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For my mother, Flossie Downey dePaola, whose lap I sat on a long time ago and listened to her tell me many of these stories.

—T. deP.
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How am I to sing your praise,

Happy chimney-corner days,

Sitting safe in nursery nooks,

Reading picture storybooks?

—From A Child’s Garden of Verses by Robert Louis Stevenson
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The Children’s Hour


by Henry Wadsworth Longfellow


Between the dark and the daylight,

When the night is beginning to lower,

Comes a pause in the day’s occupations,

That is known as the Children’s Hour.

I hear in the chamber above me

The patter of little feet,

The sound of a door that is opened,

And voices soft and sweet.

From my study I see in the lamplight,

Descending the broad hall stair,

Grave Alice, and laughing Allegra,

And Edith with golden hair.

A whisper, and then a silence:

Yet I know by their merry eyes

They are plotting and planning together

To take me by surprise.
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A sudden rush from the stairway.

A sudden raid from the hall!

By three doors left unguarded

They enter my castle wall!

They climb up into my turret

O’er the arms and back of my chair;

If I try to escape, they surround me;

They seem to be everywhere.

They almost devour me with kisses,

Their arms about me entwine,

Till I think of the Bishop of Bingen

In his Mouse-Tower on the Rhine!

Do you think, O blue-eyed banditti,

Because you have scaled the wall,

Such an old moustache as I am

Is not a match for you at all!

I have you fast in my fortress,

And will not let you depart,

But put you down into the dungeon

In the round-tower of my heart.

And there will I keep you forever,

Yes, forever and a day,

Till the walls shall crumble to ruin,

And moulder in dust away!
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Johnny Cake


by Joseph Jacobs
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Once upon a time there was an old man and an old woman and a little boy. One morning the old woman made a Johnny Cake and put it into the oven to bake. “You watch the Johnny Cake while your father and I go out to work in the garden,” she told the little boy. And the old man and the old woman went to hoe the potatoes.

But the little boy didn’t watch the Johnny Cake all the time. All of a sudden he heard a noise and just as he turned around to see what it was, the oven door popped open and out jumped Johnny Cake and rolled toward the kitchen door.
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The little boy ran to shut the door, but Johnny Cake was too quick for him and he was out the door, down the steps, and onto the road before the little boy could catch him. The little boy cried out to his father and mother, who heard the uproar and threw down their hoes and joined the chase. But Johnny Cake outran all three and was out of sight as they sat down, all out of breath, to take a rest.

On went Johnny Cake, and by and by he came to two well diggers who looked up from their work and called out, “Where are you going, Johnny Cake?”

“I’ve outrun an old man and an old woman and a little boy, and I can outrun you too-o-o!”

“You can, can you? We’ll see about that!” they said, and they threw down their picks and ran after him. But they couldn’t catch up with him and soon they had to sit down exhausted on the side of the road to rest.
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On ran Johnny Cake, and by and by he came to two ditch diggers who were digging a ditch. “Where are you going, Johnny Cake?” they called out.

“I’ve outrun an old man and an old woman and a little boy, and two well diggers, and I can outrun you too-o-o!”

“You can, can you? We’ll see about that!” they said, and they threw down their spades and ran after him. But Johnny Cake soon outran them too, and seeing that they could never catch up, they gave up and sat down panting, to rest.

On went Johnny Cake, and by and by he came to a bear. “Where are you going, Johnny Cake?” the bear asked, licking his lips.

“I’ve outrun an old man and an old woman and a little boy, and two well diggers, and two ditch diggers, and I can outrun you too-o-o!”

“You can, can you?” growled the bear. “We’ll see about that!” And he trotted as fast as his legs could carry him after Johnny Cake, who never even looked back. Before long the bear was so far behind that he gave up and stretched himself out on a grassy bank to rest.
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On went Johnny Cake, and by and by he came to a wolf. “Where are you going, Johnny Cake?” the wolf called out.

“I’ve outrun an old man, an old woman, and a little boy, and two well diggers, and two ditch diggers, and a bear, and I can outrun you too-o-o!”

“You can, can you?” snarled the wolf. “We’ll see about that!” And he galloped after Johnny Cake who went on and on so fast that the wolf too saw that there was no hope of catching him, and he lay down to rest.

On went Johnny Cake, and by and by he came to a fox stretched out quietly by a fence. The fox called out in a sharp voice, “Where are you going, Johnny Cake?” But he didn’t get up.

“I’ve outrun an old man, an old woman, and a little boy, and two well diggers, and two ditch diggers, and a bear, and a wolf, and I can outrun you too-o-o!”
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But the fox stayed where he was and said softly, “I can’t quite hear you, Johnny Cake. Won’t you come a little closer?” And he turned his head a little to one side.

Johnny Cake stopped running for the first time. He went a little closer to the fox and called out in a very loud voice, “I’ve outrun an old man, an old woman, and a little boy, and two well diggers, and two ditch diggers, and a bear, and a wolf, and I can outrun you too-o-o!”

“I can’t quite hear you. Won’t you come just a little closer?” the fox said in a feeble voice as he stretched out his neck toward Johnny Cake and put one paw behind his ear as if to hear better.

Johnny Cake went close, and leaning toward the fox he screamed out, “I’ve outrun an old man, an old woman, and a little boy, and two well diggers, and two ditch diggers, and a bear, and a wolf, and I can outrun you too-o-o!”

“You can, can you!” yelped the fox, and he snapped up the Johnny Cake and gulped him down in the twinkling of an eye.
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The Little Red Hen


by Joseph Jacobs
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One day the Little Red Hen was scratching in the farmyard when she found a grain of wheat.

“Who will help plant the wheat?” said she.

“Not I,” said the duck.

“Not I,” said the cat.

“Not I,” said the dog.

“Very well then,” said the Little Red Hen, “I will do so myself.” So she planted the grain of wheat.

After some time the wheat grew tall and ripe.
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“Who will help me cut the wheat?” asked the Little Red Hen.

“Not I,” said the duck.

“Not I,” said the cat.

“Not I,” said the dog.

“Very well then, I will cut it myself,” said the Little Red Hen. So she cut the wheat.

“Now,” she said, “who will help me thresh the wheat?”

“Not I,” said the duck.

“Not I,” said the cat.

“Not I,” said the dog.

“Very well then, I will thresh it myself,” said the Little Red Hen. So she threshed the wheat.
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When the wheat was threshed, she said, “Who will help me take the wheat to the mill to have it ground into flour?”

“Not I,” said the duck.

“Not I,” said the cat.

“Not I,” said the dog.

“Very well then, I will take it myself,” said the Little Red Hen. So she took the wheat to the mill.

When the wheat was ground into flour, she said, “Who will help me make this flour into bread?”

“Not I,” said the duck.

“Not I,” said the cat.

“Not I,” said the dog.

“Very well then, I will make it myself,” said the Little Red Hen, and then she baked a lovely loaf of bread.
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Then she said, “Who will help me eat the bread?”

“Oh! I will,” said the duck.

“Oh! I will,” said the cat.

“Oh! I will,” said the dog.

“Oh, no, you won’t!” said the Little Red Hen. “I and my chicks will.” And she called her chicks and shared the bread with them.
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The Frog Prince


by the Brothers Grimm translated and retold by Wanda Gág
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In the olden days when wishing was still of some use, there lived a king. He had several beautiful daughters, but the youngest was so fair that even the sun, who sees so many wonders, could not help marveling every time he looked into her face.

Near the king’s palace lay a large dark forest and there, under an old linden tree, was a well. When the day was very warm, the little princess would go off into this forest and sit at the rim of the cool well. There she would play with her golden ball, tossing it up and catching it deftly in her little hands. This was her favorite game and she never tired of it.
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