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One of the world’s greatest storytellers weaves together an unforgettable collection of animal tales, including how the camel got its hump, how the leopard got its spots, and how even a butterfly stamping his leg can change a man’s life.

Initially written for his own “best beloved” Just So Stories was published in 1902. It has been a favorite for the past century and is certain to be cherished by generations to come.

RUDYARD KIPLING (1865-1936) was born in Bombay, India, and educated in England. In 1907 he was the first Englishman to be awarded the Nobel Prize for Literature.
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The Just So Stories began life in complete privacy as a series of highly personal exchanges between a young writer who was already world famous and his small daughter.

Rudyard Kipling was twenty-nine, and Josephine not yet three when, by all accounts, their collaboration began. She was blond and blue-eyed, full of energy and fierce judgment about the world. It goes without saying that Kipling, a first-time father, was astonished by her. Her observations took his breath away. Her imagination was fresh and brilliant. Anyone who has ever played the game of making up stories with a small child, especially a very perceptive one, can imagine the fun they must have had together.

He showed off by inventing spontaneous plots for her. She asked skeptical questions and demanded revisions. They joked and sparred and played off one another. There seemed no limit to the places they could go—Africa, India, the ocean depths. Or to the amazing creatures they conjured up—dog-headed baboons and painted jaguars, camels without humps, trunkless elephants.

Kipling, who had not yet written for young children, or even thought of them as an audience, had a first taste of this highly creative and moving activity. And so came about stories of such originality and uninhibited fun that they have lasted all the way through the twentieth century, and are now stepping into the twenty-first as front-runners for young children.

Only, that is not quite how it happened.

In between, before the Just So Stories could be transformed from their wild unwritten selves into the published book that would entrance a world, tragedy crossed the young father’s path. Afterward, though the stories retained their early high spirits, along with their glorious made-up names and word games, a darker tone was to leak into the written scripts, adding poignant depth for readers who came after.

Life had already dealt hard blows to Rudyard Kipling. Born in India to British colonial parents in 1865, he was sent to England at six, along with his three-year-old sister, Trix, to board with another family. It was common in those days to send children “home” to England, both for their education and to root them emotionally in their proper culture. But the bullying and abuse the young Kipling endured within this particularly harsh household over the next six years (his parents never once visited, unable to afford the voyage back), finally led to a breakdown. Alerted by relatives, his mother arrived and took the children away. Too late. Damage had been done. Kipling carried the trauma of this black time with him for the rest of his life, and, along with Trix, was prey to bouts of despair and depression as an adult.

By the time Josephine was born in 1892, Kipling had traveled the world as a journalist, made a small fortune from his writing, and married happily. His wife, Caroline Balestier, was an American, and the winter baby Jo arrived, the family was settled near Brattleboro, Vermont, the Balestier family home. It was here, in a large house Kipling had built into a hillside outside of town (a house that resembled a ship plowing the bounding main of a broad Vermont meadow, he remarked enthusiastically), that “Just So” storytelling got underway.

It continued in England when the family returned to the village of Rottingdean, on the Sussex coast, a couple of years later. Now Josephine had made an appearance in the stories herself, as the child “Taffy,” the old “dream-spinner” father’s “Best Beloved,” to whom the tales are told. A friend of Josephine’s from this time remembers lying out on the downs during summer days, listening to Kipling’s rumbling voice deliver hilarious and dramatic renditions of the stories.

This was also the period when Kipling was probably inspired to do the first of the famous, delightfully amateurish illustrations he later published with the stories. (They are reproduced in this edition.) Part of their charm lies in the accompanying author’s notes, in which readers get to hear Kipling patiently explaining, as if to a small, demanding child, the drawings’ somewhat murky detail. (“This is the picture of the Whale swallowing the Mariner…. The whitey thing by the Mariner’s left hand is a piece of wood he was trying to row the raft with when the whale came along.”) They must originally, like the stories themselves, have been meant for the private enjoyment of his own family. There were two other children now: Elsie, born in 1896, and John, a little over a year later. A photo of Caroline Kipling with the three about this time shows a healthy, round-cheeked Josephine gazing boldly at the camera, her eyes lit with fun.

It was during a trip back to America in February of 1899 that disaster struck. After a particularly hard ocean crossing, all three children came down with severe colds, and Kipling himself developed pneumonia. In a New York City hotel, Caroline, sick herself, attempted to nurse everyone at once. The younger children gradually improved, but seven-year-old Josephine’s illness took a bad turn and it was soon evident that she also had contracted pneumonia.

Exhausted by this time, trying to deal with her critically ill husband, Caroline sent the child away to be nursed in a Long Island home, though it was “agony” to part with her, she wrote. There, despite every medical attention, Josephine succumbed, while her father, after a narrow pass, came through alive. He was so weak at first that doctors insisted he not be told about his daughter. How and when Caroline finally allowed the truth to come out is unknown and almost too painful to imagine.

Though Kipling recovered his health, and went on to live another thirty-seven years, he never recovered from the blow of Josephine’s death. Her little figure haunted him. He “saw her when a door opened, when a space was vacant at the table, coming out of every green dark corner of the garden,” he wrote his mother later. He never visited America again. Josephine “was almost entirely American in her ways of thinking and looking at things,” he explained to a friend. “I don’t think I could face the look of the city [New York, where she died] again without her.”

Her stories, luckily, were a different matter. Now that the child they had been made for was gone, he found himself drawn to them again. Perhaps the younger children demanded to hear them. Perhaps, despite his pain, they were a way to bring her close, to feel her touch across the cold divide. In any case, around 1900, he began to prepare them finally, and as a group, for publication. Some, like “The Elephant’s Child” and “How the Camel got his Hump” had been in manuscript for years. Others, like the “Taffy” stories, had been told so often, they were easy to transcribe. The last two tales, “The Cat that Walked by Himself” and “The Butterfly that Stamped” were composed specially to fill out the book. The finished work was published in 1902, and immediately became one of his best-selling works.

In their time, the Just So Stories were unlike any book previously written for children. They remain singular to this day for their wild spontaneity, and for the delicious conspiratorial tone Kipling preserved from his storytelling sessions with his own “Best Beloved.” Clearly, the stories are meant to be read out loud by an adult, with grand theatrical flourish. They are small plays, really, inviting enactment, and any grown-up who falls wholeheartedly into the fun will discover that few children can resist joining in.

I remember the excitement myself. Rereading the stories recently, it took only a sentence or two of “The Elephant’s Child” for me to hear my own father’s long-ago voice rise up through the words, and for the wily crocodile to wink one eye—“like this!”—and sleazily invite the young elephant to “Come hither, little one,” down into the waters of “great, grey-green, greasy Limpopo River, all set about with fever trees,” where … Here my father would reach out, grab my snub nose between two gentle fingers, and begin to pu-ll-ll-ll.

—Janet Taylor Lisle
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[image: images]n the sea, once upon a time, O my Best Beloved, there was a Whale, and he ate fishes. He ate the starfish and the garfish, and the crab and the dab, and the plaice and the dace, and the skate and his mate, and the mackereel and the pickereel, and the really truly twirly-whirly eel. All the fishes he could find in all the sea he ate with his mouth—so! Till at last there was only one small fish left in all the sea, and he was a small ’Stute Fish, and he swam a little behind the Whale’s right ear, so as to be out of harm’s way. Then the Whale stood up on his tail and said, “I’m hungry.” And the small ’Stute Fish said in a small ’stute voice, “Noble and generous Cetacean, have you ever tasted Man?”

“No,” said the Whale. “What is it like?”

“Nice,” said the small ’Stute Fish. “Nice but nubbly.”

“Then fetch me some,” said the Whale, and he made the sea froth up with his tail.

“One at a time is enough,” said the ’Stute Fish. “If you swim to latitude Fifty North, longitude Forty West (that is Magic), you will find, sitting on a raft, in the middle of the sea, with nothing on but a pair of blue canvas breeches, a pair of suspenders (you must not forget the suspenders, Best Beloved), and a jackknife, one shipwrecked Mariner, who, it is only fair to tell you, is a man of infinite-resource-and-sagacity.”

So the Whale swam and swam to latitude Fifty North, longitude Forty West, as fast as he could swim, and on a raft, in the middle of the sea, with nothing to wear except a pair of blue canvas breeches, a pair of suspenders (you must particularly remember the suspenders, Best Beloved), and a jack-knife, he found one single, solitary shipwrecked Mariner, trailing his toes in the water. (He had his Mummy’s leave to paddle, or else he would never have done it, because he was a man of infinite-resource-and-sagacity.)

Then the Whale opened his mouth back and back and back till it nearly touched his tail, and he swallowed the shipwrecked Mariner, and the raft he was sitting on, and his blue canvas breeches, and the suspenders (which you must not forget), and the jackknife. He swallowed them all down into his warm, dark, inside cupboards, and then he smacked his lips—so, and turned round three times on his tail.

But as soon as the Mariner, who was a man of infinite-resource-and-sagacity, found himself truly inside the Whale’s warm, dark, inside cupboards, he stumped and he jumped and he thumped and he bumped, and he pranced and he danced, and he banged and he clanged, and he hit and he bit, and he leaped and he creeped, and he prowled and he howled, and he hopped and he dropped, and he cried and he sighed, and he crawled and he bawled, and he stepped and he lepped, and he danced hornpipes where he shouldn’t, and the Whale felt most unhappy indeed. (Have you forgotten the suspenders?)

So he said to the ’Stute Fish, “This man is very nubbly, and besides he is making me hiccup. What shall I do?”

“Tell him to come out,” said the ’Stute Fish.

So the Whale called down his own throat to the shipwrecked Mariner, “Come out and behave yourself. I’ve got the hiccups.”

“Nay, nay!” said the Mariner. “Not so, but far other wise. Take me to my natal-shore and the white-cliffs-of-Albion, and I’ll think about it.” And he began to dance more than ever.

“You had better take him home,” said the ’Stute Fish to the Whale. “I ought to have warned you that he is a man of infinite-resource-and-sagacity.”

This is the picture of the Whale swallowing the Mariner with his infinite-resource-and-sagacity, and the raft and the jack-knife and his suspenders, which you must not forget. The buttony-things are the Mariner’s suspenders, and you can see the knife close by them. He is sitting on the raft, but it has tilted up sideways, so you don’t see much of it. The whity thing by the Mariner’s left hand is a piece of wood that he was trying to row the raft with when the Whale came along. The piece of wood is called the jaws-of-a-gaff. The Mariner left it outside when he went in. The Whale’s name was Smiler, and the Mariner was called Mr. Henry Albert Bivvens, A.B. The little ’Stute Fish is hiding under the Whale’s tummy, or else I would have drawn him. The reason that the sea looks so ooshy-skooshy is because the Whale is sucking it all into his mouth so as to suck in Mr. Henry Albert Bivvens and the raft and the jack-knife and the suspenders. You must never forget the suspenders.
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So the Whale swam and swam and swam, with both flippers and his tail, as hard as he could for the hiccups; and at last he saw the Mariner’s natal-shore and the white-cliffs-of-Albion, and he rushed half-way up the beach, and opened his mouth wide and wide and wide, and said, “Change here for Winchester, Ashuelot, Nashua, Keene, and stations on the Fitchburg Road”; and just as he said “Fitch” the Mariner walked out of his mouth. But while the Whale had been swimming, the Mariner, who was indeed a person of infinite-resource-and-sagacity, had taken his jack-knife and cut up the raft into a little square grating all running criss-cross, and he had tied it firm with his suspenders (now you know why you were not to forget the suspenders!), and he dragged that grating good and tight into the Whale’s throat, and there it stuck! Then he recited the following Sloka, which, as you have not heard it, I will now proceed to relate—

“By means of a grating
I have stopped your ating.”

For the Mariner he was also an Hi-ber-ni-an. And he stepped out on the shingle, and went home to his Mother, who had given him leave to trail his toes in the water; and he married and lived happily ever afterward. So did the Whale. But from that day on, the grating in his throat, which he could neither cough up nor swallow down, prevented him eating anything except very, very small fish; and that is the reason why whales nowadays never eat men or boys or little girls.

The small ’Stute Fish went and hid himself in the mud under the Door-sills of the Equator. He was afraid that the Whale might be angry with him.

The Sailor took the jack-knife home. He was wearing the blue canvas breeches when he walked out on the shingle. The suspenders were left behind, you see, to tie the grating with; and that is the end of that tale.

Here is the Whale looking for the little ’Stute Fish, who is hiding under the Door-sills of the Equator. The little ’Stute Fish’s name was Pingle. He is hiding among the roots of the big seaweed that grows in front of the Doors of the Equator. I have drawn the Doors of the Equator. They are shut. They are always kept shut, because a door ought always to be kept shut. The ropy-thing right across is the Equator itself; and the things that look like rocks are the two giants Moar and Koar, that keep the Equator in order. They drew the shadow-pictures on the Doors of the Equator, and they carved all those twisty fishes under the Doors. The beaky-fish are called beaked Dolphins, and the other fish with the queer heads are called Hammerheaded Sharks. The Whale never found the little ’Stute Fish till he got over his temper, and then they became good friends again.
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When the cabin port-holes are dark and green

Because of the seas outside;

When the ship goes wop (with a wiggle between)

And the steward falls into the soup-tureen,

And the trunks begin to slide;
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