Japanese Folk Tales
— Once upon a Time —
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— Urashima Taro —

Once upon a time, there lived a young fisherman
named Urashima Taro. One day, when Taro went to the
seashore, he came upon a group of children picking on a
tortoise. Feeling sorry for the tortoise, he rescued it by
driving away the children.

As a token of gratitude, the tortoise said, “Please ride
on my back, and I will take you to a wonderful place.”
Taro accepted the offer, and the tortoise, with Taro on
his back, went into the sea and was soon gliding through
the water.

Taro and the tortoise arrived at Ryugujo Castle, a
beautiful castle at the bottom of the sea. It was more
beautiful than any words could express. The tortoise
invited Taro into the castle, where a feast was laid out to
welcome him.

As the feast began, a beautiful princess named
Princess Otohime brought out plates bearing wonderful
dishes that Taro had never before seen, one after
another, while sea breams and flounders performed
dances in celebration. The feast went on and on, with
everything such a wonder and joy to Taro that he felt
like he was in a dream.

Long into the feast, Taro began to wonder how much
time had passed since he arrived at Ryugujo Castle, and
gradually worried how things were back on land. “I wish
to go home,” Taro therefore said to Princess Otohime.

Princess Otohime, while being disappointed at Taro’s
decision to return to land, handed Taro a box as a
parting gift. “This is called a tamate-bako (treasure
box),” she told Taro. “You must never open it, for
whatever reason.”

Carrying the treasure box with him, Taro mounted the
tortoise’s back once again and returned to land. When he
reached the shore, however, he saw that the landscape
he knew so well had changed. He walked to where his
house had been, but the house was no longer there, and
there were no familiar faces in sight, either. Indeed, a
bewildering amount of time had passed while he was
enjoying his stay at Ryugujo Castle. Overwhelmed with
a sense of despair, Taro opened the treasure box that
Princess Otohime told him never to open. When he did
so, a cloud of white smoke wafted out of the box. It
enveloped Taro, and instantly turned him into an old
man with white hair and beard.
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