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     Grandfather’s Journey, a Caldecott Medal Book by Allen Say, describes the multicultural experiences of a Japanese American family.  The story is based on the lives of the author and his grandfather.  Although this book is probably most often read independently by 2nd grade children, it should appeal to a much broader age range, including teens and adults.  Because the age of the main characters in the book are young adults during most of the book, the story line is realistic, and the pictures are of artistically created paintings, some older students who are reading English at the 2nd grade level may enjoy reading it independently.

     The narrator begins the story by describing his grandfather’s experiences as a young man traveling to America, the New World, probably around the turn of the 20th century.  He wore European style clothing for the first time aboard the steamship that he traveled on for 3 weeks when on his way to America.  In America, he explored by train, boat, and foot for what was probably a rather lengthy time of his life, all around the country visiting the seacoast, deserts, farmlands, cities, rivers, and mountains.  The narrator describes how all that he saw, especially California, impressed his grandfather.  The paintings on each page also reflect the awe that he must have felt as he traveled.  The people he met during his travels were described as being of all different races.  As a young man traveling he did not consider returning to his home in Japan.

     Eventually he did return to Japan to marry, but brought his wife back to live in California.  He had a daughter and as she grew he thought about his homeland’s mountains and rivers.  In an attempt to help him self keep from missing Japan too much, he kept many songbirds as pets, but he still thought about his home.  Eventually he returned to Japan and, after visiting his friends, mountains, and rivers of his childhood home, he settled in a large city because he thought the city would be better for his daughter who had grown up in the American city of San Francisco.  She married and later gave birth to a boy, the narrator.  As a young boy, his grandfather told him many stories about California.

     The boy’s grandfather, in spite of raising songbirds, was unable to forget California’s mountains and rivers.  He planned to return to America, but could not because war broke out, probably World War II.  His home and city were destroyed by the war so he returned to his home village, but no longer raised any pet songbirds.  He continued to plan to return to see California in America again, but never did so.  

     Although the narrator’s grandfather never was able to return to America, the narrator decided to see it for himself.  He began to love the land just as his grandfather had and began raising a family in America.  The end of the book describes the narrator’s current feelings and experiences; just like his grandfather had, he misses his friends, mountains, and rivers of Japan, but he is able to visit Japan from America.  Apparently, because he loves both America and Japan, he finds himself missing one country whenever he is in the other.  He understands how his grandfather felt and misses him too.

     This story is a wonderful multicultural story about moving from one country to another, but continuing to love both of them.  This message could be very helpful to immigrant students who find themselves missing their home countries.  It could also be helpful to students who have just moved from one place to another within one country.  Although the grandfather loved the country he was in at any one time in the story, he could not forget the other; perhaps a message is that he should not have tried to forget.  Additionally, everyone may enjoy and benefit from reading and learning about the experiences of the characters in this story.  Besides the multicultural experiences of moving from one country to another, many readers may gain greater appreciation for Japan and America through the descriptions and paintings in the book.  Also, the side story of how war affected the characters’ lives may provide some historical as well as cultural insight.  The descriptions and paintings of America and Japan at the turn of the century may inspire historical and cultural appreciation.  It is also a story about family interaction, the influence that sharing experiences between one generation and another may have. This book is phenomenal and highly recommended.
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