
C
o
p
y
r
i
g
h
t
 
2
0
1
2
.
 
T
u
t
t
l
e
 
P
u
b
l
i
s
h
i
n
g
.

A
l
l
 
r
i
g
h
t
s
 
r
e
s
e
r
v
e
d
.
 
M
a
y
 
n
o
t
 
b
e
 
r
e
p
r
o
d
u
c
e
d
 
i
n
 
a
n
y
 
f
o
r
m
 
w
i
t
h
o
u
t
 
p
e
r
m
i
s
s
i
o
n
 
f
r
o
m
 
t
h
e
 
p
u
b
l
i
s
h
e
r
,
 
e
x
c
e
p
t
 
f
a
i
r
 
u
s
e
s
 
p
e
r
m
i
t
t
e
d
 
u
n
d
e
r
 
U
.
S
.
 
o
r
 
a
p
p
l
i
c
a
b
l
e
 
c
o
p
y
r
i
g
h
t
 
l
a
w
.

EBSCO Publishing : eBook Collection (EBSCOhost) - printed on 9/22/2021 11:31 AM via UNIVERSITAET WIEN
AN: 1567424 ; Florence Sakade.; Urashima Taro and Other Japanese Children's Favorite Stories
Account: s3700943.main.ehost



 EBSCOhost - printed on 9/22/2021 11:31 AM via UNIVERSITAET WIEN. All use subject to 
https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use 



Published by Tuttle Publishing, an imprint of Periplus Editions (HK) Ltd., with editorial offices
at 364 Innovation Drive, North Clarendon, Vermont 05759 U.S.A.

Copyright © 2008 Periplus Editions (HK) Ltd.

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced or utilized in any form or by
any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information
storage and retrieval system, without prior written permission from the publisher. 

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Sakade, Florence.
Urashima Taro and other Japanese children’s favorite stories / compiled by Florence Sakade ;

illustrated by Yoshisuke Kurosaki. — 1st ed.
v. cm.

Contents: Urashima Taro — The fairy crane — The dragon’s tears — The sandal seller — The
robe of feathers — The flying farmer — The old man with a wen — The magic mortar — The
biggest in the world — Why the red elf cried.

1.  Tales—Japan. [1. Folklore—Japan.]  I. Kurosaki, Yoshisuke, 1905– ill. II. Title.
PZ8.1.S2155Urc 2008
398.20952—dc22

2008001037

Distributed by:

North America, Latin America & Europe
Tuttle Publishing
364 Innovation Drive
North Clarendon, VT 05759-9436 U.S.A.
Tel: 1 (802) 773-8930; Fax: 1 (802) 773-6993
info@tuttlepublishing.com
www.tuttlepublishing.com

Japan
Tuttle Publishing
Yaekari Building, 3rd Floor
5-4-12 Osaki, Shinagawa-ku, Tokyo 141 0032
Tel: (81) 3 5437-0171; Fax: (81) 3 5437-0755
tuttle-sales@gol.com

Asia Pacific
Berkeley Books Pte. Ltd.
61 Tai Seng Avenue #02-12
Singapore 534167
Tel: (65) 6280-1330; Fax: (65) 6280-6290
inquiries@periplus.com.sg
www.periplus.com

First edition
12  11  10  09  08 10  9  8  7  6  5  4  3  2  1

Printed in Malaysia

TUTTLE PUBLISHING® is a registered trademark of Tuttle Publishing, 
a division of Periplus Editions (HK) Ltd.

ISBN: 978-1-4629-0845-5 (ebook)

 EBSCOhost - printed on 9/22/2021 11:31 AM via UNIVERSITAET WIEN. All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use

mtampus
Typewritten Text
ISBN: 978-1-4629-0845-5 (ebook)



Tuttle  Publishing
Tokyo • Rutland,Vermont • Singapore

Compiled by Florence Sakade 

Illustrated by Yoshio Hayashi

Urashima Taro
And Other Japanese Children’s Favorite Stories

Urashima Taro_interior  3/25/08  3:19 PM  Page 1

 EBSCOhost - printed on 9/22/2021 11:31 AM via UNIVERSITAET WIEN. All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



Urashima Taro_interior  3/25/08  3:19 PM  Page 2

 EBSCOhost - printed on 9/22/2021 11:31 AM via UNIVERSITAET WIEN. All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



Contents

4 Publisher’s Foreword

5 Urashima Taro 

10 The Fairy Crane 

14 The Dragon’s Tears

18 The Sandal Seller

23 The Robe of Feathers 

27 The Flying Farmer

32 The Old Man with a Wen 

35 The Magic Mortar

39 The Biggest in the World

44 Why the Red Elf Cried

Urashima Taro_interior  3/25/08  3:19 PM  Page 3

 EBSCOhost - printed on 9/22/2021 11:31 AM via UNIVERSITAET WIEN. All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



4 Publisher’s Foreword

Publisher’s Foreword

In today’s ever-shrinking world—where e-mails zoom from one continent
to another in the space of a heartbeat, where travelers can easily pass
through political boundaries once more solid than stone—understanding
and tolerance have never been at a higher premium. Parents and teachers
are increasingly aware of the need for children to be citizens of this small
world who will grow into thinking adults who, while proud of their own
traditions and heritage, respect the varied experiences and viewpoints to
be found in other cultures.

This collection of traditional stories can help set children on this
enlightened path, introducing them to marvelous characters and places
that have been loved by Japanese children for centuries.

Each of these stories—amusing, instructive and wise—is to be found
in many forms and versions in Japan, and often in other countries as well.
We have tried to select the most interesting version in each case and, in
our translations, to remain true to the spirit of the Japanese originals. At
the same time we have explained in the stories customs and situations that
Western readers might not understand.

These timeless stories have both united and delighted children for
hundreds of years, and will continue to do so for countless generations
to come.
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5

A long, long time ago in Japan there was a young fisherman who lived by
the seashore. His name was Urashima Taro. One day while he was
walking along the beach, he saw that some boys had caught a big turtle
from the sea and were teasing it and hitting it with sticks. 

Now, Taro was very kindhearted and hated to see people being cruel
to animals. So he said: “Boys, please let the turtle go. It’s a nice animal
and you shouldn’t be mean to it. Put it back in the sea.” 

Urashima Taro 
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6 Urashima Taro

Then the boys were ashamed of themselves. They put the turtle back
in the water and watched it swim happily away. 

Several days later, Taro was again walking along the beach when he
heard a voice saying: “Taro! Taro!” 

He looked around, but couldn’t see anyone. “Who is calling me?” he
called out. 

“Here I am,” said a voice from the sea. It was a turtle, who came
crawling up on the sand. “I’m the turtle you saved the other day. When I
returned to the palace under the sea, I told the Sea Princess what you
had done. This made her very happy, and she asked me to bring you to
see her.” 

Taro said: “I’ve always wanted to visit the bottom of the sea.” So he
climbed on the turtle’s back and was carried off very far and very fast to
the great palace on the floor of the deepest sea. 

He was taken inside the beautiful palace, which was made of coral
and crystal, and there he met the beautiful Sea Princess. “Taro, you were
very kind to my good subject, the turtle,” she said to him. “I wanted to
thank you, so I had him bring you here. Please be my friend and stay in
the palace forever. We will be very happy, and you shall have everything
you want.” 

So Taro stayed in the palace with the Sea Princess. He ate wonderful
food, saw wonderful things and was very happy at first. But after a while
—after only a few days, he thought—he began to be lonely for his home
and his friends back on the shore. He wondered how his father and
mother were. 
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8 Urashima Taro

Finally, one day he said to the princess: “I’ve been very happy here,
but I want to go back to the land and see my home and my friends.
Please send me back.” 

“All right, Taro,” the princess said, “if you are determined to go, then
I’ll send you back. But I’ll be sorry to see you go. We’ve been so happy
together. In memory of your stay here I’ll give you this beautiful box. As
long as you have this, you may come back to see me any time you wish.
But, Taro, don’t open this, ever. If you open it, you’ll never be able to
come back. Be sure! Do not open it!” 

So Taro took the box, thanked the princess for the wonderful time,
climbed on the back of the turtle, and went back to his home. 

When he got to the beach, the village had changed. He could no
longer find his own house. He asked some people on the beach, “Where
is Urashima Taro’s house, and where are his parents?” 
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“Why, young man,” they answered, “you’re asking about things that
were here many, many years ago. Urashima Taro was drowned before
most of us remember. What strange person are you that you do not know
this?” 

Taro was very puzzled. How could this be? He was the same—or so he
thought—and only the people and the place were different. Could it be
that the secret of this strange thing was in the box that the Sea Princess
had given him? He thought about this for some time, and then at last he
decided to open the box, even though the Sea Princess had warned him
not to do so. 

He took off the lid, and a strange white smoke came out and curled
about him. He touched his face and discovered that his face was all
wrinkled and that he had a long white beard. Without realizing it, he had
spent many, many years at the bottom of the sea, not just a few days. The
magic box had kept him always young, but now the smoke from the box
had turned him into the old, old man that he really was. All his friends
were gone, and now that he had opened the box he could never return
to the palace of the Sea Princess. He stood weeping on the shore.

9Urashima Taro
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10

Once upon a time there was an old man who lived in the country all
alone with his old wife. They had no children. One day the old man was
walking along the road beside a rice field when he suddenly heard a
strange sound: “Flutter, flutter, flap, flap.” Following the sound, he
discovered a beautiful white crane caught in a snare. 

“Oh, you poor thing!” he said. “I will help you out.” He set the crane
free, and it flew away into the sky. 

The Fairy Crane 
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11The Fairy Crane

After the old man got home he was telling his wife about the crane
when a knock came at the door and someone said in a sweet voice: “May
I come in?” The old woman opened the door and there she found a
pretty, dainty little girl. 

The little girl said: “I have lost my way. Please let me stay in your
house tonight.” 

The old people were very happy to have such a pretty girl in their
house. And when she told them that she had no parents of her own, they
asked her to become their daughter and live with them always. So the
little girl stayed on with them. 

One day the girl said to her new parents: “If you’ll promise not to
look at me even once while I work, I’ll weave some cloth on the loom in
the weaving room.” Thereafter they could hear the sound of the loom
every day—“Ton-ka-ra-ri, ton-ka-ra-ri”—and every night the little girl gave
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them a beautiful piece of cloth which she had woven that day. It was the
most beautiful cloth in the whole world and all the neighbors came to
see it. 

The old woman became more and more curious. She said to herself:
“How in the world can this little girl weave such beautiful cloth?” So
finally one day she peeked into the weaving room. 

What a strange sight she saw! There, sitting at the loom, was not her
little daughter but a beautiful white crane, using its own soft white
feathers to weave cloth! 

That night when the old man came home, the little girl came out of
the weaving room and said: “I am the crane that you saved. I have been
weaving cloth to repay the kindness you did for me that day long ago. But
now that you have discovered my secret, I can no longer stay with you.”

12 The Fairy Crane
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The old woman was sorry she had peeked, and the old man was in
tears, but since they knew their daughter was actually a crane, they
finally understood that she must go back to her home in the sky.
“Goodbye, good luck,” the girl said. And then suddenly she changed into
a white fairy crane and soared gracefully up into the sky on her beautiful
white wings. 

13The Fairy Crane
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14

The Dragon’s Tears

Far away in a strange country there lived a dragon. The dragon’s home
was in a deep mountain cave, from which his eyes shone like headlights.
Very often, when some of the people living nearby were gathered in 
the evening by the fire, one would say: “What a dreadful dragon is 
living near us!” And another would agree, saying: “Someone should 
kill him!” 
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15The Dragon’s Tears

Whenever children were told about the dragon, they were frightened.
But there was one little boy who was never frightened. All the neighbors
said: “Isn’t he a funny little boy!” When it was almost time for this funny
little boy’s birthday, his mother asked him: “Whom would you like to
invite for your birthday party?” Then that little boy said: “Mother, I would
like to ask the dragon!” His mother was very much surprised and asked:
“Are you joking?” “No,” said the little boy very seriously, “I mean what I
say: I want to invite the dragon.” 

And, sure enough, on the day before his birthday the little boy stole
quietly out of his house. He walked and he walked and he walked till he
reached the mountain where the dragon lived. 

“Hello! Hello! Mr. Dragon!” the little boy called. His voice echoed
back to him again and again. 

“What’s the matter? Who’s calling me?” rumbled the dragon, coming
out of his cave. Then the little boy said: “Tomorrow is my birthday and
there will be lots of good things to eat, so please come to my party. I came
all the way to invite you.” 

At first the dragon couldn’t believe his ears and kept roaring at the
boy. But the boy wasn’t frightened at all and kept saying: “Please, Mr.
Dragon, please come to my party.” 

Finally the dragon understood that the boy meant what he said and
was actually asking him, a dragon, to his birthday party. Then the dragon
stopped roaring and began to weep. “What a happy thing to happen to
me!” the dragon sobbed. “I never had a kind invitation from anyone
before.” 
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The dragon’s tears flowed and flowed until at last they became a river.
Then the dragon said: “Come, climb on my back and I’ll give you a ride
home!” 

The boy climbed bravely onto the back of the ferocious dragon and
away the dragon went, swimming down the river of his own tears. But as
he went, by some magic his body changed its size and shape. And
suddenly—what do you know!—the little boy was sailing bravely down
the river toward home as captain of a dragon-steamboat! 

—by Hirosuke Hamada

17The Dragon’s Tears
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18

Long ago there was an old man and his old wife living in the country. They
were very honest, but very poor. One day, near the end of the year, they
heard some children singing outside. This is the song the children sang:

Oh, Mr. New Year, are you coming near?
Why, yes, I’m just beyond the mountain here.

Oh, do you bring us gifts and things so nice?
Why, yes, I’ve mochi cakes of finest rice.

The Sandal Seller
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It made the old man and woman feel very sad and lonely to hear the
children singing about New Year’s. This year they had no money and
couldn’t celebrate the New Year.

“Oh, dear,” the old woman sighed. “New Year’s is the day after
tomorrow and we don’t have any rice at all. We won’t be able to make
any mochi cakes. We won’t even have mochi to eat on New Year’s Day,
and New Year’s is not New Year’s without mochi.”

The old man too sat sadly shaking his head. But then all of a sudden
he got an idea. “I know what to do—I’ll take these sandals I made to
town right away and sell them. Then with the money from them we can
buy some rice and make mochi.”

So the old man started out for town right away, carrying the straw
sandals on a long pole over his shoulder. It was a very cold day, with a

19The Sandal Seller
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20 The Sandal Seller

strong wind and much snow. When he got to town he began to walk
through the streets yelling: “Straw sandals! Straw sandals!”

But everybody was very busy and no one wanted to buy any straw
sandals. He kept walking and walking, always yelling: “Straw sandals!
Straw sandals!” But he never sold a single pair. 

Just then another old man came along the street selling charcoal. He
was yelling: “Charcoal! Charcoal!” The two old men met in the street and
stopped to talk. 

“How’s your business?” asked the charcoal seller. 
“Terrible!” said the sandal seller. “I haven’t sold a single pair.

Everybody’s too busy getting ready for New Year’s.” 
“I haven’t been able to sell any charcoal either,” said the other.

“Come, let’s walk together and see if we’ll have better luck.” 
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So they started walking together. “Straw sandals! Straw sandals!” one
would yell. Then the other would yell: “Charcoal! Charcoal!” 

But still they didn’t sell any of the wares. It became later and later
and their voices became weaker and weaker. It was also becoming much
colder and snowing harder. Finally it was completely dark, and still they
hadn’t made a single sale, so they decided to stop and go home. 

Then the charcoal seller said: “It’s really too bad to take home the
same things we started out with. Why don’t we trade? Then you can take
home my charcoal and I can take your straw sandals.” 

“That’s a good idea,” said the sandal seller. So they traded, and then
each of them went to his home. 

When the sandal seller reached home he was very, very cold. He told

21The Sandal Seller
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the old lady the bad news—that he hadn’t been able to earn a single
penny. “But at least I have this charcoal,” he said, “and we can get warm.”

So they made a charcoal fire and then sat around it warming
themselves. They were so sleepy that they didn’t notice a tiny elf that
jumped out of the charcoal and hid in their closet watching them. The
elf was scarcely an inch high, but he looked exactly like the charcoal
seller the old man had met that day. 

After the old man and woman had gone to bed, the elf came out of
the closet and said: “I felt so sorry for this poor old man today that I gave
him this magic charcoal. Every spark will turn into a piece of gold.” Then
the elf disappeared. 

Sure enough, next morning when the old man and woman woke up,
they found a great pile of gold beside the hearth. They were very
surprised, but also very happy. They were able to buy plenty of rice and
make very fine mochi for New Year’s. And the old man never had to go
out in the snow to sell straw sandals again. 

22 The Sandal Seller
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23

Once there was a fisherman who lived all alone on a tiny island in Japan.
He was very poor and very lonely. Early one morning he started toward
his boat; there had been a bad storm the night before, but now the sun
was shining brightly. As he walked along, he saw something hanging on a
branch of one of the pine trees along the beach. It was beautiful and
shining. He took it down from the branch and found that it was a
wonderful robe made of feathers. The feathers were of all different

The Robe of Feathers 
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24 The Robe of Feathers

colors, as lovely and soft as the rainbow, and they shined and sparkled in
the sunlight like jewels. It was the most beautiful thing the fisherman had
ever seen in all his life. 

“Oh, what a beautiful robe!” he said. “It’s certainly a priceless
treasure. There’s no one else on my island so it can’t belong to anyone.
I’ll take it home and keep it always. Then my poor home will be beautiful
and I can look at the robe whenever I’m lonely.” Holding the robe very
carefully in his rough hands, he turned and started to carry it home. 

Just then a beautiful woman came running after him. “Mr.
Fisherman, Mr. Fisherman,” she called, “that’s my robe of feathers that
you’re taking away. Please give it back to me.” She went on to explain
that she was an angel from heaven and that the robe of feathers was
actually her wings. While she was flying through the sky, the storm had
come and wet her wings so that she could not fly. So she had waited on
this island until the sun came out and then had hung her wings out to
dry on a pine tree, where the fisherman had found them. 

“So you see,” she finished, “if you don’t give my wings back to me I’ll
never be able to fly back to my home in heaven again.” Then the woman
began to weep. 

The fisherman felt very sad for her. “Please don’t cry,” he said. “Of
course I’ll give you your robe of feathers. If I’d known it belonged to
anyone, I would never have touched it.” And he knelt down before her
and handed her the robe. 

The angel began at last to smile and her face was shining with
happiness. “Oh, thank you very much, Mr. Fisherman.” she said. “You’re
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26 The Robe of Feathers

such a good man that I’m going to dance the angel’s dance for you.” 
Then the angel put on the robe of many-colored feathers and began

to dance there before the fisherman. It was certainly the most beautiful
dance the fisherman had ever seen, and probably the most beautiful
dance that had ever been danced anywhere on this earth, since angels
usually dance their angel’s dance high up in the heavens. The air was
filled with heavenly music, and the feathered robe sparkled in the
sunlight until the entire island was wrapped in rainbows. 

As the angel danced, she rose slowly in the air, higher and higher,
until finally she disappeared far up in the blue sky. The fisherman stood
watching the sky and remembering the beautiful dance he’d seen. He
knew that he’d never be lonely or poor again—not with such a beautiful
memory to carry always in his heart. 
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27

A long time ago there was an old farmer named Taro who lived in a
village in Japan. Near Taro’s house there was a wide, wet swamp where
many wild ducks came to rest. Farmer Taro had made a trap out of rope,
and he caught a duck almost every day. 

Taro was very greedy and one night he thought to himself: “After all,
only one duck a day isn’t so much. How clever it would be to catch a
whole lot of fine ducks at one time!” 

The Flying Farmer
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So he made a great big trap out of a long piece of rope and fixed it so
that he could catch many ducks at the same time. 

Early in the morning of the next day Taro put out his new trap in the
swamp. He held on to the end of the trap and hid behind a tree to wait
for the ducks to come. 

And then, all at once, a big flock of ducks flew down from the sky and
landed right in the trap. “Tug! Twitch! Jerk! Pull! Tug! Twitch! Jerk! Pull!”
Old Taro could see that he was catching many, many ducks, and he could
feel them getting caught in the trap. 

“Look! Look how many I have caught!” he cried, jumping up and
down with glee. 

About an hour later, when the sun was high in the sky, the ducks were
ready to fly away. Suddenly—“whoosh!”—they all flew up into the sky at
one time. 

28 The Flying Farmer
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29The Flying Farmer

“Oh! Oh!” Old Taro was so surprised he hung on tight to the end of
his rope trap and got carried right up into the sky with the ducks. 

The whole flock of ducks flew together in one group way up high,
and poor farmer Taro was terribly frightened hanging onto the rope and
being carried along in the air. 

On and on they flew, over mountains and farms and rivers. Finally
they passed over a strange village where there was a tall red pagoda with
five roofs. 

The old farmer waited until he got a good chance; then he let go of
the rope and grabbed tight onto the spire of the pagoda as he flew by it.
He held on tight to the spire and cried out: “Help! Help! Help me,
someone!” 
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30 The Flying Farmer

Soon a great crowd of people gathered around the bottom of the
pagoda. They were certainly all surprised, and began talking all at once. 

“How did he ever get up there?” 
“Didn’t you see the ducks carrying him?” 
“What can we do to help him get down?” 
After thinking it over, they brought a big, wide piece of cloth. They all

held on to it and stretched it tight so that Taro could jump down into it.
Then they all shouted up at him: “Jump down! Jump into this cloth! Jump!” 

Taro looked down and was so frightened that his knees shook. But
finally, he closed his eyes tight and jumped. 

He was lucky and landed right in the middle of the cloth. But he was
so heavy that all the round heads of the people holding the cloth were
knocked together, “Bumpity, Bumpity, Bump!” 

Just at that last “Bump!” Taro opened his eyes, and what do you
think? He was home safe in his own bed. All this flying with ducks had
been a bad dream. 

But the dream seemed so real that it cured Farmer Taro of being so
greedy. After that he never trapped any ducks at all and became a nice,
kind gentleman.
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32

In a village in Japan there once lived a hard-working old man. On his
right cheek he had a big lump called a wen. One day he went to the
mountain to cut wood. Suddenly it began to rain. 

“Good gracious! What shall I do?” he said to himself. 
Then he was lucky to find a big hollow tree where he could wait till

the rain stopped. While he was waiting, his head began to nod and he
fell asleep. When he woke up, he was very surprised to find it was night

The Old Man with a Wen 
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already. In front of his tree a whole party of red and blue elves were
dancing. 

“Aha!” cried one elf, “there’s an old man in the tree.” And they
dragged him out of his hiding place.

“Now, old man, you must dance for us.” So the old man danced his
very best jig for the elves.

“Very good, very good! That was a lot of fun,” said the elves, and they
clapped their hands with glee.

“You must come again tomorrow night to show us your dance. Until
then, we will keep your wen to make sure you return. We’ll give it back
when you come and dance again.” And they took the big lump right off
the old man’s face, thinking it must be something very precious.

The old man, of course, was overjoyed to lose his wen and left the
forest singing.

33The Old Man with a Wen
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34 The Old Man with a Wen

When he got home, he told the story to his wife, who was both sur-
prised and happy. Her old husband looked so handsome without his wen.

His neighbor next door also had an ugly wen and when he heard the
story, he became very excited. “I could lose my wen in the very same
way!” he said, and he went to the same mountain and hid in the same
tree. At last, the same elves came for their party.

“Now is the time!” said the second old man, and he jumped out of
the tree and began to dance.

But he could not jig as well as the first old man. The elves were not
pleased and shouted: “This dance is not as good as the one we saw last
night!” Finally one of them said: “Well, we don’t ever want to see him
dance again. Let’s give him back his wen so he won’t come again.”

With that, the elves took out the wen they had taken from the first old
man, put it on his neighbor and chased him out of the forest. The second
old man went sadly home with two wens on his face instead of none.
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Once upon a time two brothers lived together in a little village in Japan.
The eldest brother worked very hard all the time, but the younger
brother was very lazy and good-for-nothing. One day the elder brother
went off to the mountains to work. While he was working, an old man
came up to him and gave him a mortar made of stone, the kind used for
grinding rice or wheat into flour. 

The Magic Mortar
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“This is a magic mortar which will give you anything you wish for,”
said the old man. “Please take it home with you.” 

The elder brother was very happy and rushed home with the mortar. 
“Please give me rice. We need rice.” So saying, he ground the stick in

the mortar. And all at once out came rice, bales of it. There was so much
that he gave rice to everyone in the village. 

“This is wonderful! It is a great help. Thank you very much.” The
villagers were all very happy. 

That is, everyone was happy except the lazy younger brother. “I wish I
had that; I’d make better use of it,” he grumbled to himself. And one day
he stole the magic mortar and ran away. 

“No one will be able to catch me if I can get to the ocean,” he
thought as he ran to the seashore. 

36 The Magic Mortar

Urashima Taro_interior  3/25/08  3:19 PM  Page 36

 EBSCOhost - printed on 9/22/2021 11:31 AM via UNIVERSITAET WIEN. All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



37The Magic Mortar

When he reached the shore, he found a small rowboat. He took it
and rowed very hard out to sea. He soon was far out and right in the
middle of the big waves. 

Then he stopped rowing and began to think what he wanted to ask
the mortar for. “I have it! I would like a lot of nice, sweet little cakes.”
And he began to grind at the mortar with the stick. “Give me cake! Give
me cake!” And lots of fine white cakes came rolling out of the mortar. 

“My! How good they are! And what a lot of cakes I got!” And he ate
every one. He had eaten so many and they were so sweet that he began
to feel like he wanted to eat something salty to take the too-sweet taste
out of his mouth. 
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38 The Magic Mortar

So he ground at the mortar again and said: “Give me salt this time. I
want salt. I want salt.” And now salt came pouring out of the mortar, all
white and shining. It kept coming and coming. 

“Enough,” he cried, “I’ve had enough. Stop!” But the salt kept coming
and coming, and the boat began to fill up and get heavy. Still the salt kept
coming, and now the boat was so full it started to sink. And as the brother
sank with the boat, he was still crying: “Enough! Enough!” 

But the mortar kept on giving out salt and more salt, even down at the
bottom of the ocean, and it is still doing it. And that is why the sea is salty. 
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Once upon a time, on an island in the ocean, there lived a big, big 
bird. He was big enough and strong enough to pick up a sheep, or even
a cow, in one grab and fly up into the sky with it. This bird was very
proud and was always boasting: “I’m the biggest in the world. If you
looked all over the earth, you couldn’t find another being as big and
strong as I.”

The Biggest in the World
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40 The Biggest in the World

“Oh, no, Mr. Bird,” said a sea gull one day who had just flown up
from the south. “In a place in the Southern Sea there is a much larger
being than you.” 

“What! What are you saying? Something larger than I am? You must
be wrong! . . . All right, then, I’ll just fly there right now, and we’ll see
who’s biggest.” 

So the big bird flew off to the Southern Sea. But the Southern Sea is
very wide, and no matter how far you go there seems to be no end to it.
“Oh, but I’m tired!” the big bird said and started looking for a place to
rest. Just in time, in the distance he saw two red columns sticking up out
of the waves. 

“This is just fine,” the bird said, settling down with a sigh on one of
the columns. 

Just then the bird heard a terrible voice. “Hey!” cried the voice.
“What’s this? Who is sitting on the end of my feeler?” Then the column
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began to move, and suddenly, right from the middle of the waves, a huge
lobster rose to the top of the sea, waving the feelers that the bird had
thought were columns. 

“Oh, what a terrible thing!” said the
bird, who saw that the huge lobster was
much, much larger than he was. “I
certainly lost this contest. I am not
the biggest after all.” And with that
the bird flew quickly away home. 

“Ho! ho! ho!” laughed the
lobster. “I really frightened that
bird. What fun to see the bird that
thought he was so big run away like
that. I’m truly the biggest in the
world.” 

41The Biggest in the World
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Just as the big lobster was saying this and feeling so proud, the sea
gull happened to fly by. “Oh, no, Mr. Lobster,” the gull said. “There is
something still larger than you. You just swim farther south and you’ll
see.” 

“All right!” said the lobster, “that’s just what I’ll do. Such nonsense,
saying there’s anything bigger than I!” 

So the lobster swam and swam. Finally, far to the south, right in the
middle of the Southern Sea, he saw a huge mountain rising out of the
water. And he could see two caves in the mountain. 

“Aha!” he said. “Those are fine caves. They will make a good place
for me, the biggest thing in the world, to sleep.” And, happily wiggling
his big feelers, he crawled up into one of the caves. 

But what do you think! What Mr. Lobster had thought were caves in
a mountain were actually the nose of a great whale! 

“Oh, something’s tickling my nose!” said the whale, because the
lobster was wiggling his feelers inside the whale’s nose. “Ka—ka—ka—
choo!” the whale sneezed. 

The poor lobster was blown high, high into the sky, and then he fell
back down, right on top of a big rock sticking up in the ocean. 

“Ouch! Ouch!” cried the big lobster. “My back is broken.” Sure
enough, his back was broken. And that is the reason why, ever since that
time, all lobsters’ backs have been curved as though their shells were
broken. That’s also the reason why you can listen and listen but never
again will you hear a lobster say: “I’m the biggest in the world.” 

42 The Biggest in the World
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44

No one knows now where the mountain was, but once there was a red elf
who lived on a mountain that overlooked a village. This red elf wanted to
make friends with the people who lived in the village, so in front of his
house he hung a sign that read: “Everybody is welcome to come to my
house and eat the good candy I will give them.” 

One day two woodcutters passed the red elf’s house and saw the sign.
One of them said: “Let’s go in and get some candy.” But the other said: 

Why the Red Elf Cried
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45Why the Red Elf Cried

“No, no. That sign is only a trick so the elf can get us into his house
and do something bad to us. Don’t go inside!” 

The red elf heard what the men said and called out through the
window: “No, no. It’s not a trick. Please come in and have some candy
and be my friends.” But the two woodcutters were frightened by his
bright red face and ran away as fast as they could. 

When the red elf saw that nobody would believe his sign he was very
sad and started to take the sign down. Just then his good friend, the blue
elf, came to visit him and asked why he looked so sad. 

After the blue elf had heard the story, he thought for a while and
then said: “I have a good plan for you. I’ll go down into the village and
make lots of trouble. Then you come and catch me while I am doing bad
things and give me a beating. Then everyone will know you’re a good elf
and will want to be your friend.” 

Urashima Taro_interior  3/25/08  3:19 PM  Page 45

 EBSCOhost - printed on 9/22/2021 11:31 AM via UNIVERSITAET WIEN. All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



So the next day the blue elf went down into the village and burst into
a farmhouse. The farmer and his wife were so frightened they ran
outside. Then the blue elf started breaking everything in the house. He
had just broken the old woman’s teapot and was just about to kick the
farmer’s dog when the red elf came running into the village. He grabbed
the blue elf and pretended to give him a good beating. The blue elf cried
with all his might. 

The frightened people of the village stood at a distance and watched
all this. Finally they said: “That red elf is a good elf after all. And he has
lots of sweet candy at his house; let’s go visit him often.” 

46 Why the Red Elf Cried
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47Why the Red Elf Cried

So the village people started going to the red elf’s house. He was very
happy to have so many new friends and he always gave them sweet candy
and delicious tea. But then one day he suddenly remembered that in all
this time his good friend, the blue elf, had not once been to see him.
“Perhaps the blue elf is in some trouble,” he said. “I’ll go and see him.” 

Next day the red elf set out for the blue elf’s house. It was far away in
the mountains, but the red elf went there very quickly, riding on top of a
little cloud. To his surprise, he found the blue elf’s house empty and all
shut up. He walked around the house several times, wondering what was
the matter, and finally saw a note pinned on the front door. This is what
the note said: 
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To my dear friend, the red elf: 
I am so lonely that I am going away on a long journey. 

If we should keep on visiting each other the way we used 
to, the people in the village would know that we played a 
trick on them and that you didn’t really beat me. So I will 
go far away and leave you with your new friends, the 
village people. Goodbye.

Your friend, 
Blue Elf 

The red elf read this note in silence two or three times. Then he
burst into tears and cried and cried. 

He had his new friends from the village and he knew he would be
happy with them, but he also knew that he would always be sad when he
remembered his lost friend, the blue elf, because it is good to make new
friends, but it is also good to keep old friends. And this is why the red 
elf cried.  

— by Hirosuke Hamada

48 Why the Red Elf Cried
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