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Summary

A hermit is sitting in the forest, thinking about big and little, when he sees a mouse about to be
snatched up by a crow. Saving the mouse from certain death, the hermit takes the mouse to his hut
in the forest, and cares for it there. As larger animals threaten the pet, the hermit changes the mouse
into a cat, a dog, and a majestic tiger. As the tiger struts about the forest, he is reminded of his
humble beginning by the hermit. Offended and humiliated, the tiger sulks off, and decides to kill the
hermit. However, the hermit, reading the tiger’s mind, turns the tiger back into a humble mouse that
is never seen again.

About the Author

Marcia Brown was born July 13, 1918, in Rochester, New York. She studied at the Woodstock School
of Painting during the summer of 1938, and attended the New York College for Teachers, now the
State University of New York at Albany, and received a B.A. degree in 1940. She later studied at New
School for Social Research, Art Students’ League, and Columbia University. In 1985, she studied at
Zhejiang Academy of Fine Arts in Hangzhou, China.

Brown is an artist and author of children’s books. She taught English and drama from 1940-43 at
Cornwall High School, Cornwall, NY. She was a library assistant for the rare book collection at the
New York Public Library from 1943-48. In 1953 she taught puppetry at the University College of the
West Indies, Jamaica, British West Indies.

She received the Caldecott Medal for Once a Mouse... in 1962. The same book was selected for the
American Institute of Graphic Arts Children’s Book Show, 1961-62. Her children’s books are all self-
illustrated.

She has said, “My interest in making picture books comes in an almost unbroken line from the
constant reading and drawing of my childhood. Pictures popped into my head as | read, and | read
voraciously. Very early | discovered that music and drawing could sometimes speak more clearly than
words. My sisters and | were brought up to take enormous pleasure in the visual world; and since our
childhood was spent in small towns with beautiful natural settings, we had plenty of opportunity to
do so. Reading books and listening to music were as normal parts of my childhood as eating and

playing.

“From the time when | first wanted to illustrate books, and that was quite early in my life, | was
interested in books for younger rather than older children. | remember a keen resentment that a book
was illustrated at all when the pictures were inadequate compared to those pictures that formed in
the mind. | like making books for young children whose imaginations are vivid and whose associations
are few.

“A picture book really exists only when a child and a book come together, when the stream that
formed in the artist’s mind and heart flows through the book and into the mind and heart of the
child. Before starting to make the book, an artist must be sure the story is worth the time, his time
and love spent in illustrating it, and the child’s time to be spent in looking at it.”
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Attribute Web

The attribute web below will help you gather clues the author provides about a character in the
novel. Fill in the blanks with words and phrases which tell how the character acts and looks, as well as
what the character says and what others say about him or her.

Acts Feels

> W h =
S W N =

Character

Looks Says

1. 1
2. 2
3. 3
4, 4
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Pages 1 through 11 (From “One day a hermit sat thinking about big and
little—" to “he quickly changed him into a stout cat. But...”)

Vocabulary
hermit 1 snatched 2 greedy 4 comforted 7

Vocabulary Activity

Some of the characters in this story are a hermit, a mouse, and a crow. Pretend to be the hermit.
Show how you would comfort the mouse. Pretend to be the crow. Show how you would try to
snatch something. Pretend to be the mouse. Show how you would be greedy.

Discussion Questions and Activities

1. What is the hermit thinking about as he sits beneath the tree? (Page 1, He is thinking about big
and little.) If you were to think about big and little also, what would you think? Make a list.

2. Brainstorm the word hermit. What are some things that you know about hermits?

hermit

3. Why do you think that the crow is chasing after the mouse? (pages 2, 3, 4) What is the crow
going to do? Make a list of some of the things that crows eat.

4. What does the hermit do to comfort the mouse? (Page 7, The hermit takes the mouse to his
hut in the forest, and gives the mouse milk and grains of rice.) How do you like to be
comforted? Is there some food that makes you feel better? Is there some story or song that
makes you feel better?

© Novel Units, Inc. All rights reserved
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5. What other kind of animal comes to the hut? (Page 8, A cat comes to the hut.)

6. What does the hermit do to protect the mouse? (Page 11, The hermit changes the mouse into
a stout cat.)

7. Page 11 ends with the word “But...” Make some predictions. What will happen next?
8. Start a story map. (See page 9 of this guide.)

9. Start an attribute web for the hermit. (See pages 10-11 of this guide.) What words best
describe him?

10. What animal would you like to be? Let’s pretend that the hermit is going to change you into an
animal. Make a picture of yourself as that animal, and explain why you chose to be that one.

Pages 12 through 21 (From “that night a dog barked in the forest.” to
“lording it over the other animals.”)

Vocabulary
prowling 16 gesture 18 lording 20

Vocabulary Activity

Look at the letters in the word prowling. How many different words can you make from those letters?
(Here are a few: prowl, growl, plow, row, low, wing, ring, go, ping, win, etc.)

Discussion Questions and Activities
1. What kind of animal barks in the forest? (Page 12, A dog barks in the forest.)

2. What is the hermit’s reaction to the dog barking? (Page 15, He changes the cat into a big dog.)
Do you think that this is the end of changing animals?

3. What kind of animal pounces on the dog? (Page 16, A tiger pounces on the dog.)

4. What happens next? (Pages 18-19, The hermit, with a gesture, changes the dog into a large
tiger.) How do you think that the other tiger feels when he starts out by looking at a dog, and
then all of a sudden sees a very large tiger? Draw a picture showing the face of the tiger, and
how it feels.

5. The author says that the tiger is “lording it over the other animals.” What do you think that
means? (Notice the illustration on pages 20 and 21. Look at the face of the tiger.) Have you
ever done something similar? What was it, and why?

6. Make a prediction as to what may happen next. Is there any animal that is larger than the
tiger?

7. Make illustrations of the animals, remembering that the cat is larger than the mouse, the dog
is larger than the cat, and the tiger is the largest of all.
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