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1. The Fish Husband

Osborne, Mary Pope.  Mermaid Tales from Around the World.  Illustrated by Troy Howell.  Scholastic Inc., 1993
This Nigerian story tells of a beautiful girl who fell in love with a man who was actually a fish; the gods had given him the power to change into a man when he was on dry land.  She married him, but kept it secret from her family.   When her parents told her she must marry soon, she replied that she was married, but she would not tell them who her husband was.  Her brother devised a plan to follow her one day when she visited her husband, and discovered her secret.  She was sent away, and her father killed her fish-man husband.  When she learned this, she was overcome with grief and threw herself into the river.  She did not drown, but became a mermaid.

This fairy tale does not really reveal anything about the culture.  It could have taken place in any country in any region of the world.  No unique customs or traditions are described.  It does reveal a belief in benevolent gods who give certain powers to humans.  It also shows a culture where the parents did not arrange their daughter’s marriage; however, if they didn’t like the new son-in-law, it was apparently within their rights to kill him.  

2.  The Old Woman and the Rice Cakes

Phelps, Ethel Johnston.  The Maid of the North.  Feminist Folk Tales From Around the World.   Illustrated by Lloyd Bloom.  Henry Holt and Co., 1982.

This Japanese hero tale is the story of an old woman who was so poor that she often had only one meal a day.  One day her rice cakes fall to the floor and roll out the door.  She runs after them, and is captured by ogres who eat her rice cakes, and then force her to cook rice cakes for them.  They give her a magic stirrer that turns a few grains of rice into piles of rice cakes.   She never stops thinking about ways to escape, and finally outwits the ogres.   She returns home with the magic stirrer that could make as many rice cakes as she could eat—and she shared with her neighbors too.  

I call this a hero tale because it does follow Joseph Campbell’s hero cycle, especially the last three episodes:  stealing the boon, the flight, and the return. 
 This folk tale could also have come from any country in the world.  It does however, show the importance of rice in the Japanese diet, and reveals the Japanese version of ogres; they were mean and magical, always hungry, and bent on evil mischief.   

3.  The King and the Workman’s Daughter

Philip, Neil.  Celtic Fairy Tales.  Illustrated by Isabelle Brent.  Penguin Books Ltd., 1999.

In this Irish folktale, a king meets a workman digging a drain, and asks him a difficult question, to be answered the next day.  The workman’s daughter provides the answer for her father, and the delighted king asks another riddle-like question.  Again the daughter provides the answer.  When the king learns who solved his questions, he invites her to live in his castle.  When she grows up, he marries her, but warns her never to contradict his royal judgment.  Of course, after their son is born, a situation occurs where she does contradict his judgment, albeit in a clever and funny way.  The king is outraged, and demands that she leave, but in another clever and funny way,  she persuades him otherwise.   

This is a funny folktale, and I loved the last sentence:  “And from then on, the king asked the queen’s opinion before he made any decisions about anything.”
  This tale shows a sort of whimsical humor to the Irish.   Although Chapter 5 of our text-book indicates that most folk tales involved men who do all the action, and women who sit around looking pretty, this Irish tale, and the Japanese tale listed above, have spunky heroines.

4. The Legend of the Hummingbird

Belpre, Pura.  Once in Puerto Rico.  Illustrated by Christine Price.  Frederick Warne and Co., Inc., 1973

This is a sad and sweet pourquoi tale from Puerto Rico, that explains the origin of the hummingbird.  It also has a bit of Romeo and Juliet, in that a girl and a boy from enemy tribes fall in love with each other.   They meet secretly by a small pool fed by a waterfall.  When their love is discovered, the girl’s parents choose a bridegroom from their own tribe for her and begin wedding preparations.  The girl begs her god, Yukiyu, for help, even if it means death, so that she does not have to marry a man she doesn’t love.  The god takes pity on her, and turns her into a flower.  When her lover learns from the moon what happened, he too begs Yukiyu for help.  Yukiyu turns him into a small bird, so that he can find his love among the flowers.   When the Indians saw this new bird, whose wings hummed, they called it the hummingbird.
This tale describes a beautiful land of waterfalls and fruit trees, and shows that the early Indians of Puerto Rico believed in a benevolent god, and they believed the moon took interest in what was happening on earth.

5. Little Girl and Buh Rabby
Hamilton, Virginia.  Her Stories.  African American Folktales, Fairy Tales, and True Tales.  Illustrated by Leo and Diane Dillon.  The Blue Sky Press, 1995.

This is a trickster folk tale from Plantation Era times.  A little girl is home alone,  to mind the house and garden while her father is at work, and her mother takes the vegetables to market.  Buh Rabby (a old variation of Brer Rabbit) tricks her into letting him into the garden so he can eat a whole row of peas.  When mama learns what happened, she helps the girl trick the rabbit the next day, imprisoning him in the garden, and her daddy tricks the rabbit into a gunnysack.  In turn, the rabbit tricks a wolf into taking his place in the gunnysack.  

I learned from this folktale, and from some of the others in this anthology, that African-American folktales often end in a rhyme.  This tale also illustrates the point in the text-book, that many trickster tales were popular with slaves during the Plantation Era times.  They identified with the rabbit, who could outwit bigger animals, just as slaves could sometimes outwit their masters.
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