Japanese Folk Tales
— Once upon a Time —
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Issun-boshi (Little One-Inch)

Once upon a time, there lived an old man and his wife.
Since the couple had no children, they prayed to their
god, and to their surprise, they were one day blessed
with a child. The newborn child, however, was no larger
than an adult’s thumb, and was a mere issun (approx.
three centimeters) tall. Nevertheless, the old man and
his wife were very happy to have a child. They named
him Issun-boshi (Little One-Inch) and brought him up
with tender love and care.

Issun-boshi remained only issun tall, but grew up
healthy. One day, he said to his parents, “I shall go to the
capital and make a living for myself.” The old couple
therefore put him in a wooden soup bowl that would
serve as a boat, gave him a chopstick as an oar and a
needle as a sword, and saw him off. Issun-boshi then
rowed down the river toward the capital.

When he reached the capital, Issun-boshi looked for a
large, fancy mansion and knocked on the gate, saying
“My name is Issun-boshi. Could you please hire me to
work here?” The master of the mansion took an
immediate liking to Issun-boshi, and agreed to let him
work in his mansion.

The master had a beautiful daughter, who one day
embarked on a trip to pay her respects at a temple.
Issun-boshi may have been small, but since he was full of
energy and extremely agile, he accompanied the
daughter on her trip as a bodyguard. On the way,
however, an ogre appeared and tried to snatch away the
beautiful daughter.

Issun-boshi rushed at the ogre with his needle sword,
but because he was small, the ogre swallowed him whole.
Not to be outdone, however, Issun-boshi jabbed at the
insides of the ogre’s stomach. “Ouch! Ouch!” the ogre
cried in pain, and after spitting out Issun-boshi, fled in
terror. “Thank you very much. You saved my life!” the
daughter said with deep gratitude.

When the ogre fled, it left behind a magical mallet
called Uchide-no-kozuchi, which would grant any wish
merely by swinging it. Issun-boshi thus swung the
mallet, and in no time at all, he grew larger, and even
found himself laden with gold and silver treasures. As a
vibrant young man, Issun-boshi married the master’s
daughter, and the two lived happily ever after.
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