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Though the stories in this collection are frequently well written and sometimes even 
stunningly illustrated, they are not meant to be read.  Or rather, they must be read, perhaps once 
or twice, but that is not their ultimate end: these stories are meant to be learned, so they can be 
told.  

Once upon a time, a ten year old girl sat in her fourth grade classroom as her teacher 
began to tell the story of “The Day It Snowed Tortillas.”  “The Day It Snowed Tortillas,” though 
undeniably quirky, follows in many folktale traditions: it features a humble woodcutter and a 
clever wife, who ultimately prevail over a trio of greedy robbers through good luck and a quick 
wit.  And for me, that ten year old girl, this was one of my first experience with being told a 
story.  I was not a child deprived from literature – on the contrary, my parents supported my love 
of reading and started reading aloud to me at an early age, with great frequency.  But this 
experience of hearing a story told from memory, and later, the assignment to tell one to the class 
myself, was new. 
 I chose “The Little Sparrow,” a story from Japan from the only folk tale book I owned at 
the time: Usborne’s Stories from around the World.  The story is simple and classic: a kind 
husband and a bad tempered wife have a pet sparrow, but the wife, jealously, throws it out of the 
house.  Later, the sparrow returns and offers the old man a present – a choice between a big and 
small basket.  The man chooses the small basket, and finds it to be full of gold and jewels.  The 
wife is furious that he passed up the chance for the big basket and goes to the sparrow to demand 
it – only to find that it is full of snakes and spiders!  I retold this story to my class, complete with 
props: a small basket filled with gold plastic jewelry and a large one filled with the scariest of my 
stuffed animals.  And once my storytelling presentation went well, I was inspired to tell this story 
to my younger siblings, who weren’t yet strong readers, and to my younger cousins.  And once 
they got tired of the two stories that I knew, I was inspired to learn more. 
 Most of this collection was acquired as gifts, from my family who listened to my stories 
and encouraged me to learn more.  It began with the picture books, with stories told in simple 
words, and beautiful illustrations, like Fantastic Beasts and Irish Myths & Legends, and 
expanded to the collections of country-specific stories as I grew more interested in finding stories 
unique from the standard fairy tales famous through Disney movies and children’s books.  As I 
got older, collections of fairy tales still drew me, and I continued to gather them myself, up until 
my most recent purchase: Andersen’s Fairy Tales, from the Greenfield Library Book Sale this 
past fall.    
 As I’ve gotten older and spent less time in the company of children, my storytelling 
habits have begun to fade away.  It is simply not a frequently used skill in the modern world, this 
type of communication that is not simply reciting what others have written, nor inventing 
something new yourself.  Oral tradition is a medium between the two, a way of finding your own 
place in a story that has been told for hundreds of years before you were born.   



 And though my habits have waned, my interest has not.  Folk and fairy tales reveal 
remarkable things about human nature.  There is comfort in their universality.  Stories from one 
part of the world travel with their tellers, transforming as they make their way through the ages, 
beloved by people all over the world.  Often, stories do not even have to travel: they pop up in 
different cultures, at different times, of their own accord.  They are refreshingly optimistic – the 
heroes are frequently the underdogs, the unexpected, those who have been underestimated by 
society.  They are the youngest sons, the simple but virtuous, the clever wives and daughters, the 
peasant who gets to marry royalty.  The morals these stories champion are the simple ones, the 
easily forgettable: be practical, be kind, be generous, be humble.  Be good.      
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