poem. When you tell this story, it will be en ter tain ing if you chant the poem in a ghostly
voice af ter the poet be came a ghost.

It is get ting harder to tell this story be cause few peo ple now a days have ex pe ri ence
with open hearths. We only see them in pic tures, at mu se ums, and in his tor i cal dra mas on
tele vi sion. Even fewer peo ple know that oki is a chunk of wood that is glow ing red, as
well as a view of the ocean ho ri zon.
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NOTE: The fin ished poem is:

Kakimazuru
Hai-wa Hamabe-no
Suna-ni-nite
Irori-wa Umi-yo
Oki-ga Miyuru-ni

Ikeda 326H “The Ghost of a Poet Laid to Rest.” Fear less poet/priest ap peases a poet’s ghost
(H1411) by com plet ing his un fin ished poem. Ghost never re ap pears (E451.10). A sim i lar
tale is told in Oki nawa as a lo cal leg end. Else where the em pha sis is on the pun in the poem.

Spir its of Old Things 3.054 Furu gasa furu mino furu chiyochin

COMMENT: When I was grow ing up, I was taught the fol low ing pro cess. Worn out
yukatas (cot ton ki mono for sum mer) be came sleepwear. The worn out sleepwear was made
into di a pers. The old di a pers be came rags. Af ter that, I was sup posed to chant “Nanmaida”
and throw the rag into the out house pit to de cay. Later it fer til ized the farm field and I sup -
pose it went up to heaven.

Times have changed. But we should still make full use of things so that they won’t be -
come gob lins and haunt our homes. It is pain ful for them not to be used or fixed.

Ikeda 326B “Old Aban doned Uten sils Haunt a Tem ple”

You Are Watched 4.032 Nerawarete iru

COMMENT: This is a very scary story. You might be some one’s tar get with out know ing it.

A prov erb says, “Cor rect your con duct by ob serv ing that of oth ers.” Per haps we can’t
see our selves from out side, but by ob serv ing oth ers, we can re flect on our selves. If you
speak ill of some one, some one will do the same to you. If you are mean to some one, some -
one will be mean to you.

Cf. Ikeda 2076 “Chain of Ab sent mind ed ness.” Hus band does n’t re al ize his pipe is empty,
wife watch ing him sews up the sleeve of ki mono she is mak ing, maid watch ing them dishes
rice onto floor in stead of bowl, man ser vant watch ing all three ne glects to make heel on
straw san dal, makes it three feet long. (Z20 cu mu la tive tales.)

The Home of the Bush War bler 4.120 Uguisu no Sato

NOTE: Al though Ja pan now fol lows the West ern so lar cal en dar of twelve months, the tra -
di tional year had thir teen lu nar months. Fes ti val dates, now fit ted into the so lar cal en dar,
don’t al ways match the ag ri cul tural sea sons they orig i nally celebrated.
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Uguisu (Cettia diphone) is a small, shy, green and brown bird that is usu ally vis i ble
only be fore the trees leaf out. Its dis tinc tive mat ing call, heard through out much of Ja pan
from the start of spring, is loved as a sign of spring time. The beauty of its song led to the
Eng lish name “Jap a nese night in gale,” but the Jap a nese bush war bler does not sing at night,
so this name is no lon ger commonly used.

Ikeda 480E “Ef fi cacy of bird’s prayer”

Mayer 131 Farmer hired as es tate care taker. Sin gle for bid den room con tains all the mer its
(hokekyou = Su tra of the Lo tus) she had been col lect ing for many years. When he opened
the for bid den door, they flew away.

Snow Woman 2.122 Yuki Joro

COMMENT: Even to day, we some times read in pa pers that some peo ple freeze to death,
los ing their sense of di rec tion in the snow. It even hap pens in their own neigh bor hoods.

If you are stand ing alone in the snow, you can eas ily imag ine the fall ing snow be ing a
woman’s shadow, and the blow ing wind be ing a baby’s cry.

Snow cov ers ev ery thing in white. It makes the world around us dif fer ent, fan tas tic.
That’s why we have so many sto ries about snow.

Ikeda 768A “Child Be comes Heavier While Be ing Held.” At night, a strong hero (F610)
meets a young woman hold ing a baby by a bridge/ford/grave yard (E425.1.4). She asks him
to hold the baby while she is gone awhile. Baby gets heavier and heavier (D1687;
G303.3.5.3). (These other ver sions ap par ently do not men tion snow.)

Mayer 332

Sto ries of Yamanbas

Mr. Sun’s Chain 1.123 Tentou-san no Kusari Nawa

COMMENT: The part where Yamanba sweet ens her voice and smoothes her hands to de -
ceive the chil dren is sim i lar to “The Wolf and Seven Kids,” col lected by Grimm, but in deed
a mother some times makes vic tims of her chil dren. A mother who spanks chil dren “for their 
own good,” a mother who con fines her chil dren feel ing that “they can’t do any thing with out 
me,” and a mother who kills her child along with her self be cause she “can’t bear leav ing the
child be hind” is a yamanba. Like this, a mother con trols her chil dren as she wants. “Ev ery
mother is a yamanba” is my personal opinion.

But for tu nately when they grew up a lit tle, chil dren find ways to es cape from their
moth ers. In this story, the two older chil dren ran away from the sit u a tion.
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Ikeda 333A “Glut ton ous Ogress and Chil dren.” Ogress (Q11.3), hav ing eaten the mother,
goes to house dis guised as mother to eat the chil dren. Sus pi cious chil dren no tice that her
hand is rough; she smoothes it (K1839.1). They no tice her hoarse voice; she drinks
oil/sugar/honey (F556.1.1, K1832) and is ad mit ted. Ogress eats the baby (K2011). Chil dren 
hear munch ing and ask for food; she gives them baby’s fin ger (G86). In sist ing they need to
visit out house, chil dren are let out and climb a tall tree (R251). Ogress fol lows their false in -
struc tions (K619.2) and falls. Chil dren call to up per world for a strong rope, as cend (F51),
be come stars (A761, R321). Ogress im i tates, gets rot ten rope (X111.7), falls to ground
(K963) and her blood stains roots of millet.

A Wife Who Does n’t Eat 2.112 Kuwazu Nyobo

COMMENT: In the old days, brides’ lips were painted in a tiny bow shape, much smaller
than their nat u ral size. Per haps it sug gested that the women were not big eat ers or chat ter -
boxes. But they were just pre tend ing be cause men wanted them to be so.

Men who grew up with the old teach ing that the sexes should be seg re gated from each
other af ter the age of seven tended to mis un der stand women. Some of them seemed to
dream that fem i nine women just lived on air.

NOTE: Mugwort (Ar te mi sia vulgaris) is a very use ful plant with a strong ar o matic scent.
Added to mochi, it makes tasty health ful kusa-mochi. Crum pled mugwort stops the bleed -
ing of wounds. The fine soft hair from the un der side of mugwort leaves is also used in tra di -
tional ori en tal med i cine for moxibustion to re lieve the pain of gout, arthritis, etc.

The leaves of sweet-flag (Acorus cal a mus) re sem ble the sword-shaped leaves of iris
(“blue flag”) but have a sweet, spicy scent. They were used to per fume wa ter for hot tubs
and wash ing hair. The plant was also a sym bol of sam u rai brav ery.

Ikeda 1373A “The Wife Who Does Not Eat” Man wishes for wife who does not eat
(N699.6), mar ries ap par ently ideal woman but be comes sus pi cious. When he spies on her
from the ceil ing (W153.2.1) he dis cov ers that a mouth on her head con sumes huge quan ti -
ties of rice. She agrees to di vorce but asks for the bath tub (J1545.4). He es capes through
irises and mug worts, still cel e brated on May 5 (A1540).

Mayer 107, 108

Clothes Bleached in the Moon light 2.118 Tsuki no Yozarashi

COMMENT: In the old days the vil lag ers la beled in de pend ent women as too self ish. There
were other kinds of sad women, too: preg nant women who were not mar ried, di vorced
women who were re jected by their own fam i lies . . . . I think Yamanba was there to sup port
these women.

This is a scary story. This woman is not im pul sive. She spends sev eral months in prep -
a ra tion, dur ing which her hus band never no tices her plan. She is young and beau ti ful, not a
Yamanba with wild white hair. When she fin ishes sew ing her hus band’s ki mono, she quite
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nat u rally helps him wear it—with the right side over the left. It means death. I dem on strate
it as I tell. All these touches make this story very scary.

I’m more in ter ested in the “old woman of the moun tain.” Did she do the same thing as
this woman when she was young? That might be the rea son she is liv ing away from the vil -
lage. What she does for this young woman is abet ting mur der. But she is too strong to worry
about it. In this story, noth ing is told about this old woman. That makes me won der more
about her. Is she Yamanba?

This old woman of the moun tains could see a man’s real na ture, which did n’t show on
the out side. It of ten hap pens that men who are re garded as phi lan thro pists in so ci ety are ex -
tremely stingy when they are with their fam i lies, or a man who is seen as ami a ble and kind
by so ci ety is dom i neer ing to ward his wife and chil dren. It is pos si ble that even if all the oth -
ers say that he is a good man, his wife can not stand to live to gether with him as husband and
wife.

This old woman had prob a bly had sim i lar ex pe ri ences in the past her self. Not only her
own ex pe ri ences but also the wis dom that she had ac cu mu lated over many years may have
made her take ac tion to help this girl.

NOTE: Six Way Cross road: The Six Ways rep re sent the worlds of de lu sion, the op po site of
Jodo (Pure Land/Par a dise; see notes for “De bate in Sign Lan guage”). Six Way Cross road
means the cross roads of the dead, so old-time vil lag ers gave this name to the cross roads at
the edge of town, or the cross roads that lead to a cem e tery. In folk tales, scary things of ten
happen there.

The god of night rules over the spir its of the dead.

Ikeda 365 “Clothes Made by Moon light.” Only daugh ter of rich man de vel ops ex treme dis -
like of hus band, asks old woman sor cer ess (N825.3) what to do. The mo ment hus band puts
on the clothes she has made fol low ing full moon in struc tions, he ex its and is never seen
again (D1792, M430). Old woman ad vises how to learn what happed to him. Wait ing at
cross roads un der full moon, wife sees dead hus band (D2061.2.4); he passes as if float ing
and whis pers poem (A487).

Pick ing Moun tain Pears 2.126 Yamanashi-Mogi

COMMENT: The old woman who taught the broth ers how to get to the moun tain pears was
prob a bly Yamanba. The first two broth ers failed be cause they did n’t lis ten to her. My un -
der stand ing of this story is that Yamanba taught the im por tance of lis ten ing to na ture. One
of my friends, who is quite a moun tain climber, once said to me, “You won’t meet an ac ci -
dent if you lis ten to na ture. But it is very dif fi cult to obey na ture.” I feel this story tells the
same thing.

Tra di tional coun try peo ple lis tened to the sounds of na ture while work ing. For ex am -
ple, they would be gin plant ing rice when the lo custs be gan to sing in early sum mer. They
would mend their clothes and pre pare for win ter when they heard crick ets. Such a way of
liv ing must be re flected in this story. You should lis ten to na ture and when na ture is re ject -
ing you, you should never rush, even more so if you are in a hurry. I like to think that the
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third son had a heart that lis tened to the sounds of na ture and a spirit that waited pa tiently,
and it was that com po sure that led him to success.

Ikeda 551 “The Sons on a Quest.” Three broth ers seek mar vel ous pears (D981, H1324,
H333.3.2) to cure their par ent. They meet old woman who pre dicts what will hap pen, gives
ad vice (H971.1, N825.3). Two older broth ers are im po lite to her (Q2), ig nore sig nals of wa -
ter-fall (D1311.3), rus tling bam boo, chirp ing birds (B143.1). Youn gest fol lows in struc tions 
(B122.1, H991, H1242), suc ceeds (L10). Mon ster tricks el der broth ers (C730). Youn gest
kills mon sters and restores brothers (E64).

Old Woman’s Skin 5.146 Uba kawa

COMMENT: I think this Basama is re ally a Yamanba be cause the skin dis guise works
through magic. Yamanba of ten helps women in dis tress. [See notes for “Clothes Bleached
in Moon light”—ed i tor.]

This tale is sim i lar to “The Prin cess with a Bowl over Her Head,” in which the dy ing
mother puts a bowl over her daugh ter’s head and tells her not to take it off. This bowl pro -
tects the girl un til she meets the man of her life, and pro vides sup plies that sup port her. The
moth ers’ ma ter nal warmth pro tected and sup ported their daugh ters even af ter they had
grown up and out of their care.

When I heard this story from Toshiko Endo, it took two hours. She ex plained in great
de tail how the step mother was hard on the girl. In the old days, women learned tips for their
work through lis ten ing to this kind of story. Mrs. Endo said that if the wife is clever, the
fam ily will pros per, but even a good hus band can’t pros per if he has a fool ish or lazy wife!

There are step child sto ries all over the world. They all have the same con clu sion: the
step child who was ill treated ends up hap pier than the step mother’s spoiled child. It might
be a mes sage from our an ces tors that we should not spoil our chil dren, that if we are hard on
them, they will be come hap pier in the end.

But you can’t just be hard on chil dren. In sto ries, there is al ways some thing, hu man,
spirit, or an i mal, to pro tect the step child. In this story, it’s Basama. A child needs strict ness
on one side, and sup port on the other, in or der to grow fully.

NOTE: Com pare this story with world wide Cinderella vari ants. “The Girl and the Geese” is 
an Egyp tian folk tale in which a “witch” gives a young woman an old woman’s skin to use as 
dis guise. She gets a job with a rich fam ily, whose son sees her in her true form while she is
bath ing and be comes love sick for her. (Folk Tales of Egypt re told by Denys John -
son-Davies, Cairo Egypt: Hoo poe Books, 1993. ISBN 977-5325-14-5.)

Ikeda 510B “Magic Skin.” Per se cuted her o ine aban doned by or ders of step mother (S31;
L55). She is given a magic skin (K512) which can turn her into an old woman (D530,
D1025,K521.1). Dis guised (K1815), she is hired by rich house hold (L131) where youn gest
son ac ci den tally sees her with out dis guise (H151.6.1), be comes love-sick (T24.1). All the
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fe male ser vants try of fer ing him tea etc. (cf. H315) but when he sees her o ine he re cov ers
(H111). Af ter mar riage, all fam ily brides are tested (H375) but she wins.

Sto ries of Su per nat u ral Crea tures

NOTE: Al though Tanuki and Kappa sto ries are im por tant in Jap a nese folk lore, Ikeda and
Mayer in dexed only a few, and most of them do not match Mrs. Fujita’s tales ex actly. Some
tales about Fox are else where told about Tanuki! We picked the most rep re sen ta tive ex am -
ples for this book.

Tanuki (Nyctereutes procyonoides) is an Asian an i mal be long ing to the dog fam ily. I
think it looks like a slen der fox wear ing a thick rac coon coat. In the folk tales, Tanuki char -
ac ters are al most al ways male. They love to drink sake and pound on their pot bel lies, es pe -
cially un der a full moon.

The Moon Sticks Out Its Tongue 4.012 Shita o dashita Tsuki

COMMENT: Peo ple be lieved a Tanuki would climb up a tall pine tree and change his feet
into clouds. The more clouds he wanted, the more feet he needed for them, and if he wanted
four clouds he would nat u rally fall down.

Ikeda 66B “Hid den Fox Be trays Self.” Peo ple trick the shape-changer into re veal ing his
true na ture.

Spooky Tanuki Mu sic 6.058 Kaidan jitate no tanuki-bayashi

NOTE: In some vari ants, there is a con test to see who can bang the loud est. The fool ish
Tanuki beat their bel lies un til they burst! Dead Tanuki are found on the ground next morn -
ing.

Tanuki Who Turned into a Die 6.064 Saikoro Tanuki

The Fox Bar ber 2.078 Kamisori Gitsune

Ikeda 145B “The Boaster’s Head Shaven.” I. Man boasts he can’t be be witched by a fox
(J2351.1.1; N455; W117), sees a fox trans form into a young ma tron hold ing a baby
(D313.1). II. The peo ple of the house do not be lieve him. III. He tries to re veal the fox by
force but woman/baby dies. Priest of fers to take him as dis ci ple. IV. Priest shav ing his head
with dull ra zor is re ally a fox, they are all foxes.

Mayer’s 193 is like Ikeda parts I & II.
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Fox Tea ket tle 5.010 Kitsune no chagama

COMMENT: The song is about my home town Miharu (three spring times), where plum
trees, peach trees, and cherry trees bloom at the same time, bring ing three springtimes at
once.

Ikeda 325 “Trick Sale of the Fox.” Grate ful fox (B360, 366) trans forms it self (D610) into a
tea ket tle (D420) and has it self sold, prof it ing (D612, K252) its bene fac tor. Vari ants of this
tale type are very pop u lar and wide spread in Ja pan, some times fea tur ing Tanuki in stead of
Fox (D1171.3.1). Sev eral tem ples claim it happened there.

Mayer 122

A Hoin Monk and a Fox 3.023 Hoinsama to Kitsune

COMMENT: When chil dren beg me to tell them a scary story, I of ten tell this one. If older
chil dren are en joy ing the sus pense, I re peat the climb ing pur suit many times.

A tra di tional Bud dhist fu neral pro ces sion is called Nobe-okuri, but I know some old
peo ple who call it Jaran-pon. This is be cause in the old days, peo ple walked to the cem e tery 
mak ing those sounds with drum and cym bal. I have at tended this kind of fu neral only once.
It was very un usual and im pres sive. For ex am ple, we wore straw san dals to the cem e tery
and left them there. We took a dif fer ent route home, wear ing the street shoes we had carried.

NOTE: To help young lis ten ers un der stand that the shape-changer Fox is re spon si ble for
Hoin’s vi sions, use the Jap a nese hand sign for “fox” (see “Fox Ex er cises” in part 7) both in
the open ing scene and again at the end where Fox laughs.

Ikeda 612C “The Cof fin Bursts: Dead Arises.” Yamabushi priest tricks sleep ing fox with
blast of horn, fox falls into stream (see also 612B, 612D). It be comes dark (D908,
D2146.2.1, F965, K1889.5). A fu neral pro ces sion ap proaches; priest climbs tree to avoid
meet ing it; they aban don the cof fin. The corpse ap pears from the cof fin (E261.2.1) and pur -
sues priest up the tree un til he falls into the stream. This was a trick of the fox (B857).

Mayer 194 gives only the first part of the story, no fu neral or corpse.

Kappa’s Pa per 5.033 Kappa no shoumon

NOTE: In Fukushima they tell of a nasty kappa who lurked in the toi let pit of an out house,
both er ing la dies who used the fa cil ity. An old granny stopped this by cut ting off his hand
and keep ing it. To get it back, Kappa not only prom ised to cease mis chief but also gave her
some of the magic oint ment with which he had re at tached his hand. She be came a fa mous
healer.
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Ikeda 47C “The Wa ter Mon ster Dragged by a Horse.” Kappa tries to pull a horse un der wa -
ter but is dragged to the farmer’s house in stead. Kappa writes an af fi da vit prom is ing not to
do mis chief any more; such a doc u ment is some times trea sured by lo cal families.

A Kappa and a Fish Ped dler 5.036 Kappa to Isabaya

NOTE: Sto ries of ongaeshi (re pay ment of a debt of honor) are found through out Jap a nese
folk lore: A crane, cat, tur tle, or other res cued an i mal in sists on re pay ing a hu man’s
kindness.

Ikeda 47C Kappa’s Life Spared (K1022.2.1). The mon ster in grat i tude brings fish to the
house ev ery night (B370, B584).
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Ap pen dix B: Guide to Words in This Book

Pro nun ci a tion Guide

Jap a nese pro nun ci a tion is very clear, and no sounds are skipped over. Ev ery con so nant 
+ vowel syl la ble gets its own equal beat. Dou bled con so nants and ex tra vow els each get
their own beat. Even -n, the only sin gle con so nant, gets a beat in songs and po etry. The
vowel sounds are sim i lar to Italian or Spanish:

a as in “fa ther”

e as in “pet”

i as in “ski”

o as in “so”

u as in “rhu barb”

Glos sary

In these lists, each word is in bold face type. Jap a nese words are in bold face ital ics, fol -
lowed by their pro nun ci a tion, show ing stressed syl la bles with cap i tal let ters. If a word is in
all low er case let ters, please try to say the en tire word flat. Lit eral trans la tions ap pear in pa -
ren the ses. The Eng lish def i ni tion follows the colon.
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Baka Musuko ba ka mu su KO: fool ish
son, the pro tag o nist of many silly
sto ries that teach by bad ex am ple

Basama BA sa ma: old woman, granny

betsubetsu BE tsu be tsu: sep a rate,
dis tinct

botamochi bo ta MO chi: sweet snack:
ball of half-pounded rice cov ered
with brown azuki bean jam (see
rec ipe sec tion in part 7)

Bud dha: the En light ened One, founder of 
Bud dhism

butterbur: plant with large rhu barb-like
leaves; as with rhu barb, only the
stalk is eaten

chiyochin chi YO chi n: pa per lan tern

cho CHO (a pair): even num bers (2, 4, 6,
etc.)

choja CHO ja: rich man, self-made
mil lion aire

daikon DA i ko n: very large, long, white
rad ish served pick led (takuan), or
cooked like tur nip, or grated in
sauces

furu FU ru: old, worn-out

futon FU to n: Jap a nese bed, a mat tress
and thick quilts spread on the floor

geta GE ta: wooden clogs

Ise I se: site of na tion ally im por tant
Shinto shrines

Hai! HA i!: “Yes, I heard you” (does not
nec es sar ily mean “I agree”)

han HA n (half): odd num bers (1, 3, 5,
etc.)

han-goroshi ha n GO ro shi (half killed):
al ter nate name for botamochi

hi ba chi hi BA chi: small char coal bra zier

kaki KA ki: per sim mon

kasa KA sa: um brella made of oiled pa per 
and bam boo

ki mono ki MO no: cloth ing; long robe
wrapped and tied with a sash

koban KO ba n: large oval gold coin, very 
valu able

konnyaku ko n NYA ku: tofu-like gel,
im por tant in veg e tar ian di ets

Konnyaku-ya ko n NYA ku ya: per son
who makes and sells konnyaku

koto KO to: large stringed in stru ment

kuri KU ri: chest nut

kusare nawa ku sa re NA wa: rot ten straw 
rope

kusari nawa ku sa ri NA wa (iron rope):
chain

mina-goroshi mi na GO ro shi (all killed): 
al ter nate name for mochi, be cause
rice is all pounded into smooth
dough

mino MI no: tra di tional rain coat made of
lay ers of straw

miso MI so: sa vory thick paste made by
fer ment ing soy beans with bran and
salt, used as soup-base and sea son ing

mochi MO chi: snacks made of
smooth-pounded rice (see rec ipe
sec tion in part 7)

mon MO n: small coin, worth only a lit tle

mugwort: com mon worm wood
(Artemesia vulgaris), an ar o matic
herb used in folk med i cine or as
sea son ing

Mukashi mukashi, aru tokoro ni mu KA
shi mu ka shi, A ru to ko ro ni
(“Long long ago, in a cer tain place”)
: tra di tional be gin ning of a Jap a nese
folk tale

myoga MYO ga (plant from a man
car ry ing his name): strong-fla vored
veg e ta ble that tastes like gin ger and
gar lic (Zingiber mioga)

obaasan o BA a san: grand mother
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oki O ki: open sea; glow ing em bers

oni O ni: ogre, devil

Oshimai! o shi MA i (“The end!”) :
tra di tional end ing of a Jap a nese
folk tale

Otafuku o TA fu ku: smil ing woman
por trayed in masks and folk art

ro wan: moun tain ash tree (Sorbus
aucuparia)

sake SA ke: al co holic bev er age dis tilled
from fer mented rice or other grains

Sakyamuni sa kya mu ni: one of the
in car na tions of Bud dha

-sama -SA ma: very hon or ific suf fix
added to a name, com pa ra ble to
“Sir/Ma’am”

sam u rai SA mu ra i: war rior class in old
Ja pan

-san -SA n: po lite suf fix added to a name, 
com pa ra ble to “Mr./Mrs./Ms.”

shibui shi bu I: bit ter, nasty, rough. Also
sim ple yet re fined, el e gant

Shinto SHI n to (The Way of the Gods):
an cient re li gion of Ja pan, with
thou sands of de i ties

shoya SHO ya: vil lage head man, leader of 
the farm ers

somen SO me n: very thin noo dles, a
sum mer time fa vor ite

su su: rice vin e gar

sumo SU mo: Jap a nese wres tling

su tra: Bud dhist scrip ture

tabi TA bi: socks with a sep a rate big toe,
worn with thong san dals

Tanabata ta na BA ta: Star Fes ti val (July
7), cel e brat ing the Milky Way

tanuki TA nu ki: Asian ca nine
(Nyctereutes procyonoides),
some times trans lated “rac coon dog”
or (very mis lead ingly) “badger”;
tanuki is tanuki.

ta tami ta TA mi: re sil ient floor mats,
cov ered with wo ven straw

teuchi te u chi (kill with sword): al ter nate
name for udon noo dles

Tono-sama TO no sa ma: not a name, but
a re spect ful term used by peo ple of
each rank for the rank above them

tora TO ra: ti ger

udon U do n: wheat noo dles made of
rolled dough cut into long strips,
sim i lar to linguini pasta

waraj wa RA ji: straw san dals

yamanba ya MA n ba (old woman of the
moun tain): “witch” or “ogress” (But
see the in tro duc tion to part 5.)

Zen: form of Bud dhism seek ing
en light en ment through self-dis ci pline 
and med i ta tion, rather than through
study of scrip ture

Chants

Momo, momo, momo iran ka na?
moMO, moMO, moMO i-RAN ka
NA? (“Peaches, peaches, don’t you
want [to buy] some peaches?”)

Namu amida butsu NA mu a mi da but su 
(Hail, Amida Bud dha): most ba sic
Bud dhist su tra

Nanmaida NA n MA i da: The drone
when peo ple don’t know their
prayers or are mum bling
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Sound Ef fects

Try to pro nounce these non sense syl la bles so that they im i tate the in tended sound.

amu, amu: munch munch

becha, pita, pita: hu man body per cus sion

bo chan!: big splash

bo, bo, bo: fire

Bu bu: “oink, oink”

chika chika: sun shine

choro choro chorori: scam per ing

do-don: wa ter fall ing

Fu! Fu!: “Huff! Puff!”

garigari: crunch ing

gatagata: rat tling

giko, giko: file scrap ing back and forth

gokun: swal low ing

Guenko!: “Yip!” (fox kit cry ing)

Hon-gyaa!!: “Wah!” (in fant cry ing)

jara-jara-bon: rat tling dice

jori: scrape of a dull ra zor

jyaran, pon, chin: drums and chimes of a
fu neral pro ces sion

kappora: stir ring

koro koro koro: roll ing; or scam per ing

koto koto, kon, kon: stir ring and cook ing

Kyu kyu kyu (earth worm song):
high-pitched sing ing

mosora, mosora: scut tling

musha, musha: chew ing

Niau, niau: “meow meow”

non non: softly fall ing snow

Nyah-nyah: “meow meow”

pata pata: hop ping or brush ing

pero pero: flick er ing tongue

po-n, poko, poko: tanuki body per cus sion

poTOn!: plop!

saara-sara: wind rus tling the leaves

shanari, shanari: lady’s ki mono swish ing 
as she walks

ston: boom; crash

suru suru suru: slith er ing down; or fast
climb ing up

ton ten, teke-teke: rhythms beaten on
drum’s face and rim

ton-ton: chirp ing

Wan wan: “bow, wow”

zaza zaza: pour ing rice

zunga, zunga: trudg ing along

zuru zuru, nyoro nyoro: slith er ing snake

zuru zuru zuru: slow climb ing

Types of Jap a nese Sto ry tell ers

Note: The first three were once pro fes sional guilds but have died out in mod ern times.

Biwa Hoshi bi wa ho SHI: blind male,
trav el ing solo; head shaved like a
priest; re cited an cient ep ics and
his to ries ac com pa nied by biwa
(Jap a nese lute)

Zatobo ZA to bo: blind male, trav el ing
solo; played shamisen (Jap a nese

banjo) and told a va ri ety of story
types

Goze go ze: blind fe male tell ers trav el ing
in troupes of two or three with a
par tially sighted leader; played
shamisen
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Rakugo-ka ra ku GO ka: male comic
stage en ter tainer for adults; kneels on 
a cush ion, us ing fan and towel as
ver sa tile props. The rakugo (witty
mono logue) usu ally has a sur prise
end ing, un ex pected plot twist, or
pun. Rakugo-ka can some times be
seen on Jap a nese tele vi sion.

Kamishibai ka mi shi BA i (pa per drama): 
candy sell ers who gath ered a crowd
of chil dren by read ing a story off the
backs of il lus trated cards stacked in a 
frame, of ten mounted on a bi cy cle

Kataribe ka TA ri be: tra di tional tell ers of
lo cal folk tales, orally learned, of ten
in heavily ac cented and ar chaic

lan guage (cor re spond ing to the late
Amer i can tra di tional teller Ray
Hicks)

New Katarite ka ta RI te: mod ern (re viv al ist)
vol un teer tell ers or pro fes sional
ed u ca tors/li brar i ans who tell sto ries
learned from books as part of their work 
in schools, li brar ies, and bunko (pri vate
neigh bor hood li brar ies for chil dren)

Ohanashi obasan o ha NA shi O ba san
(auntie sto ry teller): lively tra di tional
or re viv al ist teller who works with
chil dren; chil dren some times call
Mrs Fujita “Ohanashi obaasan”
(granny sto ry teller) while adults
of ten call her Kataribe.
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Sources

Fujita, Hiroko. Katare Yamanba. Vols. 1–6. To kyo: “The Young Yamanbas,” 1996, 1997,
1998, 2000, 2003, 2004.

 Hiroko Fujita’s fol low ers re corded and tran scribed the col lo quial Jap a nese folk -
tales she told, with her com men tary. A sev enth vol ume was pub lished in 2006.

Ikeda, Hiroko. A Type and Mo tif In dex of Jap a nese Folk-lit er a ture. FF (Folk lore Fel lows)
Com mu ni ca tions No. 209. Hel sinki: Suomalainen Tiedeakatemia, Ac a de mia
Scientiarum Fennica, 1971.

 Ikeda cat e go rized and sum ma rized (in Eng lish) the tales col lected by Jap a nese
folk lor ists, as sign ing tale-type num bers and Aarne-Thomp son mo tif in dex num bers.

Mayer, Fanny Hagin, trans. and ed. The Yanagita Kunio Guide to the Jap a nese Folk Tale.
Bloomington: In di ana Uni ver sity Press, 1986.

 Mayer trans lated Yanagita Kunio’s schol arly anal y sis Nihon mukashibanashi
meii (1948), pro vid ing the tales in syn op sis form with Kunio’s de tailed notes about lo -
cal vari ants. Note: These clas si fi ca tion num bers fol low a dif fer ent sys tem from
Aarne-Thomp son, and they do not match the num bers as signed by other Jap a nese
folk lor ists.

Ref er ences

Algarin, Jo anne P. Jap a nese Folk Lit er a ture: A Core Col lec tion and Ref er ence Guide. New 
York: R.R. Bowker, 1982.

 Algarin sur veyed Jap a nese folk tales avail able in Eng lish.

Endo, Toshiko. Endo Toshiko no katari (The Tell ing of Toshiko Endo). Tran scribed and ed -
ited by Hiroko Fujita. To kyo: Isseisha Pub lish ing, 1995.

 Fujita pre served 200 folk tales in col lo quial Jap a nese from the rep er toire of a
Fukushima el der. Un for tu nately this rich re source is not yet avail able in Eng lish.
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Lanham, Betty B., and Masao Shimura. “Folk tales Com monly Told Amer i can and Jap a -
nese Chil dren: Eth i cal Themes of Omis sion and Com mis sion.” The Jour nal of Amer i -
can Folk lore 80, no. 315 (Jan u ary–March 1967): 33–48.

 Au thors asked which folk tales Jap a nese par ents were still tell ing their chil dren in 
the 1960s.

Mayer, Fanny Hagin, trans. An cient Tales in Mod ern Ja pan: An An thol ogy of Jap a nese
Folk Tales. Bloomington: In di ana Uni ver sity Press, 1984.

 Mayer pro vides full retellings of rep re sen ta tive tales in Eng lish.

Rec om mended Read ing

Kawai, Hayao. The Jap a nese Psy che: Ma jor Mo tifs in the Fairy Tales of Ja pan. Trans lated
by Gerow Reese. Dal las, TX: Spring Pub li ca tions, [1988] 1996.

 Kawai an a lyzes ma jor folk tale themes from a psy cho log i cal point of view, par -
tic u larly fo cus ing on male and fe male roles.

Kazuko, Emi, and Yasuko Fukuoka. Jap a nese Cook ing: The Tra di tions, Tech niques, In -
gre di ents and Rec i pes. Lon don: Anness Pub lish ing, 2001, 2003.

 De tailed ex pla na tions of in gre di ents and meth ods for pre par ing tra di tional and
mod ern dishes.

Rec i pes

The Rice Cooker’s Com pan ion: Jap a nese Amer i can Food and Sto ries. San Fran cisco: Na -
tional Jap a nese Amer i can His tor i cal So ci ety, , 2000. http://www.njahs.org.

 Sto ries of the Jap a nese Amer i can im mi grant ex pe ri ence, in clud ing World War II
in tern ment camps, fam ily life, and cus toms, es pe cially in Ha waii and Cal i for nia. The
rec i pes range from sol idly tra di tional to very Amer i can ized ad ap ta tions.

See also the many ex cel lent, beau ti fully il lus trated books on Jap a nese cook ing that are now
avail able. The pho tos are es sen tial be cause Jap a nese peo ple value beau ti ful ar range -
ment of the food al most as much as its taste.

Crafts and Games

Fujita, Hiroko, and Fran Stallings, ed. Sto ries to Play With: Kids’ Tales Told with Pup pets,
Pa per, Toys, and Imag i na tion. Lit tle Rock, AR: Au gust House Pub lish ers, 1999.

 Stallings trans lated and adapted for Amer i cans the first of Fujita’s how-to hand -
books for Jap a nese sto ry tell ers (in clud ing four West ern sto ries learned from
Stallings). Each story has di rec tions for mak ing sim ple props and crafts, which en cour -
age be gin ning tell ers. Ad di tional hand books, pub lished in Jap a nese by Isseisha Pub -
lish ing Com pany, await trans la tion.
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Readily Avail able Jap a nese Folk tales

Eng lish-lan guage pic ture books and col lec tions of Jap a nese folk tales have tended 
to fo cus on a sub set of pop u lar sto ries. While these are in deed widely known and be -
loved in Ja pan, they re flect only a frac tion of the Jap a nese folk rep er toire.

In di vid ual books seem to go out of print rap idly, but you can find many of the fol -
low ing pop u lar sto ries in your li brary or through in ter li brary loan.

Boy who drew cats

Fox/Badger tea-ket tle

Grat i tude of crane/stork wife/daugh ter 

Issun boshi (Lit tle One Inch)

Izanagi & Izanami cre ation myth 

Jel ly fish seeks mon key’s liver

Kaguya-hime (Shin ing Bam boo Prin cess) 

Kintaro/Golden Boy

Magic Lis ten ing Cap 

Magic Mor tar/Salt Mill

Magic straw cape of in vis i bil ity 

Mir ror of Matsuyama

Momotaro (Peach Boy) 

Mouse seeks a hus band

My lord bag of rice 

Old man who lost his wen/hump

Old man who made cherry trees bloom 

Prin cess who wore a bowl on her head

Robe of feath ers 

Roly-poly rice ball/Funny lit tle woman

Shipei Taro 

Tanabata (Milky Way; weav ing maid and herd boy)

Tengu’s magic fan 

Ter ri ble leak

Tongue-cut spar row 

Urashima Taro

Uri hime (Melon Prin cess) 

White hare of Inaba
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INDEX

Ac o lyte, 170, 171. See also Ap pren tice
(Bud dhist)

Al cove, 128, photo sec.
An i mals, 3–21. See also spe cific an i mals
An i mated car toons, xix, xxii
Ap pren tice (Bud dhist), 59–72, 125–126,

169–171
Ashes, 69–70, 71, 75–76
Au tumn equi nox, 52

Baby, 35–36, 88–89, 108, 121–122, 173
Badger. See Tanuki
Baka Musuko, 49–57
Bam boo, 84, 86, 104–107
Basama, 91, 101–102, 110–111, 175–176, 

178. See also Yamanba
Bath. See Hot tub
Bel ly but ton, 41–42
Bird, 3–5, 104–107. See also spe cific

types of birds
Boar, 7
Boat, 21, 47–48
Botamochi, 56–57, 84, 121–122

rec ipe, 143–144

Boy, 40–42, 49–57, 59–62, 105–107, 166
Boys’ Day Fes ti val, 83
Bracken, 16–17, 162
Bride, 50, 174
Buck wheat, xiv, 96
Bud dha, xv, 1, 5, 29, 17, 183
Bud dhism, xiii–xix, xxi, 54, 170, 178
Bull, 51
Bush war bler, 3–4, 81, 86–87, 173

Cal en dars, lu nar and so lar, 172
Cat, 7, 11, 64–65, 169
Cherry tree, 83
Chest nut, 33, 52–53, 84, 166
Chil dren, 6, 60, 93–96, 104–107, 136,

photo sec.
China, xiii, xv, xvi, xviii, 47–48, 167, 170
Choja, xvii, 64–65, 71 
Chris tian ity, xiv–xvii
Chry san the mum Doll Fes ti val, photo sec.
Cinderella, 176
Cof fin, 64–65, 130
Coins, 37, 41–42, 68
Crafts, 153–157
Crane, 3–4
Crow, 3–4, 43, 44

Daikon rad ish, 43–44
Dance, 41, 84, 77–78, 84–85, photo sec.
Daugh ter, 35–37, 64–65, 101, 108,

122–123
Deer, 7
Dice, 119–120
Di vorce, 99, 101
Doc tor, 38–39, 163, 166
Dog, 7–8, 11, 38, 161
Doll Fes ti val, 83
Drum, xxi, 84, 85, 113, 118

Earth worm, 12, 79–80
Em peror, xiv–xix
Endo, Toshiko, 167, 176
Eye, 12, 38–39, 166, 187
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Farmer, xvii, 25–28, 32–34, 43–46, 134,
173, photo sec.

Fa ther, 5, 44, 50–51, 52, 111–112, 118
Fa ther-in-law, 56
Fes ti vals. See Boys’ Day Fes ti val;

Chry san the mum Doll Fes ti val; Doll 
Fes ti val; Shichi-go-san Fes ti val;
Tanabata (Star Festival)

Feu dal lord, 33–34
Fire flies, 84
Fish, 13–15, 134–135
Folk tales, xv–xix, xix–xxiii, xxv–xxvi,

189
Food. See Rec i pes 
Fool ish son. See Baka Musuko
Fox, 13–15, 113, 121–128, 129, 131,

177–178
Fox ex er cises (game), 150–151
Frog, 79–80, 84
Fu neral, 50, 61, 64–65, 129–130, 169,

178

Gam bler, 36–37, 119
Games, 150–152
Ghost, 75–76, 168, 171
Girl, 35–37, 108–110
Gob lin, 77–78, 172
God

of grains, 83
of hap pi ness, 46
of kap pas, 137
of night, 103, 175
of pov erty, 43–46
of wa ter, 40–41, 133

Gods (Shinto), xiv, xv, xxi, 44, 167
Grand mother, 23, 56–57
Grass, 18–19, 163
Green tea rec i pes, 148
Greet ings, 50–51

Hearth, xiii, xxii, 23, 69–70, 71, 75–76,
122–123, 171, photo sec.

Herb. See Grass
Hoin monk, 129–131
Horse, 121, 134

Hot tub, 26, 54–55, 84, 99–100, 110, 168, 
photo sec.

Hunter, 79–80

Ice cream, green tea fla vor (rec ipe),
148–149

Ikeda, Hiroko, 160, 187
Inn, 29–31, photo sec.
Inn keeper, 29–31

Kamishibai, xviii–xix
Kappa roll (rec ipe), 145–146
Kappa toy (craft), 155–156
Kappa trick (craft), 157
Kap pas, 133–137, 178–179
Ki mono, 26, 33, 34, 37, 41, 82, 84, 85,

102–103, 108, 111, 121, 172, 174,
photo sec.

Konnyaku, 66–68, 85, 170
Ko rea, xiii, xv
Kuni, Takeda, 164

Land tax, 25
Lit er acy, xiv–xvii
Liz ard, 6, 160

Manga, xv, xix
Man ners, 5, 25–28, 164
Mask, 35–37, 83, 166
Mayer, Fanny Hagin, xviii, 160, 187, 188
Mer chant, xvii
Miharu, xxv, 165, 178
Milky Way, 84
Mil let, xiv, 9–11, 45, 46
Mochi, 56, 69–71, 82, 83, 85, 86, 139,

168, 170, 171, photo sec.
rec i pes, 141–143

Monk, 66–68, 123, 129
Moon, 85, 101–103, 115, 118, 175
Mother, 35–37, 54, 56–57, 93–95,

104–107, 108, 111–112, 125,
165–6, 173–174. See also
Step mother

Mother-in-law, 54, 56
Mouse, 7, 9–11, 20–21,43– 44, 61–63, 169
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Mouse, hand ker chief (craft), 153–4
Mouse, one-line (craft), 155
Mugwort, 100, 174
Mu sic, xxi, 77, 83, 85, 110, 116–118
Myoga, 29–31, 164–165

Na ture, 6, 91, 175–176
New Year’s Day, 40, 43, 82, 85, 86
Noo dles, 18–19, 56, 84

Ogre. See Oni
Ogress. See Yamanba
Old man, 40–42, 119–120, 121–123,

125–126
Old things, 77–78, 172
Old woman, 40–41, 47–48, 54–55, 61–63, 

121–123. See also Basama
Old woman’s skin, 110–112, 176
One and One (game) 151–152
Oni, 35–37
Otafuku, 35–36
Ot ter, 13–15
Out house, 72, 178
Owl, 3–4

Peach, 33–34, 183
Pear, 33, 104–107
Ped dler, 33–34, 81–87, 136–137
Per sim mon, 33, 52–53, 84
Pheas ant, 79–80
Pickle, 54–55, 168
Pil grim age, 20–21
Pine, 40, 86, 89, 115
Plum, 86
Po etry, xv, 75–76, 110, 112, 172
Priest (Bud dhist), 59–72, 77–78,

116–118, 122–123, 125–126, 130,
134–135, 163

Rab bit, 7, 43–45, 169–171
Rac coon dog. See Tanuki
Rec i pes, 141–149
Reed, 16
Rep e ti tion, xxv–xxvi, 169

Rice, xiv, xvii, 5, 25–28, 30–31, 44, 46,
56–57, 72, 84, 85, 98–99, 108–112, 
137, 164, 171, photo sec.

Rob ber, 62–63
Rock Pa per Scis sors (game), 152

Sake, 82–86, 113
Sam u rai, xiii, xvi, xvii, xviii, 52, 83, 165
Ser mon, 29–30
Sew ing, 109, 110, 112
Sha man, 111
Shichi-go-san (Seven-five-three) Fes ti val,

photo sec. 
Shinto, xiv, xix
Shoya, 25–28, 163–4
Shrine (Shinto), xix, 20–21, 82
Silk, 101–102, 121
Sis ter, 5
Snake, 12, 16–17, 18, 79–80, 162
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Eng lish Folk tales
Ed ited by Dan Keding and Amy Douglas
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Re told by Gary Marvin Davison
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