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    This single-author volume gathers a compact suite of narrative pieces by Catharine Parr Traill under the banner The Tell-Tale: An original collection of moral and amusing stories. Its scope is intentionally focused rather than encyclopedic: not a complete works or comprehensive omnibus, but a curated early collection designed to delight and edify. Conceived for general and especially youthful readerships, it advances the period ideal of instruction through entertainment. The purpose is plain in the title itself—moral and amusing—and the collection fulfills that aim by presenting self-contained tales whose situations and characters serve as vehicles for reflection, encouragement, and gentle correction.

The contents are prose narratives best described as short stories or moral tales. Some read as sketches of character and manners; others unfold as brief adventures or domestic episodes. They share a compact length, clear plot lines, and accessible language suited to family reading aloud or private study. The collection does not include poems, letters, or dramatic pieces; it remains firmly within the tradition of instructive storytelling. While unified by tone and purpose, the tales vary in setting and incident, offering variety within a single text type and presenting multiple angles on everyday life without departing from the short-prose form.

Across the volume, unifying themes emerge with consistency. Virtue is learned in ordinary places: kindness tested by chance encounters, prudence formed through small choices, cheerfulness and industry proved in work and play. The stories encourage sympathy with those who labor or suffer, and they illuminate the social bonds that sustain communities. Consequences follow actions, but the emphasis is on formative guidance rather than punishment. The moral compass points toward honesty, gratitude, perseverance, and charity. These themes are articulated without sensationalism, modeling reflective judgment for young readers and inviting older readers to recollect shared values grounded in civic and domestic responsibility.

Traill’s stylistic hallmarks in this collection include clarity of diction, brisk pacing, and an eye for concrete detail—street scenes, rural paths, market bustle—rendered with economy. Dialogue and description work together to establish character swiftly, while the narration maintains a courteous, companionable tone. The didactic purpose is present but not heavy-handed; moral insights arise naturally from incident and observation. Humor appears in light touches—misunderstandings, foibles, lively settings—tempering the instructive frame. The prose favors directness over ornament, a style well-suited to readers encountering such lessons for the first time and still inviting to those returning for the pleasure of the storytelling craft.

The collection’s significance lies partly in its place within early nineteenth-century juvenile literature, where amusement and instruction were expressly joined. It reflects expectations of the period—stories that cultivate taste, feeling, and conduct—while avoiding extremes of sentiment or severity. The social vistas it opens, from busy thoroughfares to seasonal gatherings, preserve aspects of everyday experience that are historically resonant and narratively engaging. Read as a whole, the book demonstrates how moral tales could be both lively and grounded, offering a window onto the reading culture that shaped young minds and a reminder of the enduring appeal of concise, purposefully structured narratives.

Despite the variety of locales and circumstances, the pieces cohere through recurring motifs: music and festivity balanced by duty, the dignity of honest labor, the claims of family and neighborliness, and the testing of character in small decisions. Scenes of leisure intersect with scenes of work; urban trades meet rural customs; youth encounters age and learns to listen. Such patterns create a quiet architecture beneath the surface motion of each story, encouraging readers to draw connections across episodes. The result is a collection that reads both as an assortment of distinct tales and as a unified meditation on conduct and community.

Approached today, the volume rewards both sequential reading and selective sampling. Each tale offers a complete experience, yet together they trace a steady arc of instruction that feels cumulative rather than repetitive. Contemporary readers may appreciate the lucidity and brevity, the balance of anecdote and moral reflection, and the humane attention to ordinary lives. As an early-career contribution by Catharine Parr Traill, it shows her assurance in shaping instructive fiction without sacrificing charm. The collection remains notable for its accessible prose, its gentle humor, and its capacity to model ethical reflection in narrative form—qualities that give it lasting appeal.
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    Catharine Parr Traill (1802–1899), born Catharine Parr Strickland in London and raised at Reydon Hall, Suffolk, entered print as a teenager with The Tell-Tale: An Original Collection of Moral and Amusing Stories (London, 1818). She belonged to a remarkable writing family that included Agnes Strickland (1796–1874), historian of queens, and Susanna Moodie (1803–1885), later author of Roughing It in the Bush (1852). Traill’s early tales participated in a burgeoning juvenile market that prized moral improvement, decorum, and sympathy across class lines. Her later marriage to Thomas Traill and emigration to Upper Canada in 1832 extended these didactic aims into colonial contexts, but the ethical sensibility first evident in The Tell-Tale undergirded her entire career.

Traill wrote at a moment when British juvenile literature was being reshaped by Evangelical reform and new publishing networks. The tradition of John Newbery’s St Paul’s Churchyard press was continued by firms like John Harris, whose juvenile libraries blended amusement with instruction. Influential predecessors—Anna Laetitia Barbauld, Sarah Trimmer, Maria Edgeworth, and Mary Martha Sherwood—modeled narrative strategies that linked domestic feeling to civic virtue. Educational movements such as the British and Foreign School Society (1808) and the National Society (1811) expanded the child readership that moral tales addressed. Technological change—steam-powered presses and wood-engraving—made illustrated, affordable stories widely available, creating a receptive market for The Tell-Tale and similar collections.

The urban, seasonal, and occupational textures evoked across Traill’s stories were shaped by post-Napoleonic London. In the 1810s–1820s the metropolis swelled beyond a million inhabitants, and before mid-century reforms many households still relied on street-sellers and water-carriers for daily needs. Annual fairs around London—such as those on Hampstead Heath—thrived even as authorities increasingly associated them with disorder, a campaign that led to suppressions like the closure of Bartholomew Fair in 1855. The Vagrancy Act (1824) and the creation of the Metropolitan Police (1829) epitomized efforts to regulate public space. Moral fiction of the period taught young readers how to navigate such scenes with prudence, charity, and self-command.

Traill’s compassionate attention to regional types also reflects the early nineteenth-century recasting of British identities. After 1815, demobilized soldiers and musicians from Highland regiments mingled with London crowds, while Romantic culture, energized by Walter Scott’s Waverley (1814) and George IV’s tartan-clad visit to Edinburgh (1822), sentimentalized Scottish traditions for English audiences. Street performers, including blind pipers, became recognizable figures in metropolitan life, eliciting both fascination and moral scrutiny. Juvenile writers used such characters to cultivate empathy across class and region, aligning with Evangelical philanthropy and broader debates about poverty, disability, and deserving relief. Traill’s narratives participated in this conciliatory, nation-binding discourse.

The wider imperial and humanitarian climate also formed the backdrop to Traill’s early oeuvre. The Slave Trade Act (1807) and the Slavery Abolition Act (1833) framed children’s literature that encouraged anti-slavery feeling, missionary curiosity, and global moral geography. Societies such as the London Missionary Society (1795) and the Church Missionary Society (1799) circulated tracts and anecdotes of conversion, travel, and cross-cultural encounter that authors adapted for youthful readers. Without relying on spectacle, such tales asked children to weigh benevolence, industry, and faith across lines of nation, creed, and color. Traill’s collection fits this milieu, where instructive fiction linked everyday virtue to international concerns.

Traill’s emigration with her husband to Upper Canada in 1832 threaded her didacticism through a new settler frame. In Douro Township, near the Otonabee River and Peterborough, she transformed letters from 1833–1835 into The Backwoods of Canada (London, 1836), a practical-ethical companion to pioneer life. Canadian Crusoes (1852) recast survival as a moral education for youth, and The Female Emigrant’s Guide (1854) codified domestic management as civic contribution. These works extend the social vision of her London tales: patience, thrift, and sympathy equip individuals and communities to endure hardship. The continuum from The Tell-Tale to the backwoods underscores her lifelong pedagogy of character.

Victorian science and domestic economy reinforced Traill’s educational mission. Canadian Wild Flowers (1868), produced with her niece and illustrator Agnes FitzGibbon, and Studies of Plant Life in Canada (1885) folded natural history into accessible observation, encouraging readers—especially girls—to couple ethics with empiricism. The nineteenth-century enthusiasm for botany as a genteel science met Traill’s instinct for seasonal and rural detail already prominent in her early stories. Her guidance manuals and field studies positioned household order and attentive looking as mutually reinforcing virtues. From London lanes to Ontario clearings, she taught that understanding nature, labor, and leisure required the same habits of care, frugality, and curiosity.

Over eight decades of authorship, Traill’s readership was enlarged by evolving print and transport infrastructures—steam presses (from 1814), railways (from the 1830s), mechanics’ institutes, and circulating libraries—that connected London, Montreal, and Toronto markets. Publishers in Britain and British North America repackaged her improving narratives for successive generations, sustaining their currency as social reforms advanced. Traill died at Lakefield, Ontario, on 29 August 1899, having bridged Regency moralism and late-Victorian natural history. The Tell-Tale thus stands not only as a debut but as a seedbed for themes—civic virtue, sympathy across difference, and practical knowledge—that matured through emigration, reform, and empire into a distinctive transatlantic career.





Synopsis (Selection)




Table of Contents




    THE TELL-TALE.
A cautionary story about a child whose habit of tale-bearing and exaggeration strains trust, leading to a hard-earned lesson about truthfulness and discretion.
ARPHU,
A moral tale about a boy named Arphu whose integrity and courage amid hardship alter his circumstances and win the respect of those around him.
THE LITTLE WATER-CARRIER;
Follows a poor child who earns a living carrying water, highlighting industriousness, kindness to others, and the quiet rewards of good conduct.
THE MIDSUMMER HOLIDAYS.
A sequence of holiday adventures among children that balances merriment with gentle warnings about recklessness, peer influence, and obedience.
THE BLIND HIGHLAND PIPER.
A vignette of a blind Scottish piper whose perseverance and music bring comfort to his community, underscoring compassion and mutual aid.
A DAY AT HAMPSTEAD FAIR.
A day’s excursion to a bustling fair shows the allure and hazards of public amusements, guiding young readers toward prudence and self-control.
THE PRIMROSE GIRL,
The story of a young flower-seller whose cheerful industry and honesty attract unexpected help, illustrating the dignity of labor and benevolence.
THE END.
A brief closing that gathers the collection’s lessons on truth, charity, and temperance, bidding young readers to carry them into daily life.
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OR, THE FAIRY KITTEN.

"My dear mamma," said William Dormer, as he stood by his mother's knee,
"have you no more pretty stories to relate?"

"Let me see," said Mrs. Dormer, "but I think I must have almost
exhausted my stock. Beauty and the Beast, I told you yesterday; the
Yellow Dwarf you know by heart, for you were telling it the other day to
your cousin; and as for Puss in Boots, the Sleeping Beauty, and
Whittington and his Cat, you know them nearly as well as I do.

"However," added she, "I will endeavour to recollect something else; but
this is not the proper time for me to relate tales. When you have done
the sum, which your papa has given you, and Mary has finished her
copy—and when Lewis has learned his lesson—when all this is done—why,
perhaps, by that time, I shall have thought of a new story."

This observation produced the desired effect. Lewis, who had been
previously winding some thread about his fingers, began to apply himself
diligently to his task; William paid strict attention to his cyphering,
till it was completed; and Mary acquitted herself better than usual in
writing. The children then reminded their kind mother of her promise,
and anxiously inquired what story she had recollected.

"You are very fond of fairy tales," said Mrs. Dormer, "and I am now
going to relate one, which is called 'The Fairy Kitten.'"

"Oh dear!" said William, "did she catch mice? I never heard of fairies
keeping cats before."

"Remember the White Cat," said Lewis, "I dare say she was one of her
kittens."

"Have patience," said Mrs. Dormer, "and you shall hear.

"A very long time ago, when fairies dwelt in England, there lived on a
woody hill, near a lake in Cumberland, a king of the fairies, who was
very good and benevolent; and if any of his little subjects ever
committed evil or malicious tricks (to which it is said fairies are much
inclined), he was sure to punish them severely. But it was the
misfortune of this good king to have a little son, who, instead of
resembling his excellent father, was of a most wicked and cruel
disposition. The name of this mischievous being was Arphu, and to look
at him, every one would have thought him exceedingly good. He had a
beautiful face, and hair that glittered like sunbeams; he had downy
wings which shone with a thousand different colours, like that beautiful
stuffed humming-bird, which your kind uncle sent me. But though he had
all these beauties, he was always inclined to do evil, rather than good.
While the other fairies were, in obedience to the orders of the king,
busily employed in supporting flowers that had been overthrown by the
hail, or raising the ears of wheat which had been beaten to the earth by
a thunder storm, Arphu would silently slip away from these kind offices,
and fly or run through wet or mire, in search of mischief. If he chanced
to see a poor snail which with great toil had climbed a leaf to eat its
breakfast, he would give it so hard a push, that the hungry little
creature would tumble down, and have all its labour to begin again. If
he saw a harmless caterpillar crawling on a twig that overhung the
lake, he would shake the branch violently, and then laugh to see the
poor little animal descend by its slender thread, directly into the
water below, where a greedy fish waited to devour it. He loved to drive
flies into spiders' webs, and fish into nets; but his chief delight was
to follow some rude children, the sons of a farmer, who lived in the
valley under the hill. He did not mind if his golden ringlets were wet
through, or his splendid wings dabbled with mire, if he could follow
them in their play, and secretly tempt them to torment some harmless
bird or animal, which he took care to entrap for their cruel sport.
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This conduct gave great pain to the benevolent mind of the king; and,
after some time, he declared in council, that the next wicked action
which Arphu committed should be punished with exemplary severity. He
then ordered four of the wisest fairies to follow the young prince
secretly, and to bring him before his throne the next lawless deed they
found him doing. They obeyed, and that day caught him in a very wicked
trick. Two swallows had built their nest under the eaves of a farmer's
barn; but when they had completed it, and hatched their young, Arphu
stole up to the nest and loosened it from the barn, so that the tender
young ones were shattered to pieces on the ground. Whilst the
mischievous prince was surveying the dying pangs of the wretched little
birds, and listening to the woeful complaint of their parents, the
fairies seized him and hurried him to the foot of his father's throne,
where they related the distressing scene which they had just witnessed.

The king, as you may suppose, was extremely angry, especially as this
cruelty had been exercised upon swallows, which were protected both by
fairies and men, for their industry in clearing the air from noxious
insects, and for their ingenuity in building their curious nests.
"Wicked and malicious little being![1q]" said he, fixing his eyes with an
awful frown on Arphu; "thou shalt learn by thy own experience what it is
to suffer the miseries thou hast inflicted on others; and if this
punishment do not amend thee, thou shalt be for ever stripped of thy gay
wings and pearl coronet, and be confined with the evil gnomes in the
neighbouring iron mines. Fly from my sight, and receive the reward of
thy crimes!"

Arphu willingly fled from the palace of his angry father: but he had not
proceeded far, before he felt himself whirled round and round in the air
with such violence that his head became giddy, and he soon lost all
sense. When he recovered, he was greatly astonished to find that he had
entered the body of a little kitten, belonging to a cat which was
tenderly nursing her young brood on some hay, in a loft over the
farmer's barn. He now comprehended the justice of his father's
sentence, and was aware that the very children whom he had taught to be
cruel, would now have it in their power to torment him. He shuddered at
the cruelty he had seen them practise; he shook and trembled in every
limb at the least noise; he tried to speak, and call out, but found that
he could only utter piteous mews; and to add to his distress, he could
not even see in this degraded state. His new mother, however, licked and
caressed him with much affection; and, after he had thought a great
while, and bitterly repented of his faults, he fell fast asleep.

The next morning he awoke very cold and hungry, for the cat was gone.
Well, he pawed about with his little blind brothers and sisters, and got
as close to them as he could to warm himself, but they, in crawling
about to find their mother, often scratched his face with their claws:
he conceived, however, that they did not mean to hurt him, so he did not
return it, for his weak and wretched state had already taught him
wisdom. Presently he
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