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The House Baba Built
An engaging true story
of the house that Ed
Young’s father built in
Shanghai and how the
family lived there
during World War II. It
is about “finding the

Ed Young Books
Ed Young is a famous children’s book author and illustrator. I have done lessons
for one of his books, Tsunami, and several of his books are staples in the
multicultural classroom. There are many teaching ideas for Lon Po Po at
http://www.vickiblackwell.com/lit/lonpopo.html (many at a primary level but
many also suitable for intermediate students.)

blessing in a curse” and also about how children can
grow up happy under the most difficult of
situations.
Ed Young, Little Brown and Co.©2011, 978-0316-07628-9

Keeping Children Safe
“War was coming to Shanghai..like the crows that
come in summer and covered the sky with
blackness...He wanted to move somewhere he
could keep Ma and the four of us safe.”
Written from the point of view of Ed Young as a
child, the book shows the safety the children
really did feel, without understanding a lot of what
was happening at an adult level. Here are a few
questions for your students to discuss:
1. Why do you think Ed Young’s father build the
house where he did?
2. Why do you think the family has has fava beans
day after day?
3. Why are the adults listening to shortwave for
news?
4. Why do people move into their house?
5. Why does his father stop whistling at his table?
6. Why were they forced to learn Japanese at
school?
7. Why can’t they fill the pool any more? What
do they do with the space?

Red Riding Hood

Tsunami!

Cinderella

Personal Writing (Extreme Writing)
Here are some possible personal writing ideas rising from the book:
• This is a detailed story of a house Ed Young lived in as a child. Describe the
houses you have lived in.
• These children made do with whatever toys and other items they had for
play. What toys have you particularly played with with your friends?
Describe in detail.
• They played Donkey, Go Fish, and Call Your Bluff. Have you played card
games or board games yourselves? What kinds? Describe in detail.
• The children had scooters, bikes, and 4-wheel roller skates. Tell some stories
aventures you have had using “vehicles” like this.

Chopsticks Racing
Ed Young describes his siblings as racing while holding a pea with chopsticks.
First get a set of chopsticks for each child and then teach them how to hold
them (many will already know). Give them two small plastic containers and
have them practice transferring a small item, a pea or dried bean is a good idea,
from one bowl to the other. When everyone is quite accomplished, form 8 or
so small relay teams, and hold a “holding a pea with chopsticks’ race. (You want
lots of teams so that students aren’t standing doing nothing.)

The Fold-Out Book
This book has many double-sized pages that fold out. Student smight enjoy
creating a “published” book of their own, with a fold out page.
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Drawing My House
On of the foldouts of the book is a drawing of the
three floors of their house, with figures in the rooms
showing the activities of the family in those rooms.
This is a good time to have students draw their own
house, numbering in each room a key to what they
did in that room, and then listing the things on
their key. It is a good “mapping” activity, but also
a great source of journaling ideas, a la The House
Baba Built.

Map of the Neighbourhood
Ed Young includes a map of the area in which he grew up showing where his

Repetition Makes Rhythm
and Balance

house was located. Give students copies of a map of the catchment area of

One of the useful writing tips “for life” is to show

their school. Ask them to locate their house on it and use coloured dots to

how repetition can enhance a story. This book

mark where they have had “adventures”. Save these to write a personal book of

repeats a variation of “the house that Baba built”

“Adventures in My Neighbourhood.”

quite frequently. Examples are “thumped along the
floors, leaving tracks in the house that Baba built”,

Dear Children
Baba sent a letter to his children saying, “...You may put down as rule No. 1
that life is not rich not real unless you partake in life with your fellow man. A successful life and a happy life is one as measured by how much you have
accomplished for others and not one as measured by how much you’ve done for
yourself. Love Dad.”

“the grown-ups waltzed, whirling round the rooms
of the house Baba built.” Many pages later “by the
pool behind the house Baba built.” Then “onto
the deck of the house Baba built.” “We danced the
conga - through the whole downstairs of the house
Baba built.” “nothing could happen to us within
those walls, in the house Baba built.”“A bridal suite

Students could be asked to write an imaginary letter, thinking of what lessons
about life their parents would write to them, or they would write to their own
children some day...their choice. Maybe 4 paragraphs of advice would be
appropriate.

was added to the house Baba built,” is the last of

Also, attached is a shortened version of the “Dear Scottie” letter that F. Scott
Fitzgerald wrote to his teenage daughter who had just been expelled from her
exclusive private school. It’s quite explosive. Ask students to discuss it and
then each independently write the response they think should be written by
Scottie back to her father.

already written, title it something they would wish

the quotes. The House That Jack Built has this
repetition, as do many other children’s stories, and
many famous poems. Ask students to take a story
to repeat, and then add that repetition 4 times in
their story to show how it enhances the power of
the writing. As a listening skill, they could also
tally how many times “house Baba built” is repeated

(They will need to know that F. Scott Fitzgerald is one of the most famous of
American writers.)

in the story.
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Exploring a Picture
Ed Young uses family photos to illustrate some
of his story. Ask students to bring a picture of
themselves that their family has taken - it’s best
if they bring a copy. If they bring an original,
make a copy for them so that the original is not
destroyed.
Ed Young used a lot of family photos to illustrate
his book. Students need to look at their picture
and answer the following types of questions:
1. How old was I when this picture was taken?
Where was it taken?
2. Why was this picture taken, and not perhaps
others?
3. Who is taking this picture?
4. What am I wearing and is this typical of what
I was wearing at the time?
5. What sensory memories do I have about this
place? (smells, tastes - food - feel - sights, etc.)
6. What emotions are around this place and
why?

Why a German Refugee Family?
The family took in a German refugee family called the Luedeckes. The
children just accepted it as “normal” as children do. Why were there
German refugees in Shanghai during the war? Page 4 is an excerpt
from The Holocaust Museum at http://www.ushmm.org/wlc/en/gallery_ph.php?ModuleId=10007091 that tells the story of these refugees. The
story is worthwhile “cultural literacy” knowledge.
Discuss with students where the refugees currently coming to Canada are
coming from and why.

Make an Origami Box
In early spring when the mulberry leaves sprouted, Ed Young and his friends
traded silkworm eggs. They made paper origami boxes for their houses and
fed them mulberry leaves. A website that shows how to build an origami
box is : http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Dul_wi56Xa0&feature=fvwrel.
Watch the YouTube several times and make it yourself, before you teach the
class. Once they know how it is very easy. (If you live in the lower
mainland, there is very inexpensive origami paper at Daizo in Richmond.)

Encourage students to elaborate and then to use
the copy of the picture to illustrate their “story”
of the taking of the picture.

World War II in China
Because it was such a savage war, it is probably not suitable to study it
with intermediate students. However, Baba had chosen his location
well, as the Embassy area of westerners was largely spared in the war.
Ed Young mentions seeing two planes in the sky, adults listening to
short wave. The 1937 surrender of Shanghai and the Massacre of
Nanking the same year were horrendous events that, for Ed Young,
meant only that they were short of food and had to learn Japanese
in school. He mentions the Lings moving there for safety, as well as
German refugees. He mentions his father being out of work. There
was a curfew. They had their lights out during a bombing. Two of
the Lings’ sons join the Chinese army. Bombs and sirens came at
the end of the war and then it was over and the allies sent medical
supplies and food, plus the Chinese-American soldier brought treats.
For Shanghai the war lasted from 1937 to 1945, when Ed Young was
from 6 to 14 years of age. It might be interesting to have students
record as a listening skill, listen for “the war’s influence on the family”
as you read the story.

Aunt Hihima Had Half-Bound
Feet
The custom of feet binding did not end in China until
the Sun Yat-sen took over in 1911 and created a death
penalty for the practice. It began in the 10th century,
Tang Dynasty, when dancers bound their feet to look
delicate on stage. You started when the girl was 4-6 yeras
of age. To marry well, you needed small feet. Girls with
unbound feet were field workers and servants. Students
may be interested in researching the process for feet
binding and its consequences.

The House Baba Built, p. 3
German and Austrian Jewish Refugees in Shanghai
In the years preceding World War II, Shanghai was a divided city. In 1842, when the then-minor port was opened to
western trade, Great Britain, the United States, France, Italy, and Portugal established extraterritorial rights in the city's
so-called foreign concessions-the International Settlement, administered by a municipal council of western powers, and
the French Concession, headed by the French consul general.
Before the arrival of Jews fleeing Nazi persecution and the war in Europe, the International Settlement and French
Concession were home to two main Jewish groups. The older and smaller group consisted of about 700 Sephardic Jews
whose fathers and grandfathers had arrived from Iraq as traders in the mid-1800s and quickly ascended the social and
economic ladder. The second and larger community comprised a few thousand Ashkenazi Jews who had fled to China as
refugees from Russia during the Revolution of 1917. Most of them earned modest livings as small business owners.
In the aftermath of 1937 Sino-Japanese fighting, large sections of Shanghai fell under Japanese control, including the
part of the International Settlement referred to as Hongkew.
An estimated 17,000 German and Austrian Jews first trickled into Shanghai after the beginning of Nazi persecution
of Jews in 1933, and then, following the 1938 violence of Kristallnacht, streamed in like a flood. These early refugees
usually immigrated to Shanghai as families. Stripped of most of their assets before fleeing the Reich, these thousands of
refugees swarmed into Hongkew because they could not afford to live anywhere else in the foreign concessions.
During the 1930s, Nazi policy encouraged Jewish emigration from Germany, and a ship's passage enabled a person to
gain release, even from a concentration camp. At first, Shanghai seemed an unlikely refuge, but as it became clear that
most countries in the world were limiting or denying entry to Jews, it became the only available choice. Until August
1939, no visas were required for entering Shanghai. Ernest Heppner, who fled Breslau with his mother in 1939, recalled
that the “main thing was to get out of Germany, and really at this point, people did not care where we went, anywhere
just to get away from Germany” (Ernest Heppner, USHMM Oral History, 1999).
Arrival in Shanghai was a shock, especially for those who had just stepped off a European liner on which they had been
served breakfast by uniformed stewards and now found themselves lining up for lunch in a soup kitchen. Once the
refugees settled in, finding work was a challenge, and many refugees had to rely on at least some charitable relief.
Still, the majority of German and Austrian Jews managed. Despite the blows to Shanghai's economy dealt by the SinoJapanese conflict, some of them adapted well, taking advantage of opportunities that the city offered. The Eisfelder
family, who arrived at the end of 1938, opened and operated Café Louis, a popular gathering place for refugees throughout the war years. Others established small factories or cottage industries, set themselves up as doctors or teachers, or
worked as architects or builders to transform sections of bombed-out Hongkew. By 1940, an area around Chusan Road
was known as “Little Vienna,” owing to its European-style cafés, delicatessens, nightclubs, shops, and bakeries.
When Shanghai's refugee population suddenly jumped from about 1,500 at the end of 1938 to nearly 17,000 one year
later, the local Jews were overwhelmed and hard pressed to find the resources to help... needy families.
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A Letter to Scottie
Read the piece aloud in the “voice” of the author – in this case F. Scott
Fitzgerald. F. Scott Fitzgerald wrote this letter to his daughter in 1938 when
he was already a famous author for The Great Gatsby and other books. She
was in her last year of a private high school and had been just asked to leave
for breaking rules. He was concerned that she might not be able to attend
college if she was expelled. (The following letter has been shortened from
the original.)

The Sons of the Dragon
King
Ed Young has also written a picture book called
The Sons of the Dragon King. The dragon king
story is mentioend in The House Baba Built as
a story that grandmother told while the bombs
were falling, , so this would be a good follow-up
read-aloud with the students. They could go on

Students then discuss the letter and write the response that Scottie should
write to her father in 3-4 well thought out paragraphs.

to read other Chinese mythology, some written
by Ed Young and some by others.

Legend of the chinese
Zodiac
There are lesson ideas for the book The Cats’
Tale, which described “the great race” between
the animals that determined the order of the
Chinese zodiac. Below is Ed Young’s version of
the “great race” called Cat and Rat.
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F. Scott Fitzgerald
Culver City, California
July 7, 1938
Dearest Scottie;

Scottie

I’d like you to read this letter twice – bitter as it may seem. You will reject it now, but later it may seem true. When I’m talking to you, you think
of me as an “authority”. When I tell you about my youth, it seems unreal. The young can’t believe in their father’s youth. But maybe you’ll
understand a small bit if I put it in writing.
When I was your age I lived with a great dream. The dream grew and I learned how to write about it and make people listen. Then the dream
divided one day when I married your mother though I knew she was spoiled. I was immediately sorry, but, more patient in those days, came to
love her in a different way. Then you came along and for a long time we were happy. But I was divided – she wanted me to work for her and I
wanted to work for my dream. She realized too late that work has dignity, the only dignity, and tried to work herself. It was too late.
I never wanted to see again in this world women who were brought up as idlers. One of my chief desires in this life was to keep you from being
an idler who brings ruin on yourself and others. When you began to show disturbing signs at fourteen I told myself you were socially advanced
and a strict school would fix things. But sometimes I think idlers are a special class that you cannot change, plead with them how you will.
My reforming days are over, and if you are that way, I don’t want you to change. But I don’t want to be upset by idlers inside my family or out. I
want my energies and earnings for those who, like myself, believe in work.
I have begun to fear that you don’t. You don’t realize that what I am doing is the last tired effort of a man who once wrote something finer and
better. There is not enough energy, or call it money, to carry a dead weight and I become angry and resentful when I feel I am doing this.
You have reached the age when you are of interest to an adult only for your future promise. The mind of a little child is fascinating for it looks on
old things with new eyes – but at around 12 this changes. The adolescent offers nothing, can do nothing, and can say nothing the adult cannot
do better.
To sum up: what you have done to make me proud has been practically negligible since you made yourself a good diver at camp. When I cannot
feel you are “going somewhere” your company tends to depress me for the silly waste and triviality involved. On the other hand, when
occasionally I see signs of life and purpose in you, there is no company in the world I prefer. You have a real gusto for life, a dream of your own,
and my idea was to attach it to something solid before it was too late – as it was too late for your mother to learn anything when she got around
to it.
I will meet your boat in September. This letter is a declaration that I am no longer interested in your promise but only in your actual
achievements. I love you always, but I am only interested by people achieving something. Whether you will – or want to – remains to be seen.
Daddy
PS. Will you please read this letter a second time? I wrote it twice.

F. Scott Fitzgerald and Zelda (his wife)

