
Genre Realistic Fiction

Essential Questions
What makes you interested when you listen to a story? 
What makes a story good?

It was a hot afternoon, and the railway carriage was 
correspondingly humid, and the next stop was at Templecombe, 
nearly an hour ahead. The occupants of the carriage were a small 
girl, and a smaller girl, and a small boy. 

THE 
STORYTELLER

by Saki
illustrated by Jose Flores
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An aunt belonging to the children occupied a corner seat, and a 
further corner seat on the opposite side was occupied by a bachelor 
who was a stranger to their party, but the small girls and the small boy 
forcefully occupied the compartment. The aunt and the children were 
talking in a limited, persistent way, reminding one of the attentions of 
a housefly that refuses to be discouraged. Most of the aunt’s remarks 
seemed to begin with “Don’t,” and nearly all of the children’s remarks 
began with “Why?” The bachelor said nothing out loud.

“Don’t, Cyril, don’t,” exclaimed the aunt, as the small boy began 
smacking the cushions of the seat, producing a cloud of dust at  
each blow.

“Come and look out the window,” she added. The child moved 
reluctantly to the window.

“Why are those sheep being driven out of that field?” he asked.
“I expect they are being driven to another field where there is more 

grass,” said the aunt weakly.
“But there is lots of grass in that field,” protested the boy, “there’s 

nothing else but grass there, Aunt, there’s lots of grass in that field.”
“Perhaps the grass in the other field is better,” suggested the aunt.
“Why is it better?” came the swift, inevitable question.
“Oh, look at those cows!” exclaimed the aunt. Nearly every field 

along the line had contained cows, but she spoke as though she were 
drawing attention to a rarity.

“Why is the grass in the other field better?” persisted Cyril.
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The frown on the bachelor’s face was deepening to a scowl. He 
was a hard, unsympathetic man, the aunt decided in her mind. She 
was utterly unable to come to any satisfactory decision about the 
grass in the other field. 

The smaller girl created a diversion by beginning to sing a 
popular song. She only knew the first line, but she put her limited 
knowledge to the fullest possible use. She repeated the line over 
and over again in a dreamy but resolute and very audible voice; 
it seemed to the bachelor as though someone had challenged her 
to repeat the line aloud two thousand times without stopping. 
Whoever it was who had made the challenge was likely to lose.

“Come over here and listen to a story,” said the aunt, when  
the bachelor had looked twice at her and once at the 
communication cord.

The children moved listlessly towards the aunt’s end of the 
carriage. Evidently her reputation as a storyteller did not  
rank high.
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In a low, confidential voice, interrupted at frequent intervals 
by loud, petulant questionings from her listeners, she began an 
uninteresting story about a little girl who was good, and made  
friends with everyone on account of her goodness, and was finally 
saved from a mad bull by a number of rescuers who admired her moral 
character. 

“Wouldn’t they have saved her if she hadn’t been good?” demanded 
the bigger of the small girls.

It was exactly the question that the bachelor had wanted to ask.
“Well, yes,” admitted the aunt lamely, “but I don’t think they would 

have run quite so fast to her help if they had not liked her so much.”
“That’s the worst story I’ve ever heard,” said the bigger of the small 

girls, with immense conviction.
“It was so bad that I didn’t listen after the first bit,” said Cyril.
The smaller girl made no actual comment on the story, but she had 

long ago resumed a murmured repetition of her favorite line.
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“The story does not seem to be much of a success,” said the 
bachelor suddenly from his corner.

The aunt bristled in instant defense at this unexpected attack.
“It’s a very difficult thing to tell stories that children can both 

understand and appreciate,” she said stiffly.
“Is that so?” asked the bachelor.
“Perhaps you would like to tell them a story,” was the  

aunt’s retort.
“Tell us a story,” demanded the bigger of the small girls.
“Once upon a time,” began the bachelor, “there was a little girl 

called Bertha, who was extraordinarily good.”
The children’s momentarily-aroused interest began at once  

to flicker; all stories seemed dreadfully alike, no matter who  
told them.

“She did all that she was told, was always truthful, kept her 
clothes clean, ate milk puddings as though they were jam tarts, 
learned her lessons perfectly, and was polite in her manners.”

“Was she pretty?” asked the bigger of the small girls.
“Not as pretty as any of you,” said the bachelor, “but she was 

horribly good.”
Suddenly, the children reacted favorably to the story; the 

word horrible in connection with goodness was a novelty that 
commended itself. It seemed to introduce a ring of truth that was 
absent from the aunt’s tales about children.

“She was so good,” continued the bachelor, “that she won 
several medals for goodness, which she always wore, pinned on 
to her dress. She won a medal for obedience, another medal for 
punctuality, and a third for good behavior. They were large metal 
medals and they clicked against one another as she walked. No 
other child in the town where she lived had as many as three 
medals, so everybody knew that she must be an extra good child.”

“Horribly good,” quoted Cyril.
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“Everybody talked about her goodness, and the prince of the 
country got to hear about it, and he said that since she was so very  
good she might be allowed once a week to walk in his park, which was 
just outside the town. It was a beautiful park, and no children were 
ever allowed in it, so it was a great honor for Bertha to be allowed to 
go there.”

“Were there any sheep in the park?” demanded Cyril.
“No,” said the bachelor, “there were no sheep.”
“Why weren’t there any sheep?” came the inevitable question 

arising out of that answer.
The aunt permitted herself a smile, which might almost have been 

described as a grin.
“There were no sheep in the park,” said the bachelor, “because the 

prince’s mother once had a dream that her son would either be killed 
by a sheep or else by a clock falling on him. For that reason the prince 
never kept sheep in his park or a clock in his palace.”

The aunt suppressed a gasp of admiration.

609



“Was the prince killed by a sheep or by a clock?” asked Cyril.
“He is still alive, so we don’t know whether the dream will come 

true,” said the bachelor unconcernedly. “Anyway, there were no 
sheep in the park, but there were lots of little pigs running all over 
the place.”

“What color were they?”
“Black with white faces, white with black spots, black all over, 

grey with white patches, and some were white all over.”
The storyteller paused to let a full idea of the park’s treasures 

sink into the children’s imaginations; then he resumed:
“Bertha was rather sorry to find that there were no flowers 

in the park. She had promised her aunts that she would not pick 
any of the kind prince’s flowers, and she had meant to keep her 
promise, so of course it made her feel silly to find that there were 
no flowers to pick.”

“Why weren’t there any flowers?”
“Because the pigs had eaten them all,” said the bachelor. “The 

gardeners had told the prince that he couldn’t have pigs and 
flowers, so he decided to have pigs and no flowers.”

There was a murmur of approval at the excellence of the 
prince’s decision; so many people would have decided  
the other way.
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“Lots of other delightful things were in the park. There were ponds 
with gold and blue and green fish in them, and trees with beautiful 
parrots that said clever things at a moment’s notice, and hummingbirds 
that hummed all the popular tunes of the day. Bertha walked up and 
down and enjoyed herself immensely, and thought to herself: ‘If I were 
not so extraordinarily good I would not have been allowed to come 
into this beautiful park and enjoy all that there is to see in it,’ and her 
three medals clinked against one another as she walked and helped to 
remind her how very good she really was. Just then an enormous wolf 
came prowling into the park to see if it could catch a fat little pig for 
its supper.”

“What color was it?” asked the children, amid an immediate 
quickening of interest.

“Mud-color all over, with a black tongue and pale grey eyes that 
gleamed with unspeakable ferocity. The first thing that it saw in the 
park was Bertha; her pinafore was so spotlessly white and clean that it 
could be seen from a great distance. Bertha saw the wolf and saw that 
it was stealing toward her, and she began to wish that she had never 
been allowed to come into the park. She ran as hard as she could, and 
the wolf came after her with huge leaps and bounds. She managed to 
reach a shrubbery of myrtle bushes and she hid herself in one of the 
thickest of the bushes. The wolf came sniffing among the branches, 
its black tongue lolling out of its mouth and its pale grey eyes glaring 
with rage. 
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“Bertha was terribly frightened, and thought to herself: ‘If I 
had not been so extraordinarily good I would be safe in the town 
at this moment.’ However, the scent of the myrtle was so strong 
that the wolf could not sniff out where Bertha was hiding, and the 
bushes were so thick that he might have hunted about in them for 
a long time without catching sight of her, so he thought he might 
as well go off and catch a little pig instead. 

“Bertha was trembling very much at having the wolf prowling 
and sniffing so near her, and as she trembled the medal for 
obedience clinked against the medals for good behavior and 
punctuality. The wolf was just moving away when he heard the 
sound of the medals clinking and stopped to listen; they clinked 
again in a bush quite near him. He dashed into the bush, his pale 
grey eyes gleaming with ferocity and triumph, and dragged Bertha 
out and devoured her to the last morsel. All that was left of her 
were her shoes, small bits of clothing, and the three medals  
for goodness.”
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“Were any of the little pigs killed?”
“No, they all escaped.”
“The story began badly,” said the smaller of the small girls, “but it 

had a beautiful ending.”
“It is the most beautiful story that I ever heard,” said the bigger of 

the small girls, with immense decision.
“It is the only beautiful story I have ever heard,” said Cyril.
A dissenting opinion came from the aunt. “A most improper story 

to tell to young children! You have undermined the effect of years of 
careful teaching.”

“At any rate,” said the bachelor, collecting his belongings as he 
prepared to leave the carriage. “I kept them quiet for ten minutes.”

“What a pity!” he observed to himself as he walked down the 
platform of Templecombe station, “for the next six months or so those 
children will assail her in public with demands for an improper story!”
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Essential Question
When do you use your imagination?

Very

by Jack Prelutsky 
illustrated by Dave Szalay

Is
Today

Bor ngi

614



Today is very boring,
I can hardly help but yawn,
there’s a flying saucer landing
in the middle of my lawn,
a volcano just erupted
less than half a mile away,
and I think I felt an earthquake,
it’s a very boring day.

Today is very boring,
it is boring through and through,
there is absolutely nothing
that I think I want to do,
I see giants riding rhinos,
and an ogre with a sword,
there’s a dragon blowing smoke rings,
I am positively bored.

Today is very boring, 
it’s a very boring day,
there is nothing much to look at,
there is nothing much to say,
there’s a peacock on my sneakers,
there’s a penguin on my head,
there’s a dormouse on my doorstep,
I am going back to bed.
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Respond Comprehension

Text Connections
1. Where is “The Storyteller” set? 

2. Why is the bachelor scowling on the train? 

3. In Jack Prelutsky’s poem “Today Is Very 
Boring,” how does the speaker make a boring 
day more exciting? In “The Storyteller,” how 
does the bachelor on the train make his story 
exciting for the children? 

4. In the bachelor’s story, why were there no 
flowers in the garden? 

5. Think of the stories you enjoy the most. What 
makes a good story? 

You will answer 
the comprehension 
questions on these 
pages as a class. 

Did You Know?
Saki is a pen name, or 
an invented name used 
by an author in place 
of his or her real name. 
The author of “The 
Storyteller” originally 
started publishing 
under his real name: 
H.H. Munro. Nobody is 
sure where the name 
Saki comes from.
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Write
Write a story about 
someone who is 
“horribly good.” 

Look Closer
Keys to Comprehension

1. According to the aunt, why are the sheep 
being moved from one field to another? Does 
Cyril accept this answer? Use details from the 
text to support your answer. 

2. Compare and contrast the aunt and the 
bachelor. How are they different? What do 
they have in common? Use details from the 
text to support your answer.

Writer’s Craft
3. How would you describe the structure of “The 

Storyteller”? How many stories are told?  

Concept Development
4. How do the illustrations help you enjoy and 

understand Jack Prelutsky’s poem  
“Today Is Very Boring”? 
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Connect Social Studies

Read this Social 
Studies Connection. 
You will answer the 
questions as a class.

Text Feature
Italic text is used to 
emphasize an 
important word.

The Business of Sheep
You just read a story that takes place on a train in 

England. In the story, the boy is fascinated by the 
sheep he sees being driven from one field to another. 
Sheep have been big business in the country since 
medieval times, when there was enormous demand 
for their wool, meat, milk, and skins. 

People all over the world wanted wool to produce 
cloth, so nearly everyone who had land, from 
peasants to wealthy landowners, raised sheep. In all 
regions of England, people kept huge numbers of 
sheep for wool. Merchants from Italy and Flanders 
paid cash for the wool from English sheep. People 
loaded bales of wool onto pack animals and took 
them to English ports such as Boston, London, 
Sandwich, and Southampton. From there, ships took 
the wool to Antwerp and Genoa.

By the sixteenth century, the quality of English 
wool was not to the standard that it once had been. 
Farmers had begun to focus more on meat 
production. People began mainly sourcing fine wool 
from the Iberian peninsula in Portugal and Spain. This 
area bred sheep that produced a fine wool called 
merino. Merino wool is highly prized among fashion 
designers because it is soft and breathable. Unlike 
regular wool, it is comfortable to wear in more humid 
environments. Today, merino wool is primarily 
produced in Australia and New Zealand.

Although merino wool is great, other wools are 
more suitable for different purposes. Loden wool 
repels water more easily and therefore is often used 
to make coats. Melton wool is a very thick kind of 
wool. It serves as a great barrier against cold 
weather. Novel wools, like wool sheared from the 
Peruvian alpaca, can have unique properties that 
make them hypoallergenic. That means that people 
who are normally allergic to wool are less likely to be 
bothered by these fibers. 

Today people primarily farm sheep for meat, 
although they also sell their wool, skins, and milk.

618



 Go Digital
Search for more information about wool. How is it sheared 
from sheep? How do people use it?

1. According to the text, why  
were sheep farmed in England 
in medieval times? What is  
the main product of farmed 
sheep today? 

2. How was production organized 
in medieval times? How did 
wool get from the sheep  
to consumers? 

3. Globalization means that 
economies around the world are 
connected and interdependent. 
In medieval times, Italy and 
England were closely tied 
thanks to the wool industry. How 
did the countries benefit from 
this close relationship? 
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