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Where have all the flowers gone?

Books to Share in Wartime

Now that war is with us, endlessly, how do we
keep children from becoming “virtual victims”
of the television coverage? What do we want our
children to know of war? Terror and war in the
days of old were explained by elders. Stories—we
now call them fairy tales—were told of the
betrayal of children and their hopes for the future
by the very adults who should have been protecting them. Real fairy tales were about survival,
hope, and what evil looks like. They were not
sanitized to sell lunchboxes or create amusement
park rides.
All cultures, no matter how peacefully they are
portrayed by the anthropologists, harbor stories of
terror, stories of war. When we read children the
stories that speak of the utmost horror, we teach
them that people can and do endure the unimaginable and that when your heart is filled with hope,
you can endure the unspeakable. Hope does not
come from ignorance, but knowing that you can
survive. As Emily Dickinson wrote, “Hope is the
thing with feathers that perches in the soul.”
Hope comes from the informed imagination. Books about war can give children informed
imaginations. While it might be helpful to read
the Red Cross booklet “Be Ready 1-2-3 Book” starring Cool Cat, Ready Rabbit and Disaster Dog, it
might be better for the caring adult to read stories
of how other people “long ago and far away” dealt
with disaster and death. It might help the children
whose common memories include Columbine, the
Beltway Snipers, 9/11, and the Shuttle disaster to
know stories of how others survived disaster.
Reading aloud to kids—telling stories—is one
of the best ways to help kids cope. Here are some
picture books that graphically and poetically tell
about war and about children who have survived
(and sometimes not survived) it.

Baseball Saved Us by Ken Mochizuki, illustrated
by Dom Lee. Lee & Low Books, 1993. ISBN
1880000199. 3–5. The author recounts how
Shorty’s family is imprisoned by the U.S. government in 1942, how they endure the grim surroundings and remain hopeful through the dad’s
vision of building a baseball diamond. Using
materials at hand, they make uniforms from mattress ticking, and the game thrives. Shorty usually
strikes out but in the pivotal incident, his anger
at the guard inspires him to hit a homerun. The
guard gives him thumbs-up and a grin. But the
real focus here is the camp and the prejudice that
caused it. The story has a persistent tone of hopeful cheer that counterpoints the illustrations’ grim
truth.
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The Bracelet by Yoshiko
Uchida, illustrated
by Joanna Yardley.
Putnam, 1993. ISBN
9780698113909. 1–4.
In 1942, just weeks after
Pearl Harbor, President
Roosevelt sent 110,000
West Coast Japanese
Americans (most of whom were American
citizens) into concentration camps. They lost their
homes, personal property, vehicles; they lost everything they held dear. This outrageous uprooting is
told from the point of view of second-grader, Emi,
whose middle class family is sent to an internment
camp where they live in a horse stall. They are sent
into the bleakest deserts in Utah after that. Emi
tells readers how it feels and how the families cope.
The dignity shines through in this story.
The Butter Battle Book by Dr. Seuss. Random
House, 1984. ISBN 0394865804. K–2. Grandpa
tells the grandchild, “It’s high time that you knew
of the terribly horrible thing that Zooks do. In

every Zook house and every Zook town every
Zook eats his bread with the butter side down!” In
his time of duty with the Zook-Watching Border
Patrol, the protagonist betrays any Zook with “a
twitch with my tough-tufted prickley Snick-Berry
Switch.” When the Zooks fight back, the snickberry switches gave way to Triple-Sling Jiggers,
then Jigger-Rock Snatchems, then the Kick-a-Poo
Kid loaded with powerful Poo-a-Doo Powder
and ants’ eggs and bees’ legs and dried-fried clam
chowder.” Things go downhill from there.
The Faithful Elephants: A True Story of Animals,
People, and War by Yukio Tsuchiya, illustrated
by Ted Lewin. Houghton Mifflin, 1988. ISBN
0395861373. 4–6. This is an anti-war book that
no one can forget. It recounts the true story of how
in Japan, as the cherry blossoms bloom while the
bombs fall, the zookeepers must put down their
three beloved elephants. They cannot make them
eat the poisoned potatoes. The hypodermics cannot penetrate their skin. So they must be starved
to death. The elephants do their best—most winning—tricks to try to get food. The elephants’
deaths are counter-pointed by the grief-broken
lives of those who survived, bearing the memory
of the senseless killings.
Gleam and Glow by Eve Bunting, illustrated by
Peter Sylvada. Voyager Books, 2001. ISBN 9780152053802. 2–5. Two goldfish, Gleam and Glow,
become symbolic of the endurance of hope and
the persistence of human kindness amidst the
horror of war. “An extra day or two of life is as
important to a fish as it is to us,” says one of the
war-touched refugees. The children and mother
move from the beloved home when the threat of
retribution, homes set ablaze, comes closer and
closer. The fish are set loose in the pond. The
family searches for months for the missing father,
whom they find. They head back together to what
was their home and
along the way, there is
nothing. No houses,
no farms, no animals.
Just the fish in the
pond. And their
children and their
children’s children.

The Harmonica by Tony Johnston,
illustrated by Ron Mazellan.
Charlesbridge, 2004. ISBN 9781570915475. 6–8. Before his
family is taken, “split like a piece
of wood,” a boy with a harmonica plays Schubert. The gift of
music goes with him to the concentration camp where he plays
at the end of the day for the commandant, knowing death would follow a refusal. He
eats while others die. But they thank him on their
deathbeds for the music and the hope it inspires.
This oblique and haunting story will touch older
readers and perhaps lead them to look into the
part that music played in the Third Reich’s tortured
view of humanity.
Hiroshima No Pika by Toshi Maruki. Lothrop, Lee
& Shepard Books, 1980. ISBN 0688012973. 3–5.
A child tells us of the Hiroshima No Pika (flash over
Hiroshima) when “Little Boy” was dropped on the
city of Hiroshima. Tells of what happened in that
moment, the moment that lasts forever, like the
lingering effects of the radiation. Abstract art counters a very concrete concept: war is NOT fun and
is to be avoided at all costs.
The Island of the Skog by Steven Kellogg. Puffin,
1973. ISBN 978-0140546491. K–3. Rowdy and
his band of mousey explorers, off to conquer the
world, take on the fearsome (but unseen) skog
who inhabits their island paradise, also having
been there first. The fear of the unknown Skog
fuels the mouse-pirate munitions build-up in a
miniature Cold War. When the Skog is finally
encountered, after terror, after fear, comes understanding. And in the end, peace prevails.
Rose Blanche by Roberto Innocenti. Harcourt,
1996. ISBN 0152009175. 6–8. With Rose Blanche,
who follows a little boy after his abuse at the hands
of evil soldiers, we find the secret camp where
prisoners are kept. Rose Blanche brings food to the
children, defying orders to leave them alone. Thus
the story becomes one of compassion, bravery, and
honesty. It speaks to the issue of our obligation to
help each other in the face of evil.

March 2008 Web Resources • LibrarySparks

A Bibliography of Wartime Picture Books
Sadako by Eleanor
Coerr, illustrations by Ed Young.
Putnam, 1993. ISBN
0698115880. 1–5.
This retelling of
Sadako and the
Thousand Paper Cranes
for a younger audience is enriched by Ed Young’s
award-winning illustrations which were originally
done for the videotape of Sadako. The story tells
of a young girl dying of leukemia as a result of
the bombing of Hiroshima. Her fervent hope that
folding 1000 legendary paper cranes will divert
her death becomes the symbol of hope for peace.
The quiet, unsentimental voice and the masterful
art (including the cover in which the crane’s image
overlays the face of the child) combine to make
this a powerful peace anthem.

wire, guard towers with searchlights, children in a
crowded schoolroom, the roundups when soldiers
came into the house and took the family away. The
tone of the book is reminiscent of Nevil Shute’s On
the Beach, perhaps because of the sea, but also the
hollowness that loss leaves lingering, like the echo
of the ocean in the shell held to the ear.

Sami and the Time of Troubles by Florence Parry
Heide and Judith Heide Gilliland, illustrated
by Ted Lewin. Clarion Books, 1992. ISBN 9780395720851. 3–6. Sami longs for an end to the
Time of the Troubles which has been since he was
born. Now living with his mother and sister in the
basement of their grandfather’s house, enduring
nightly shellings, and suicide bombers in the “ordinary” world, Sami and his grandfather remember
the Day of the Children, when all the children
came out of hiding and begged for the fighting
to stop. The intertwining of everyday delights (a
peach from the market) and the pall of war. The
grandfather wonders where someone would get a
peach in times like this. The child endures in spite
of all the horror.

The Story of Ferdinand by
Munro Leaf, illustrated by
Robert Lawson. Grosset
& Dunlap, 2000. ISBN
9780448421902. 1–3.
Peaceable Ferdinand just
wants to sit and smell
his flowers. All goes well
until a bee stings him and drives
him wildly into the world. He is chosen to fight
in the bullring, but when he is unleashed upon
the eager toreadors and picadors and matador, all
he does is sit and smell the flowers. A parable of
pacifism, Ferdinand is also the story of how some
are inclined to combat (like his fellow bulls who
love to butt heads and poke each other with their
horns) and others seem more inclined to sit and
smell the flowers.

So Far from the Sea
by Eve Bunting, illustrated by Chris K.
Soentpiet. Clarion
Books, 1998. ISBN
0395720958. 3–5. A
Japanese American
girl and her family visit the prison at
Manzanar where her father was taken as a child in
1942 during the Japanese-American Internment.
Soentpiet’s watercolors capture the sorrow of the
family in his portrayal of the barren landscape.
As the family endures the icy wind, the father
recounts how it was for him there: behind barbed
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Star of Fear, Star of Hope by Jo Hoestlandt,
illustrated by Johanna Kang, translated by
Mark Polizzotti. Walker & Co., 1995. ISBN
0802775888. 2–4. Helen, just eight, has a
sleepover with her best friend, Lydia. Lydia wears
the Star of David on her coat. During the night,
the girls have a disagreement and part angry. Lydia
is never seen again, but leaves Helen her birthday
present—a doll that looks just like her, star and
all. The reader feels the immense sense of loss that
only war can create.

Terrible Things: An Allegory of the Holocaust
by Eve Bunting, illustrated by Stephen Gammell.
Jewish Publication Society, 1989. ISBN
0827605072. 1–5. When The Terrible Things
came to take away the first group, it wasn’t us, so
we did not protest. When they came again, to take
away the second group, luckily again, it wasn’t
us, so we did not protest. And when they came to
take us away, there was no one left to save us. Eve
Bunting’s allegory encourages young children to
stand up for what is right, without waiting for others to join them.

The Unbreakable Code by Sara Hoagland Hunter,
illustrations by Julia Miner. Rising Moon/Northland
Publishing, 1996. ISBN 0873586389. 1–4. The
Navajo grandfather details how his fellow Diné
Marine Corps members memorized the code that
helped win the war in the Pacific, using the very
language that they were forbidden to speak in
boarding schools by the very whites who put them
there. The ending is articulate. “When I came
home, I walked the twelve miles from the bus station to this spot. There weren’t any parades or parties. I knew I wasn’t allowed to tell anyone about
the code.” At the back of the book are some of the
original secrets of the code and a few of the highlights of “secret” codes.
The Wall by Eve Bunting, illustrated by Ronald
Himler. Clarion Books, 1990. ISBN 0395629772.
K–3. A boy and his father seek Grandfather’s name
on the Vietnam Wall Memorial. As the father
reads the names on the wall, the boy envisions the
person, alive and talking to him. This is a good
beginning dialog about Vietnam, the whole searing
controversy, the internal conflict in America for a
new generation of children who need to understand it in order to prevent its recurrence. This
will provoke questions about the soldier in combat
fatigues who visits the wall in a wheelchair because
he does not have any legs; an older couple coming
in sorrowful memory of the loss of their child, and
the flags, letters, flowers left at the wall.

The Yellow Star: The Legend of King
Christian X of Denmark by Carmen
Agra Deedy, illustrated by Henri
Sorensen. Peachtree Publishers,
2000. ISBN 1561452084. 3–5. First
the king of Denmark refuses to fly
the Nazi flag. Then the king’s loyal
Jewish subjects are ordered to sew
The Yellow Star of David on their
clothing. Pondering how to “hide
a yellow star,” the king looks to
the sky for an answer, and gets it. He goes among
his people, wearing a yellow star and they all follow his unspoken example and “once again in
the country of Denmark, there were only Danes,”
because they all wear the yellow star. Among the
Nazi-occupied countries, only Denmark rescued
the overwhelming majority of its Jews.
***
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Whoever You Are by Mem
Fox, illustrated by Leslie
Staub. Harcourt Brace,
1997. ISBN 0152007873.
K–2. Across all cultures,
across all generations,
across all bloodlines and
battle lines, the children
know that outside we all
look different in the mirror, eat different
foods, speak different languages, live and laugh
and cry and learn differently. But inside, we share
the bond of humanity. “Joys are the same and
love is the same, pain is the same and blood is the
same.” Whoever they are, wherever they are, all
over the world.
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