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Preface
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Korea has always been a nation of storytellers. Long before books and classrooms, wisdom traveled by mouth — passed from grandparents to grandchildren on warm ondol(traditional Korean underfloor heating system) floors, whispered under the stars, carried across mountain passes and village wells. The tales gathered in this collection are among the most beloved of those stories: Korean folktales, known as jeonrae donghua (전래동화), that have shaped the hearts and minds of Korean children for generations.

What makes these stories remarkable is not simply their age, but their living presence. Even today, a Korean will instinctively reach for one of these tales to make a point, settle an argument, or offer a word of comfort. When someone grows richer from another's good fortune, people say “a neighbor's success is a thorn in the side” and every listener immediately pictures greedy Nolbu watching his younger brother prosper. When someone is urged not to act too hastily, the old saying surfaces: even a stone bridge must be tested before you cross it. These are not dusty relics. They are the living shorthand of Korean moral life, woven into daily conversation, classroom lessons, newspaper columns, and political speeches alike.

The twenty stories in this collection span the full range of what Korean folktales have to offer. There are cautionary tales of greed punished and kindness rewarded — the dokkaebi's magic club lost to a selfish brother, the greedy old man who goes home with twice as many lumps as he arrived with. There are tales of courage and quick wit — the farmer who outsmarts a dokkaebi with a handful of chestnuts, the rabbit who talks his way out of the Dragon King's palace. There are tender stories of devotion — the tiger who guards his adoptive mother's grave through the night. And there are the great mythic tales that reach toward the heavens themselves — the brother and sister who became the sun and the moon, still watching over us today.

Translated here into natural, flowing English, these stories are offered to young readers who may be encountering them for the first time, and to those who know them well but have never heard them in another tongue. A story, after all, belongs to anyone willing to listen. It is our hope that these pages carry across not only the plots and the characters, but something of the warmth, the humor, the sorrow, and the deep humanity that have kept these tales alive for so very long.

May they find new hearts to live in.
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Heungbu and Nolbu
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Long, long ago, there lived two brothers named Nolbu and Heungbu.

Nolbu was the elder — greedy and mean-spirited. When their parents passed away, he seized all the family's wealth for himself and drove his younger brother Heungbu out of the house with nothing but the clothes on his back.

Kind-hearted Heungbu said not a word against his brother. He simply gathered his wife and children and left. The family had nowhere to go, but managed to find a crumbling old shack where they huddled through the bitter winter.

"Father, I'm hungry."

"I'm so cold."

It broke Heungbu's heart to see his little ones suffering. He swallowed his pride and went to his brother Nolbu.

"Brother, if it were spring I could go to the fields and gather wild greens to feed the children — but it's the dead of winter and there's nothing. Please, just share a little food with us."

"What? You walked out on your own — and now you come crawling back? What sort of nonsense is this?"

Heungbu was stunned by Nolbu's harshness. But the thought of his hungry children waiting at home made him bow his head and plead once more.

"Brother, if not for my sake, then for the children — just a little rice, please."

Nolbu simply sniffed and turned away. Heungbu had no choice but to drag his feet back home. Even so, he bore no grudge against his brother.

"Children, spring will come soon. When it does, the mountains and fields will be full of fresh shoots. Come spring, we'll clear the ground in front of our shack and plant a garden — corn and sweet potatoes, all your favorites."

Heungbu and his wife soothed their children to sleep — the little ones who had cried themselves to exhaustion from hunger — singing them lullabies and whispering these gentle promises.

At last, warm spring arrived. The whole family pitched in — picking out stones and pebbles, turning the soil, making a proper little field. Poor as they were, their hearts were as warm as the spring sun.

"Father, there's a bird's nest under the eaves!"

The children called out to Heungbu as he returned from a day's work. He looked up — sure enough, a swallow had made its home in their humble little shack. He found it charming and rather wonderful.
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Before long, the swallow laid her eggs and a brood of baby swallows hatched. Heungbu's family watched over all of it as if the birds were part of their own household.

Then one autumn day, as the season was drawing to a close, one of the baby swallows tumbled from the nest and landed on the ground with a crack — its leg snapped clean.

"Oh, the poor thing — how it must hurt."

"The swallows need to fly south to warmer lands soon. With an injured leg like that, what will become of it?"

Heungbu's whole family worried over the little bird. Heungbu brought it inside and nursed it back to health with great care. As if in gratitude for Heungbu's kindness, the baby swallow practiced flapping its wings every day. By the time autumn fully ended, the swallow family was well enough to fly south safely.

"Farewell, swallow family! Safe travels, little one!"

Heungbu's family waved them off, hoping deep in their hearts that they would return the following spring.

The cold winter passed, and spring came again.

"Father! Father! The swallow is back!"

Heungbu stepped into the yard at his children's call. Sure enough, it was the same baby swallow from before — a bandage still wrapped around its leg, but now grown as large as its mother, flying with strong and confident wings. It seemed to be greeting Heungbu's family.

"Father, the swallow has something in its beak!"

The swallow circled above Heungbu's head and dropped what it was carrying.

"A gourd seed. The swallow must have brought this to help our family."

Heungbu planted the seed with care and high hopes.

"If a big crop of gourds comes in, we won't have to worry about food even through winter!"

All summer long, the gourd vine climbed and spread, covering the whole roof of their shack. And enormous gourds began to hang from it, heavy and full.

That evening, the family chose the ripest gourd and Heungbu and his wife began to saw it open.

"Round and ripe, saw away, saw away!"

They sang with joy. The children chimed in, giddy at the thought of having enough to eat at last.

"Saw away, saw away!“

When the gourd split open — something miraculous happened. Precious jewels came cascading out in a torrent. The whole family stood speechless with astonishment.

Heungbu gathered himself and opened the second gourd.

Crack!
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A magnificent mansion appeared in the blink of an eye. From the third and fourth gourds came treasures and wonders they had never seen in their lives.

Heungbu's family became enormously wealthy overnight. Word spread through the village at once, and it reached Nolbu's ears too.

'Ugh — I fix one measly swallow's leg and he becomes rich? I can do that too.'

From that day on, Nolbu roamed the hills and fields hunting for swallows. But swallows aren't easily found. As winter approached, it seemed they had all flown south to warmer lands.

"Wait — there's one swallow left right here!"

One swallow that hadn't yet flown caught Nolbu's eye. He snatched it up and deliberately snapped its leg — then put on an innocent face and wrapped the leg in a bandage.

"Look here, swallow. I'm taking good care of you like this. When you come back next year, don't forget to repay me!"

Then he flung the bird into the sky. The swallow flapped its wings with great effort and disappeared into the distant sky.

"Now all I have to do is wait for spring! Bwahaha!"

The following spring, a swallow did indeed come carrying a gourd seed to Nolbu's house.

Nolbu planted it eagerly, watering it every single day and tending it with obsessive care. The vine















d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
Korean Folktales

At
<O © C',.S > o

20 Timeless Tales of Wisdom,
Kindness, and Cleverness

ey
7 { e ‘1, \',u'

\\






d2d_images/image001.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/image000.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/image014.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





