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Some Questions and Answers about
Reading to Your Children

Reading to your children may be the single, most powerful contribution that you, as a parent, can make toward their success in school. Although teachers and school administrators emphasize the importance of providing quiet study time and space within the home, a child who has difficulty in reading and writing simply will not be able to make productive use of even the most advantageous study conditions. It is only when children enjoy reading and truly appreciate the benefits that artful use of language can have that they pursue their studies with vigor. Children who have a good command of the language—the good readers, those with large vocabularies, those who can convey their ideas clearly both orally and in writing—consistently achieve academic success in math, science, and social studies as well as in English classes.

This is not mere coincidence, nor can it be explained by the all-too-commonly accepted notion that “gifted” children are inherently more capable in all areas of study. The ability to understand story problems in mathematics, the ability to answer essay questions on a history test, and the ability and willingness to respond when called upon for an answer in a biology class all depend on fluency with language. Grades and scores only partially reflect one’s knowledge of a subject—the manner in which an idea is phrased can change the content of that idea, either for good or ill, as any politician or used-car salesman can attest, and that requires a subtle understanding of language. Add to this the fact that children who find reading, writing, and speaking difficult and tiresome will not eagerly pursue their studies in any subject (for the acquisition of knowledge in all school subjects is, has been, and will be primarily dependent upon reading) and you will, I think, begin to agree with me that developing a child’s interest and skills in language could be the most important task facing any parent.

Granted, you may say, that competence and ease in reading, writing, and speaking are requisite for success in school, but it is the child’s ability to use language—not the ability of the parents—that contributes to academic achievement; why then should parents concentrate on reading to their children instead of encouraging children to read for themselves? A fair question, and one commonly asked. The answer is that reading to your children is absolutely the best way to develop their ability to read for themselves and by themselves. Studies have shown that the one common factor found in all children who learned to read without being formally taught how was not high IQ, not high family income, not parents who had college degrees; rather, the one factor was that all these children were read to by their parents regularly, frequently, and from whatever materials happened to be at hand—newspapers, road signs, even packing labels. Reading to your children not only allows them to become aware of relationships between printed words, spoken words, and the meaning of words but also allows them to hear a galaxy of words that they do not, as yet, use in their own speech, to realize that these words can be used in conveying ideas, and to become accustomed to the pattern of complete sentences.

Although many parents do read simple stories, nursery rhymes, and picture books to their preschool children, they commonly make one unfortunate mistake: They stop reading aloud once the children begin to read for themselves. It is my belief that parents should continue to read to their children throughout their children’s elementary school years and into early adolescence. A preschooler profits from a parent’s oral reading by being exposed to a level of language that he or she will someday adopt; a ten-year-old can profit equally from a parent’s oral reading of language that is an increment beyond that child’s reading level. The complexity, subtlety, and vocabulary of a work that an eighth-grader finds difficult to read can be understood and appreciated when that child hears the work read aloud. Then, too, the social benefits that parents find in reading to their children—the affection and togetherness that are developed during oral reading sessions—need not be curtailed simply because the child has learned to read, nor are they benefits that are prized only by parents. Children, too, find happiness in having a parent devote uninterrupted time in which they can be together. Even teenagers, when questioned outside the presence and pressure of their peers, say that they would enjoy being read to—especially if the reader could be one of their parents.

Parents who acknowledge the benefits of reading to their children face a series of vexing questions as to how it is best done. Their inability to answer these questions sends many into retreat, rekindling their former notions that perhaps reading should be left to schools and teachers after all. To these parents, I offer the following suggestions.

WHAT should I read?

A parent who is used to reading nursery stories to a preschooler is faced with two pressing oral reading problems after the child begins school: What stories will the child be interested in hearing, and what stories will the parent be interested in reading? Don’t give this second question short shrift—it is probably more important than the first. Every parent knows that preschoolers have an almost insatiable appetite for hearing their favorite stories read over and over again. Parents’ interest in reading a particular story wanes very quickly, but they persevere not only because their child wishes them to do so but also because they do not have any new selections immediately at hand. But if a parent is not honestly entertained while reading a story, this lack of interest is very subtly communicated to the child during the reading. The resulting message is that reading is a tiresome, laborious, even boring task.

I have selected for this volume works that I believe will be interesting for children to hear and for parents to read. They are truly “classics” in that they represent some of the best works of some of the best writers of the Western world. They are works that many parents will recall having read for themselves during their school days; others parents may know about, but have never actually read. Each story and poem, however, is valuable both for the tale it tells and for the artful language it employs. You will not find in these works the street slang and the slovenly usages that cascade from the lips of television characters and, consequently, become adopted into the general speech and writing of American children (and adults). But you will soon discover that the use of complete sentences and precise vocabulary in no way diminishes the excitement, the impact, or the beauty of the tale being told. Even when a work employs a nonstandard dialect to reflect the actual speech of a character, the sentences are still complete and well crafted, qualities not often found in the speech of our television and sports heroes.

Not all classics, of course, are suitable to read to all children, and so I have grouped these works into three categories. The selections in the first category (Listening Level I) are intended for children who are aged 5 and up. The vocabulary in these selections is admittedly—and by design—beyond the reading vocabulary of many of these children. But it is not beyond their listening vocabulary; that is, they will be able to understand the meaning of words they would not recognize by sight because they will have heard the words before, and they will understand the context in which they now hear them being used. Remember that although a first-grader’s reading primer in school is written with a controlled vocabulary of approximately 350 words, the listening vocabulary of most first-graders approaches 10,000 words! Most of the works in Listening Level I are also somewhat shorter than those in the next higher category, and the subjects that they deal with are not as emotionally provocative. These stories and poems are typically brief, light, fanciful pieces that should spark the child’s imagination and appeal to the child’s sense of wonder.

The second category, Listening Level II, is designed for listeners aged 8 and up. It includes works that are a bit longer, more complex, and cover a wider emotional range than those in the previous group.

Listening Level III is the most demanding in that it employs an adult vocabulary, and, in some cases, it deals with topics that only older children are likely to be emotionally prepared to handle. These more lengthy stories are intended for children aged 11 and up, but, as with the other levels, this is merely a suggested age range, and you must decide for yourself whether any particular work is suitable for your particular child—and for you.

WHO should do the reading?

Keep in mind that this is not a book that children are expected to be able to read for themselves. It is, instead, a book that a child should be able to ask you to read aloud, without ever feeling embarrassed or ashamed about wanting to listen rather than to read. After all, the child’s motive in asking may not be to hear a story read aloud; the request may instead be the child’s way of asking to spend some time with you. Or, you might be the one to suggest a reading session to allow you to spend some quiet time with your child. In any event, the book is intended for both of you, so always try to let it be an instrument of joint pleasure. This is not to say that a child, especially a younger child, should be discouraged from thumbing through the pages or pretending to be reading alone. In fact, such occasions may themselves be subtle requests for your presence and may profitably be followed up by your suggesting that you’d like to read aloud for a while.

Reading aloud to children should not be the responsibility of one parent alone; children need private reading sessions with their fathers just as much as with their mothers. Single parents should actively seek adult role models of the opposite sex—grandparents, neighbors, friends, etc.—to read. Fathers (and adult males in general) have a special responsibility as oral readers since children all too frequently see reading skill as a feminine characteristic, perhaps because a majority of their teachers in school are women. This is particularly apparent in the reading of poetry: Children, especially boys, do not see writing or reading poetry as a masculine activity, and so they grow up believing that the enjoyment of poetry is not a “manly” pursuit. If school-aged children could hear their fathers read poetry aloud, if they could witness adult men receiving pleasure from the beauty of well-written verse, they would be better able to resist prevailing cultural stereotypes and to choose for themselves the type of writing that pleases them to hear or read or even write.

HOW should the works be read?

Oral reading is more difficult than silent reading. You have to pronounce each word when you read aloud, and you cannot as easily overcome your errors. Each mistake, subsequent retreat, and rereading diminishes the impact of the passage for the listener and lessens the listener’s enjoyment of the work being read. Yes, the task is more difficult, but with practice the process becomes so enjoyable for listener and reader alike that many readers find the pleasure greatest when the work is shared with someone else.

I have tried to anticipate the pronunciation problems that you will encounter in each work by giving the standard pronunciations for any troublesome words and names at the beginning of each selection. You should look over these words and pronunciations by yourself before beginning an oral reading. I have also provided some brief definitions in case the usage of a word is unfamiliar to you or in case your child should ask you what the word means. As an additional aid I have shown the pronunciations again, inside brackets, where the word first appears in the selection itself.

I have suggested a Listening Level (I, II, or III) for each selection, as a very general indication of the emotional and linguistic difficulty of the work. You will also find an Approximate Reading Time listed, and you should use this to help you select which works you can read in the time you have available. Unless some unexpected emergency arises, you should not end your reading session partway through a story (or partway through a chapter of a longer work). Always try to allow enough time to ask your child a question or two about the work you have just read. What would he or she have done if faced by the same situation that occurred in the story? What did the characters in the story learn from what happened? Why do you think the author wanted people to read this story? Questions like these are open-ended, requiring the child to respond with more than a simple, one-word answer. Open-ended questions are much more thought-provoking than those that only call for factual information from the story or those that can be answered by a simple yes or no.

Let me caution you about asking the child whether he or she knows the meaning of specific words used in the story. While certain words are crucial to understanding what is taking place, most of these meanings will be understood in the context of the story and may be difficult to phrase as specific definitions. In time, as your child hears various words used repeatedly, their meanings will become clear and eventually may even be adopted as part of his or her speaking vocabulary.

Your child may never adopt some words, however, because the original language of these tales has been left intact whenever possible, and that language can be challenging even to a highly educated, adult vocabulary. Indeed, each time I have faced the troublesome choice of retaining or altering the original language of these works, I have imagined their authors leering over my shoulder, and the chance of their reproach caused me to favor leaving the works intact.

A special mention should be made of how to read poetry aloud. When there is a punctuation mark at the end of a line of a poem, the author is indicating that the reader should pause—briefly for a comma, longer for a semicolon or a period. When there is no punctuation at the end of a line, there should be no pause, and the reader should continue right on into the beginning of the following line. For example, in the stanza below (from Coleridge’s “The Rime of the Ancient Mariner”), the fourth line should be read as though it were attached to the end of the third line:


Day after day, day after day,
We stuck, nor breath nor motion;
As idle as a painted ship
Upon a painted ocean.



You will answer for yourselves the questions of when and where to read to your children as you discover your children’s particular preferences as well as your own. Some children enjoy bedtime stories (even many adolescents), while others demand a reading session before they set off for school in the morning. Some parents prefer to schedule a specific time for oral reading in the evening, while others opt to be more flexible, reading aloud when they feel like doing so or their children request it. There is no one right way, and the only wrong way is to avoid reading aloud altogether. There is a whole world of good writing, good reading, and good listening awaiting your children—a world that you can open up to them and one that they will enjoy for the rest of their lives. What better gift can there possibly be?


Listening Level I

(Ages 5 and up)

Children who are in the dawn of their schooling actually began their education years ago, and they acquired the idea during that time that reading was enjoyable for adults and that being read to stirred the imagination and caused them to wonder. Just because they have now reached school age, why on earth should we allow them to think any differently about these matters?

The wonder that is excited by an outcast duckling’s transformation into a swan, or by the tale of a boy who becomes King of all England, or by the idea that objects can be changed to gold at the touch of a finger—such wonders cannot be put off until children can read well enough to learn of them on their own. The stories in this section have in common a brevity and this sense of wonder; both characteristics should be kept in mind when choosing other oral reading materials for this age group.


“The Ugly Duckling”

by
HANS CHRISTIAN ANDERSEN

About the story:


Originally written in Danish, this story about an outcast duckling who is transformed into a beautiful swan has been translated into every language in the world. Andersen’s tales were intended to be read to children, rather than by children. If your younger ones find this story appealing, you will be happy to know that there are many collections of similar tales by Hans Christian Andersen to be found in the local library, collections that include such classics as “The Fir Tree,” “The Emperor’s New Clothes,” and “The Princess and the Pea.”



Approximate reading time: 9 minutes

Pronunciation and vocabulary guide:

burdock [BURR-dock]: an herb with prickly leaves

A pleasant old farmhouse stood close by a river, and from the house down to the bank of the river there grew great burdock [BURR-dock] leaves. These were so high that a child could stand under the tallest, and they grew so close together that they looked like a little forest.

In a snug place under one of these burdock leaves, a duck sat on her nest waiting for her young brood to hatch. She was becoming very tired, for the little ones were a long time in coming out of their shells, and she did not often have company. The neighbor ducks liked better to swim about in the river than to climb its slippery banks and sit under the burdocks gossiping.

After a while one shell cracked, then another, and another, and from each egg came a fluffy little yellow creature that lifted its head and cried, “Peep! peep!”

“Quack! quack!” said the mother, and then they all quacked as well as they could.

After a little while they came out from under their mother’s wings and looked about them. “What a great world this is,” said the young ducks, “so very much larger than the eggshell.” “Do you think that this is the whole world?” asked their mother. “Wait until you have seen the farmyard, the garden, and the pasture.

“Are you all out?” she asked, rising. “No, I declare, the largest egg lies there still. I wonder how much longer I must stay here; I am very tired of this,” and she sat down again on the nest.

“Well, how are you getting along?” asked an old duck who called just then.

“Very well,” said the mother. “All the eggs are hatched but one; and are not these little ones the prettiest ducklings you ever saw?”

“They are very pretty,” said the visitor. “But just let me see that egg that will not hatch. It must be a turkey’s egg. I hatched some once, and after all my care and trouble the young ones were afraid of the water. I quacked and coaxed, but it did no good. I never could get one of them into the water. Yes, that is a turkey’s egg. Now, if I were in your place, I would leave it where it is, and teach the other children to swim.”

“I think I will sit on it a little while longer,” said the duck. “I have been here so long that a few days more will not matter.”

“Well, do as you please,” said the old duck, and she waddled away.

At last the large egg broke, and the young one crept out crying, “Peep! peep!” The mother duck stared at it and said, “What a large duckling! and it is not at all like the others. I wonder if it really is a turkey. We shall soon find out when we go to the water. It shall go in, if I have to push it in myself.”

On the next day the sun shone brightly on the burdock leaves, so the mother took her brood and waddled off down to the river. When they came to the water, the mother duck jumped in with a splash. “Quack! quack!” she cried, and one after another the little ducklings jumped in after their mother. They swam about quite prettily, with their legs paddling under them as though they had been born in the water, and the ugly brother was there with the others.

“Oh,” said the mother, “that is not a turkey; how well he uses his legs and how gracefully he holds his body. He is my own child and I do not think he is very ugly. Quack! quack! Come with me now, children; I will take you to a place where there are many fine people, but you must keep close to me or you may be stepped on, and above all, look out for the cat.”

Then they climbed the slippery bank of the river, and waddled after their mother. When they came to the farmyard fence, the mother stopped and said, “Come now, my children, see how well you can behave. Don’t turn in your toes. A duckling who is well brought up spreads his feet wide apart just as his mother does—so, do you see? Now bend your necks and say ‘quack,’ ” and the young ducks did just as their mother told them to do.

An old duck who saw the new brood coming stared at them and said, “Do look; here is another brood, as if there were not enough of us already; and what a queer-looking fellow one of them is; we do not want him here,” and then she flew at him and bit him in the neck.

“Let him alone,” said the mother, “he is doing no harm.”

“Yes, but he is so big and ugly that he must be turned out,” said the hateful duck.

A very grand old duck said, “They are very pretty children, all but that one. I wish his mother would fix him up a little.”

“I cannot do that,” said the mother. “He is not pretty, but he is kind and good and swims even better than the others. I think he will become pretty,” and then she stroked his neck and smoothed his feathers.

The little ducks made themselves at home in the farmyard, but the poor ugly duckling had not one minute’s peace. The turkey gobbler puffed himself out and flew at the poor little duckling, and became very red in the head with anger. The ducks pecked him, the children chased him, and the girl who fed the poultry kicked him. Even his brothers and sisters were unkind to him, and would say, “Oh, you ugly creature, I wish the cat would get you,” and his mother said, “I wish he had never come from the shell.”

At last he could endure it no longer, so he ran away, frightening the little birds in the hedge as he flew over it. “They are afraid of me because I am so ugly,” he said. Then he closed his eyes and ran on and on until he came to a swamp, where the wild geese lived. He stayed here all night, feeling very tired and sad.

In the morning, two wild geese flew over him. When they saw him they began to make fun of him. Just then “pop! pop!” went a gun, and the two fell dead among the rushes, coloring the water with their blood. “Pop! pop!” was heard all around, and whole flocks of wild geese flew up from the rushes.

The blue smoke from the guns rose like a dark cloud over the trees, and a number of dogs bounded in among the rushes. How frightened the poor duckling was! He turned away his head to hide it under his wing when a large terrible dog passed quite near him. The dog’s mouth was open, his tongue hung from his mouth, and his eyes looked very fierce. He thrust his nose close to the duckling, showing his sharp teeth, and then “splash! splash!” he went into the water without touching him.

“How glad I am that I am so ugly. Even a dog will not bite me,” said the duckling.

So he lay quite still, while the shot rattled through the rushes, as gun after gun was fired over him. It was late in the day before it became quiet, and then the poor young thing did not dare to move. He waited quietly for several hours and, after looking carefully around him, he flew away from the swamp as fast as he could go.

The next morning, just as the sun arose, he came to a stream of water. Here he could swim and dive, but all the animals kept away from him, he was so ugly; so he was very lonely.

Autumn came, and the leaves in the forest turned to orange, red, and gold; and then as winter drew near the wind caught them and whirled them in the cold air.

The weather grew colder and colder. Winter was here, and the poor duck had to swim about in the water to keep from freezing, but each night the place on which he swam became smaller. After a while he grew weak and tired and lay still and helpless, frozen fast in the ice.

Early in the morning, a farmer who was passing saw what had happened. He broke the ice in pieces and carried the duckling home to his wife. The poor creature felt better after getting warm, but when the children wanted to play with him, the duckling thought they were going to hurt him, so he started up, frightened, fluttered into the milk pan, and splashed the milk about the room.

Then the woman clapped her hands, which frightened him still more. He flew first into the jar of butter, then into the flour barrel and out again. What a bad fix he was in! The woman screamed and struck at him with a poker; the children laughed and screamed and tumbled over each other trying to catch him, but finally he got away. The door was open a little way and he slipped out and flew down among some bushes. Here he lay, tired out, in the newly fallen snow.

After he had rested himself, he flew to a swamp, where all winter long he suffered from hunger and cold. When winter had passed, and he was lying one morning among the rushes, he felt that his wings were strong, so he flapped them against his sides and rose high into the air. They carried him on and on, until he found himself in a large garden. Everything was beautiful there. From the bushes, close by, swam three white swans, rustling their feathers as they moved over the smooth water.

“I will fly to these birds,” he said, “and they will kill me because I am so ugly and dare to come near them; but it makes no difference. It is better to be killed by these beautiful birds than to be pecked by the ducks, chased by the hens, kicked about by the girl who feeds the poultry, or starved and frozen in the winter.”

Then he flew to the water and swam toward the fine swans. The moment they saw him they hurried to meet him with outstretched wings. “Kill me,” said the poor bird, and he bent down his head, waiting for them to take his life. But what do you think he saw as he looked down into the water? His own likeness, but how changed! He was no longer a dark, gray bird, ugly to look at, but a beautiful swan. The other swans swam around the newcomer and stroked his neck with their beaks.

Soon after, some little children came into the garden and threw bread and cake into the water.

“Oh, see,” cried the youngest child, “there is a new one!”

How happy they all were to see the new swan. They ran to call their father and mother to come and see him.

Then they threw bread and cake into the water for the new bird, and they said, “This is the finest of all, he is so young and graceful.”

The poor swan was so happy he did not know what to do, but he was not at all proud. He had been hated for being ugly, and now he heard them say that he was the most beautiful of all the birds. He rustled his feathers and curved his slender neck, and said, “Now, when people see me they will not be angry, they will be glad. I never dreamed of such happiness when I was an ugly duckling.”


“Androcles and the Lion”

from
Aesop’s Fables

About the story:


The fables of Aesop need not be presented to young children as being instructive or their animal characters as having human qualities. If you choose to read selections of Aesop’s Fables to your child, just let them stand as entertaining stories; you will have ample opportunity to draw upon their wisdom as your child becomes more capable of seeing their parallels to daily life.



Approximate reading time: 5 minutes

Pronunciation and vocabulary guide:

Androcles [ANN-droe-kleez]

coliseum [kahl-uh-SEE-um]: a large stadium

There was once, in the days of ancient Rome, a certain young slave named Androcles [ANN-droe-kleez], who was so ill treated by his master that his life became unbearable. Finding no remedy for what he suffered, he said to himself, “It is better to die than to continue to live in such hardship and misery as I am forced to suffer. Therefore, I must run away from my master. If I am captured and brought back, I know that I shall be punished with a cruel death, but it is better to die at once than to live in misery. If I am to escape, I must head into the deserts and woods, which are inhabited only by beasts, but they cannot treat me any more cruelly than I have been used by humans; therefore, it is better that I trust myself with them than to continue to be a miserable slave.”

Having formed this resolution, he took an opportunity of leaving his master’s house and hid himself in a thick forest that was some miles outside the city. But here the unhappy young man found that he had escaped from one kind of misery only to experience another. He wandered about all day through a vast and trackless wood, where his flesh was continually torn by thorns and brambles; he grew hungry, but could find no food in this dreary solitude. Soon he was ready to die with fatigue and lay down in despair in a large cavern which he had found by accident.

He had not lain long in the cavern before he heard a dreadful noise, which seemed to be the roar of some wild beast, and which terrified him very much. He bolted up with the intention of escaping and had already reached the mouth of the cave when he saw coming toward him a lion of immense size that prevented any possibility of retreat. Androcles now believed his death to be inevitable; but, to his great astonishment, the beast advanced toward him at a gentle pace, without any sign of hostility or rage, and uttered a kind of mournful wail, as if he wanted the assistance of the man.

Androcles, who had always had a bold disposition, took courage from this and decided to examine his strange guest. He saw, as the lion approached him, that he seemed to limp upon one of his legs and that the foot was extremely swollen, as if it had been wounded. Acquiring still more fortitude from the gentle manner of the beast, he went up to him and took hold of the wounded paw as a surgeon would examine a patient. He then perceived that a thorn of great size had penetrated the ball of the foot and was the cause of the swelling and lameness that he had observed. Androcles found that the beast, far from resenting his familiarity, received it with the greatest gentleness and seemed to invite him to proceed. He therefore extracted the thorn, and, pressing the swelling, forced out a quantity of liquid that had built up in the paw and had been the cause of so much pain.

As soon as the beast felt himself thus relieved, he began to show his joy and gratitude by every expression within his power: He jumped about like a spaniel, wagged his enormous tail, and licked the feet and hands of his physician. Nor was he contented with these demonstrations of kindness. From this moment Androcles became his guest; the lion never went forth in quest of prey without bringing home what he caught and sharing it with his friend. In this savage state of hospitality, Androcles continued to live for several months. In time, however, wandering through the woods, he met with a company of soldiers sent out to apprehend him and was taken prisoner by them and led back to his master. The laws of that time being very severe against slaves, he was tried and found guilty of having fled from his master, and, as a punishment for his crime, he was sentenced to the arena where he would face, unarmed, a ferocious wild animal that had been kept many days without food, and so be torn to pieces.

When the fatal day arrived, Androcles found himself in a spacious coliseum [kahl-uh-SEE-um], enclosed on every side, round which many thousands of people were assembled to view the mournful spectacle. Soon a dreadful yell was heard, which struck the spectators with horror; and a monstrous lion rushed out of an opened gate and darted forward with erected mane and flaming eyes, and jaws that gaped like an open tomb. A mournful silence instantly fell over the crowd. All eyes were directly turned upon the victim, whose destruction now appeared inevitable. But the pity of the multitude was soon converted into astonishment when they beheld the lion, instead of destroying his defenseless prey, crouch submissively at his feet, fawn upon him as a faithful dog would do upon his master, and rejoice over him as a mother that unexpectedly recovers her child. The governor of the province, who was present, then called out with a loud voice and ordered Androcles to explain to them this mystery. Androcles then related to the assembly everything that happened on his adventures in the woods and concluded by saying that the very lion which now stood before them had been his friend and host in the woods. All the persons present were astonished and delighted with the story, to find that even the fiercest beasts are capable of being softened by gratitude and moved by humanity; and they all asked for the governor to pardon Androcles for his crime. This was immediately granted, and the governor also made the young man a present of the lion, that had in this manner twice saved the life of Androcles.


“The Early Days of Black Beauty”

from Black Beauty
by
ANNA SEWELL

About the story:


Anna Sewell’s classic tale about the education of a horse into the world of humans is told from the point of view of the horse, Black Beauty. Although the scenes presented here relate happenings that occurred while the horse was just a colt, the book itself follows Black Beauty through the time he is full-grown. Parents, especially those whose children are fond of horses, will find the entire book to be as enjoyable to read aloud as is the selection that follows.



Approximate reading time: 11 minutes

Pronunciation and vocabulary guide:

crupper: a leather loop that passes under a horse’s tail and is buckled to the saddle

breeching: part of the harness

chaise [SHAZE]: a small, two-wheeled carriage

fortnight: two weeks

The first place that I can well remember was a large pleasant meadow with a pond of clear water in it. Some shady trees leaned over it, and rushes and water lilies grew at the deep end. Over the hedge on one side we looked into a plowed field, and on the other we looked over a gate at our master’s house, which stood by the roadside; at the top of the meadow was a grove of fir trees, and at the bottom a running brook overhung by a steep bank.

While I was young, I lived upon my mother’s milk, as I could not eat grass. In the daytime I ran by her side, and at night I lay down close by her. When it was hot, we used to stand by the pond in the shade of the trees, and when it was cold, we had a nice warm shed near the grove.

As soon as I was old enough to eat grass, my mother used to go out to work in the daytime and come back in the evening.

There were six young colts in the meadow besides me; they were older than I was; some were nearly as large as grown-up horses. I used to run with them and had great fun; we used to gallop all together round and round the field as hard as we could go. Sometimes we had rather rough play, for they would frequently bite and kick as well as gallop.

One day, when there was a good deal of kicking, my mother whinnied to me to come to her, and then she said:

“I wish you to pay attention to what I am going to say to you. The colts who live here are very good colts, but they are carthorse colts, and of course they have not learned manners. You have been well bred and well born; your father has a great name in these parts, and your grandfather won the cup two years at the Newmarket races; your grandmother had the sweetest temper of any horse I ever knew, and I think you have never seen me kick or bite. I hope you will grow up gentle and good and never learn bad ways; do your work with a good will, lift your feet up well when you trot, and never bite or kick even in play.”

I have never forgotten my mother’s advice; I knew she was a wise old horse, and our master thought a great deal of her. Her name was Duchess, but he often called her Pet.

Our master was a good, kind man. He gave us good food, good lodging, and kind words; he spoke as kindly to us as he did to his little children. We were all fond of him, and my mother loved him very much. When she saw him at the gate, she would neigh with joy and trot up to him. He would pat and stroke her and say, “Well, old Pet, and how is your little Darkie?” I was a dull black, so he called me Darkie; then he would give me a piece of bread, which was very good, and sometimes he brought a carrot for my mother. All the horses would come to him, but I think we were his favorites. My mother always took him to the town on market day in a light buggy.

There was a plowboy, Dick, who sometimes came into our field to pluck blackberries from the hedge. When he had eaten all he wanted, he would have what he called fun with the colts, throwing stones and sticks at them to make them gallop. We did not much mind him, for we could gallop off; but sometimes a stone would hit and hurt us.

One day he was at this game and did not know that the master was in the next field, but he was there, watching what was going on; over the hedge he jumped in a snap, and catching Dick by the arm, he gave him such a box on the ear as made him roar with the pain and surprise. As soon as we saw the master, we trotted up nearer to see what went on.

“Bad boy!” he said, “bad boy! to chase the colts. This is not the first time, nor the second, but it shall be the last. There—take your money and go home; I shall not want you on my farm again.” So we never saw Dick anymore. Old Daniel, the man who looked after the horses, was just as gentle as our master, so we were well off.

Before I was two years old, a circumstance happened that I have never forgotten. It was early in the spring; there had been a little frost in the night, and a light mist still hung over the woods and meadows. I and the other colts were feeding at the lower part of the field when we heard, quite in the distance, what sounded like the cry of dogs. The oldest of the colts raised his head, pricked his ears, and said, “There are the hounds!” and immediately cantered off, followed by the rest of us to the upper part of the field, where we could look over the hedge and see several fields beyond. My mother and an old riding horse of our master’s were also standing near and seemed to know all about it.

“They have found a hare,” said my mother, “and if they come this way we shall see the hunt.”

And soon the dogs were all tearing down the field of young wheat next to ours. I never heard such a noise as they made. They did not bark, nor howl, nor whine, but kept on a “yo! yo, o, o! yo! yo, o, o!” at the top of their voices. After them came a number of men on horseback, some of them in green coats, all galloping as fast as they could. The old horse snorted and looked eagerly after them, and we young colts wanted to be galloping with them, but they were soon away into the fields lower down; here it seemed as if they had come to a stand; the dogs left off barking and ran about every way with their noses to the ground.

“They have lost the scent,” said the old horse; “perhaps the hare will get off.”

“What hare?” I said.

“Oh, I don’t know what hare; likely enough it may be one of our own hares out of the woods; any hare they can find will do for the dogs and men to run after”; and before long the dogs began their “yo! yo, o, o!” again, and back they came all together at full speed, making straight for our meadow at the part where the high bank and hedge overhung the brook.

“Now we shall see the hare,” said my mother; and just then a hare wild with fright rushed by and made for the woods. On came the dogs; they burst over the bank, leaped the stream, and came dashing across the field, followed by the huntsmen. Six or eight men leaped their horses clean over, close upon the dogs. The hare tried to get through the fence; it was too thick, and she turned sharp round to make for the road, but it was too late; the dogs were upon her with their wild cries; we heard one shriek, and that was the end of her. One of the huntsmen rode up and whipped off the dogs, who would soon have torn her to pieces. He held her up by the leg torn and bleeding, and all the gentlemen seemed well pleased.

As for me, I was so astonished that I did not at first see what was going on by the brook, but when I did look, there was a sad sight; two fine horses were down, one was struggling in the stream, and the other was groaning on the grass. One of the riders was getting out of the water covered with mud, the other lay quite still.

“His neck is broken,” said my mother.

“And it serves him right, too,” said one of the colts.

“Well, no,” she said, “you must not say that; but though I am an old horse, and have seen and heard a great deal, I never yet could make out why men are so fond of this sport; they often hurt themselves, often spoil good horses, and tear up the fields, and all for a hare, or a fox, or a stag, that they could get more easily some other way; but we are only horses and don’t know.…”

I was now beginning to grow handsome; my coat had grown fine and soft and was bright black. I had one white foot and a pretty white star on my forehead. I was thought very handsome; my master would not sell me till I was four years old. He said lads ought not to work like men, and colts ought not to work like horses till they were quite grown up.

When I was four years old, Squire Gordon came to look at me. He examined my eyes, my mouth, and my legs; he felt them all down, and then I had to walk and trot and gallop before him; he seemed to like me, and said, “When he has been well broken in, he will do very well.” My master said he would break me in himself, as he should not like me to be frightened or hurt, and he lost no time about it, for the next day he began.

Everyone may not know what breaking in is, therefore I will describe it. It means to teach a horse to wear a saddle and bridle and to carry on his back a man, woman, or child; to go just the way they wish, and to go quietly. Besides this, he has to learn to wear a collar, a crupper, and a breeching, and to stand still while they are put on; then to have a cart or a chaise [SHAZE] fixed behind, so that he cannot walk or trot without dragging it after him; and he must go fast or slow, just as his driver wishes. He must never start at what he sees, nor speak to other horses, nor bite, nor kick, nor have any will of his own; but always do his master’s will, even though he may be very tired or hungry; but the worst of all is, when his harness is once on, he may neither jump for joy nor lie down for weariness. So you see this breaking in is a great thing.

I had of course long been used to a halter and a headstall and to be led about in the field and lanes quietly, but now I was to have a bit and bridle; my master gave me some oats as usual, and after a good deal of coaxing he got the bit into my mouth and the bridle fixed, but it was a nasty thing! Those who have never had a bit in their mouths cannot think how bad it feels; a great piece of cold hard steel as thick as a man’s finger to be pushed into one’s mouth, between one’s teeth, and over one’s tongue, with the ends coming out at the corner of your mouth, and held fast there by straps over your head, under your throat, round your nose, and under your chin; so that no way in the world can you get rid of the nasty hard thing; it is very bad! yes, very bad! at least I thought so; but I knew my mother always wore one when she went out, and all horses did when they were grown up; and so, what with the nice oats, and what with my master’s pats, kind words, and gentle ways, I got to wear my bit and bridle.

Next came the saddle, but that was not half so bad; my master put it on my back very gently, while old Daniel held my head; he then made the girths fast under my body, patting and talking to me all the time; then I had a few oats, then a little leading about; and this he did every day till I began to look for the oats and the saddle. At length, one morning, my master got on my back and rode me round the meadow on the soft grass. It certainly did feel queer; but I must say I felt rather proud to carry my master, and as he continued to ride me a little every day, I soon became accustomed to it.

The next unpleasant business was putting on the iron shoes; that, too, was very hard at first. My master went with me to the smith’s forge, to see that I was not hurt or got any fright. The blacksmith took my feet in his hand, one after the other, and cut away some of the hoof. It did not pain me, so I stood still on three legs till he had done them all. Then he took a piece of iron the shape of my foot, and clapped it on, and drove some nails through the shoe quite into my hoof, so that the shoe was firmly on. My feet felt very stiff and heavy, but in time I got used to it.

And now having got so far, my master went on to break me to harness; there were more new things to wear. First, a stiff heavy collar just on my neck, and a bridle with great side pieces against my eyes called blinkers, and blinkers indeed they were, for I could not see on either side, but only straight in front of me; next, there was a small saddle with a nasty stiff strap that went right under my tail; that was the crupper. I hated the crupper—to have my long tail doubled up and poked through that strap was almost as bad as the bit. I never felt more like kicking, but of course I could not kick such a good master, and so in time I got used to everything and could do my work as well as my mother.

I must not forget to mention one part of my training, which I have always considered a very great advantage. My master sent me for a fortnight to a neighboring farmer, who had a meadow which was skirted on one side by the railway. Here were some sheep and cows, and I was turned in among them.

I shall never forget the first train that ran by. I was feeding quietly near the fence which separated the meadow from the railway, when I heard a strange sound at a distance, and before I knew whence it came—with a rush and a clatter, and a puffing out of smoke—a long black train of something flew by and was gone almost before I could draw my breath. I turned and galloped to the farther side of the meadow as fast as I could go, and there I stood snorting with astonishment and fear. In the course of the day many other trains went by, some more slowly; these drew up at the station close by and sometimes made an awful shriek and groan before they stopped. I thought it very dreadful, but the cows went on eating very quietly and hardly raised their heads as the black frightful thing came puffing and grinding past.

For the first few days I could not feed in peace; but as I found that this terrible creature never came into the field, or did me any harm, I began to disregard it, and very soon I cared as little about the passing of a train as the cows and sheep did.

Since then I have seen many horses much alarmed and restive at the sight or sound of a steam engine; but thanks to my good master’s care, I am as fearless at railway stations as in my own stable.

Now if anyone wants to break in a young horse well, that is the way.

My master often drove me in double harness with my mother, because she was steady and could teach me how to go better than a strange horse. She told me the better I behaved the better I should be treated and that it was wisest always to do my best to please my master. “But,” said she, “there are a great many kinds of men; there are good, thoughtful men like our master, whom any horse may be proud to serve; and there are bad, cruel men, who never ought to have a horse or dog to call their own. Besides, there are a great many foolish men, vain, ignorant, and careless, who never trouble themselves to think; these spoil more horses than all, just for want of sense; they don’t mean it, but they do it for all that. I hope you will fall into good hands; but a horse never knows who may buy him, or who may drive him; it is all a chance for us; but still I say, do your best whatever it is, and keep up your good name.”


“Robin Hood and the Merry Little Old Woman”

by
EVA MARCH TAPPAN

About the story:


There are many versions of the roguish outlaw of Sherwood Forest, but this one will serve as a worthy introduction to Robin Hood, Little John, Friar Tuck, and the rest of the Merry Men. In the children’s section of the library, you will find collections of Robin’s adventures, most of which are suitable for reading aloud. Each tale, however, like the one presented here, shows Robin Hood to be a good-hearted scoundrel, quick of wit and kind to every unfortunate and downtrodden creature in the realm.



Approximate reading time: 14 minutes

Vocabulary and pronunciation guide:

mantle: a loose, sleeveless jacket

treadle [TREDD-uhl]: a foot pedal that operates the spinning wheel

ere [AIR]: before


“Monday I wash and Tuesday I iron,

Wednesday I cook and I mend;

Thursday I brew and Friday I sweep,

And baking day brings the end.”



So sang the merry little old woman as she sat at her wheel and spun; but when she came to the last line she really could not help pushing back the flax wheel and springing to her feet. Then she held out her skirt and danced a gay little jig as she sang:


“Hey down, down, and a down!”



She curtsied to one side of the room and then to another, and before she knew it she was curtsying to a man who stood in the open door.

“Oh, oh, oh!” cried the merry little old woman. “Whatever shall I do? An old woman ought to sit and spin and not be dancing like a young girl. Oh, but it’s Master Robin! Glad am I to set eyes on you, Master Robin. Come in, and I’ll throw my best cloak over the little stool for a cushion. Don’t be long standing on the threshold, Master Robin.”

“It may come to pass that I’ll wish I had something to stand on,” said Robin, grimly, “for the proud bishop is in the forest, and he’s after me with all his men. It’s night and day that he’s been following me, and now he’s caught me surely. You’ve no meal chest, have you, or a featherbed that will hide me? I see only this one wee little room, and there’s not even a mouse-hole.”

The little woman’s heart beat fast. What could she do?

“I remember very well a Saturday night,” she said, “when I’d but little firewood and it was bitter cold; then you and your good men brought me such fine logs as the great folk at the hall don’t have; then you came in yourself and gave me a pair of shoes and some brand-new stockings, all soft and fine and woolly—I don’t believe the king himself has such a pair—oh, Master Robin, I’ve thought of something. Give me your mantle of green and your fine gray tunic, and you put on my skirt and jacket and tie my red
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