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The Day Mother Sold the Family Swords

A True Story by Shizuko Obo

	 When	people	think	about	Japan,	they	either	think	of	Old	Japan—people	wearing	
bright, flowing kimonos, living in wooden houses with thatched straw roofs and 
sliding paper walls, writing poetry on paper lanterns, and practicing the martial arts. 
Or they think of New Japan—everybody wearing business suits, rushing for crowded 
trains, working fourteen hours a day, making a lot of cars and cameras, TVs and 
VCRs, but still taking the time to practice the martial arts.

 I grew up in Japan during a time between the old and the new ways of life, in 
the final days of the Second World War, when more changes took place in Japan 
than had taken place in the past thousand years. When I was a little girl, living on 
the outskirts of Tokyo, I could look out over one of the biggest cities in the world 
and see nothing but brown, burned buildings, and wreckage. There wasn’t a tree or 
a spray of green leaves anywhere. Some of the things I remember about those days 
were shocking. Some of them were funny. One of the things I remember most clearly 
is the day my mother sold the family swords.

 Near the end of the war that had started when Japan made a surprise attack on 
Pearl Harbor, American B-29 planes dropped thousands of firebombs on Tokyo. 
During this biggest firebombing in history, most of the wooden houses with their 
thatched straw roofs and paper screens burned like stacks of crumpled paper. My 
mother had taken me and my older brother and sister to live with relatives in the 
country before this happened. However, my father and my oldest brother, Takeo, had 
stayed home. My father had to work. My brother, who was fifteen years older than I, 
had been drafted into the navy and was to begin flight training to become a pilot.

 During the last days of the war, my brother Takeo was chosen to be a member of 
a special attack squadron called the kamikaze. By 1945, Japan was so short of trained 
pilots that young, inexperienced pilots were asked to dive their airplanes right into 
the American ships instead of trying to drop bombs on them. The pilots were killed, 
of course, when they crashed their planes into the ships, which were badly damaged 
or sunk. These kamikazes were the last weapons Japan had left in 1945. Many young 
Japanese were willing to sacrifice their lives for their country rather than give up.
	

Now answer the questions about this part of the selection.

DIRECTIONS: Read the story carefully. Then read each question and fill in the bubble next to the 
correct answer.
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1. The first paragraph of the story describes

	A. how people in Japan make TVs and VCRs.
 B. the martial arts.
 C. some of the differences between Old Japan and New Japan.
 D. what the author saw as a little girl.

2. Which of the following did the author actually see?

	A. the surprise attack on Pearl Harbor
 B. Tokyo after the firebombing
 C. The Emperor speaking over the radio
 D. the crash of a kamikaze pilot

3. The author describes the kamikaze in order to show how strongly  
the Japanese believed in

 A. sacrificing themselves for their country.
 B. preserving the old ways of life in Japan.
 C. training skilled pilots.
 D. ending the war as soon as possible.
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	 Americans found the kamikaze unbelievable. How could you train a pilot to crash 
his own plane like that? The Japanese had a long tradition of self-sacrifice. In the olden 
times, the samurai were warriors and were something like police officers. They carried 
two swords: a long sword for fighting and a short sword to kill themselves if they were 
disgraced.

 During the night in 1945, when the firebombs rained on Tokyo, my brother Takeo was 
still at home. The bombs didn’t hit our house, but the fire spread from burning debris. Our 
house also began to burn.

 Takeo, who was very brave, ran back into the house to save whatever he could. First, 
he threw the mattresses out of the window to the ground. Then he started to save my 
father’s swords.

 My father owned a small factory, but his ancestors were daimyo—a title that was	
one rank above the samurai. In Old Japan, only noblemen had the right to own or 
carry swords. A daimyo was the master of many samurai. My father had kept all of 
the ceremonial and historical swords from our clan. He had about twenty of them, two          
of which dated back to the thirteenth century. These swords were our most precious 
heirlooms.

 Takeo threw the swords out of the burning house onto the mattresses, while the roof 
began to cave in. My father shouted for Takeo to get out of the house. His son was worth 
more to him than a thousand swords. Finally, Takeo jumped onto the mattress after the 
swords. A moment later, the roof fell in. The house where I was born had been destroyed.

 In August of 1945, the last bombs fell. American B-29s dropped an atomic bomb on 
Hiroshima, and another on Nagasaki. Both cities were blown to bits. The Emperor spoke 
on the radio. He told the Japanese that they must surrender. This was the first time in three 
hundred years that Japan had ever lost a war. It was the first time in history that Japan 
would be occupied by foreign troops. Old Japan soon began to disappear.

 My father was stunned. He had never believed that Japan would lose the war. Yet, 
there was good news for the family. Takeo came back home from the navy. He did not get 
the chance to crash his airplane into an American ship. The war ended before he was to 
make his flight.

 Now that our family didn’t have to worry about bombs anymore, we had to worry 
about getting enough to eat. Before the war, Japan had owned overseas territories like 
Korea and Formosa (now called Taiwan). These countries had produced much of our 
food. Suddenly we had no overseas territories anymore, and food became expensive. In 
addition, many people were out of work.
	

Now answer the questions about this part of the selection.
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4. To the father, the swords were a symbol of

 A. Japan’s hardships during the war.
 B. his son’s bravery during the war.
 C. his own experiences as a samurai warrior.
 D. his family’s noble heritage.

5. The author says that the swords were family heirlooms.   
Which of the following best describes an heirloom?

 A. an item passed on from generation to generation
 B. an object used by the samurai
 C. an item used to protect one’s home and property
 D. a tool used for weaving

6. One of the ways life changed in Japan after the war was

 A. people had to worry about having enough food.
 B. all of the young men were gone.
 C. most families had saved their heirlooms.
 D. many items became inexpensive to buy.
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	 My father was a proud man. Still, in order to buy rice, he sold some of his most 
valuable possessions, one by one. Even when we ran out of food, he never considered 
selling our family swords. I remember one day when we had no rice, my mother cooked 
some dandelion leaves and some tender leaves from the shrubbery around our new house. 
The dandelions tasted like spinach—or maybe we were just hungry.

 We had few luxuries. Takeo had not thought of saving my dolls—only the swords that 
were the symbol of the Japanese warrior. After the fire, the only thing I had left was an 
American Kewpie doll Mother had given me. I took it with me everywhere until I was 
about ten years old.

 One of the few luxuries adults allowed themselves was to go to a fortune-teller. 
Japanese loved to have their fortunes told. Many people took them very seriously. One   
day when my mother was having her fortune told, the fortune-teller said something that 
frightened her: “If there is a sword in the family, the family will see blood.”

 My mother had always said we were a lucky family. Our house had burned down, and 
we lost most of our money, but nobody had been killed. Even Takeo had come home alive 
and unhurt. Many families were still waiting for their husbands or sons to return—many 
never would.

	 My mother didn’t want anyone to die. She did something that took great courage for 
a Japanese woman of her time. She ran home, gathered up all the family swords, and sold 
them to a junk dealer!

 When my father came home that night, he was so angry he couldn’t even talk. 
Sometimes he would mutter under his breath. However, he never raised a hand to strike  
my mother. In Old Japan, that was unusual because a woman had no power, not even to 
disagree with her husband or to sell his property. My brother Takeo was angry, too. He 
wanted the swords to hand down to his own sons when he had them. Men were supposed 
to be warriors.

 I quietly agreed with my mother. I didn’t want Japan to fight in any more wars. I didn’t 
want any more bombs falling on my house. I didn’t want to see any blood spilled in my 
family.

 Today, when I look back, I see that many of the things my father believed in were right. 
He believed in hard work, in keeping his word, and in loyalty to his country. He believed 
in facing death without fear. I see that my mother was right, too. She believed that wars 
were bad and that the Japanese had been wrong in wanting to conquer the world. They both 
believed that it was important to build a new Japan where people worked hard for peace 
and not for war—a modern and prosperous Japan. That’s why I loved both of my parents. 

Now answer the questions about this part of the selection.
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TOTAL SCORE:             /10

7. By selling the swords, the mother hoped to stop

 A. her family from starving.
 B. someone in her family from dying.
 C. her son from becoming a warrior.
 D. Japan from losing the war.

8. The mother showed great courage in selling the swords   
because women in Old Japan

 A. practiced martial arts.
 B. were very superstitious.
 C. had no power or rights.
 D. were not allowed to handle weapons.

9. The author would probably agree that the Second World War

 A. was the first time the Japanese used swords in battle.
 B. gave women equal power with men.
 C. had very little effect on her own family.
 D. revolutionized life in Japan forever.

10. “The Day Mother Sold the Family Swords” is an example of

 A. realistic fiction.
 B. drama.
 C. autobiography.
 D. fable.
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1. There won’t be (anybody, nobody) from our school at the party.
	 	 	
	
2. Hikers shouldn’t do (nothing, anything) to disturb the den.

	 	 	
3. Grizzlies haven’t (no, any) place to live in the national park.

4. In the spring, bears (aren’t ever, aren’t never) found here.

	 	

5. Rain forests provide homes for many animals.

	 	 	

6. Endangered animals are protected in the wildlife refuge.

	 	 	

7. Observation teams from the reserve protect small mammals.

	 	 	

	 	 		

Read each sentence. Underline the word or words in parentheses that 
correctly complete the sentence.

Read each sentence. Write each prepositional phrase on the line below 
the sentence.

GRADE 5 - Theme 6 CHECKING SKILLS 
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GRADE 5 - Theme 6 CHECKING SKILLS 

8. Summer passed quickly for Sam and (I, me). 

9. Sam wrote notes about (her and me, she and I) in his diary.

10. The raft was a perfect way to travel for his friend and (us, we).

Read each sentence. Underline the pronoun or pronouns in parentheses 
that correctly complete each sentence.
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1.	 	 A.	 The	radio	announcement	
immediately	caught	my	
attenshion.

	 	 B.	 Her	dress	was	simple	but	
fashionable	and	elegant.

	 	 C.	 You	could	hear	the	emotion	
and	sincerity	in	the	speaker’s	
voice.

	 	 D.	 No	mistake

2.	 	 A.	 Mother	checked	every	
furniture store to find a 
suitable	chair	for	our	family	
room.

	 	 B.	 The	new	business	was	
expected	to	become	profitible	
in	three	years.

	 	 C.	 A	possible	cure	had	just	been	
discovered	for	the	terrible	
disease.

	 	 D.	 No	mistake

DIRECTIONS:		Read all of the sentences. If an underlined word is misspelled, fill in the bubble next to 
the sentence. If none of the underlined words are misspelled, fill in the bubble next to “No mistake.” 

3.	 	 A.	 Merchants	at	the	farmers’	
market	were	selling	a	variety	
of	foods	and	goods.

	 	 B.	 Children	molded	clay	into	
different	animal	shapes.

	 	 C.	 The	residants	of	the	town	
vetoed	the	bond	measure.

	 	 D.	 No	mistake

4.	 	 A.	 Congressmen	proposed	
sweeping	changes	to	the	
state’s	welfare	system.

	 	 B.	 The	children	gave	the	
preamble	they	had	written	to	
their	teacher.

	 	 C.	 People	want	to	proserve	the	
land	by	turning	it	into	a	state	
park.

	 	 D.	 No	mistake

5.	 	 A.	 Conpare	the	reliability	of	both	
computers	before	you	decide	
which	one	to	buy.

	 	 B.	 The	sales	pitch	did	not	
convince	the	customer	to	buy	
the	property.

	  C. Grandmother filled the glass 
container	with	chocolate	chip	
cookies.

	 	 D.	 No	mistake

SOUNDS/SPELLINGS, WORD WORK 
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TOTAL SCORE:             /10

6.	 	 A.	 We	believed	the	child’s	story	
about	his	missing	homework.

	 	 B.	 This	town	has	a	maximum	
hieght	limit	for	its	buildings.

	 	 C.	 Have	you	received	your	new	
membership	card	for	the	nature	
club?

	 	 D.	 No	mistake

7.	 	 A.	 The	enactment	helped	jurors	
visualize	the	crime	scene.

	 	 B.	 Please	inclose	a	self-addressed,	
stamped	envelope	with	your	
letter	of	request.

	 	 C.	 Tension	mounted	as	the	two	
masters	engaged	in	a	game	of	
chess.

	 	 D.	 No	mistake

8.	  A. As water flows out of the dam, 
electric	energy	is	produced	by	
huge	generators.

	 	 B.	 Our	manager	keeps	a	list	of	the	
store’s	regular	customers.

	 	 C.	 Imagine	what	it	would	be	like	to	
travel	to	distant	galaxies.

	 	 D.	 No	mistake

9.	 	 A.	 The	celebrity	hired	a	
prominent	lawyer	to	defend	
him.

	 	 B.	 The	vacant	apartment	hadn’t	
been	occupied	for	several	
months.

	 	 C.	 Every	month	the	queen	gave	
her	servents	a	day	off.

	 	 D.	 No	mistake

10.		 A.	 When	a	prefex	is	added	to	
a	base	word,	it	changes	the	
word’s	meaning.

	 	 B.	 Excited	football	fans	cheered	
as teams ran onto the field.

	 	 C.	 The	exchange	student	was	
interested	in	learning	about	
our	culture.

	 	 D.	 No	mistake

SOUNDS/SPELLINGS, WORD WORK 
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4.	 The	artist	will	fashion	the	statue	from	
this	large	piece	of	marble.

	 In	which	sentence	is	the	word	fashion	used	
	 in	the	same	way	as	in	the	sentence	above?

	 	 A.	 My	brother	refused	to	wear	my	
old	shirt	because	it	was	out	of	
fashion.

	 	 B.	 Please	set	the	table	in	this	
fashion;	I	want	everything	to		
be	just	right.

	 	 C.	 Carpenters	worked	together	
to	fashion	the	table	from	a		
redwood	stump.

	 	 D.	 She	made	the	invitations	by	
hand	in	her	own,	unique	fashion.

5.	 	Monkeys	are	amusing	animals	to	
observe	at	the	zoo;	we	never	get	tired		
of	watching	them.

	 In	which	sentence	is	the	word	observe	used	
	 in	the	same	way	as	in	the	sentence	above?

	 	 A.	 We	were	cautioned	to	carefully	
observe	the	conditions	of	the	
contract.

	 	 B.	 Do	you	mind	if	we	observe	your	
birthday	next	week	instead	of	
this	week?

	 	 C.	 Grandmother	sat	on	the	park	
bench	to	observe	us	as	we		
played	on	the	slide.

	 	 D.	 The	legislator	observed	that	it		
is	our	duty	to	assure	justice		
and	freedom	for	all	people.

PART 2 — Multiple Meanings

DIRECTIONS:	Read	the	sentence.	Read	and	
answer	the	question.	Fill	in	the	bubble	next	
to	the	answer	you	have	chosen.	

1.	 The	king	was	the	most	dominant	
ruler	in	the	country’s	history.

	 	 A.	 aggressive

	 	 B.	 captive

	 	 C.	 diverse

	 	 D.	 subservient

2.	 Wary	that	someone	might	be	
listening,	the	woman	whispered	the	
secret	code	to	her	companion.

	 	 A.	 hesitant

	 	 B.	 careless

	 	 C.	 selective

	 	 D.	 tolerant

3.	 After	the	summer	rain	storm,	the	
weather	was	hot	and	humid.

	 	 A.	 abundant

	 	 B.	 arid

	 	 C.	 harsh

	 	 D.	 teeming

PART 1 — Antonyms

DIRECTIONS: Read	the	sentence.	Choose	the	
word	that	means	the	opposite	of	the	under-
lined word. Then fill in the bubble next to the 
word	you	have	chosen.
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6.	 Mockingbirds	simulate	the	calls	of	
other	birds	to	fool	predators.

	 	 A.	 reintroduce

	 	 B.	 canopy

	 	 C.	 cache

	 	 D.	 imitate

7.	 A	diamondback	rattlesnake	is	one			
of	many	deadly,	venomous	snakes	
found	in	this	region.

	 	 A.	 poisonous

	 	 B.	 wilderness

	 	 C.	 extinct

	 	 D.	 ferocious

PART 3 — Context Meaning

DIRECTIONS: Read	the	sentence.	Using	con-
text,	choose	the	word	that	means	the	same,	
or	about	the	same,	as	the	underlined	word.	
Then fill in the bubble next to the word you 
have	chosen.

8.	 Wild	animals	prefer	to	be	in	their	
natural	habitat.

	 	 A.	 predator

	 	 B.	 environment

	 	 C.	 survival

	 	 D.	 humility

9.	 Some	birds	do	not	migrate	to	warmer	
places	in	the	winter.

	 	 A.	 forage

	 	 B.	 calculate

	 	 C.	 move

	 	 D.	 ventilate

10.	When	faced	with	a	moral	dilemma,	it	
is	wise	to	let	your	conscience	be	your	
guide.

	 	 A.	 problem

	 	 B.	 territory

	 	 C.	 instinct

	 	 D.	 potential

PART 4 — Synonyms

DIRECTIONS:	Read	the	sentence.	Choose	the	
word	 that	 means	 the	 same,	 or	 about	 the	
same, as the underlined word. Then fill in the 
bubble	next	to	the	word	you	have	chosen.

TOTAL SCORE:             /10
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GRADE 5 - Theme 6 FLUENCY

Say these specific directions to the student:
When I say “Begin,” start reading aloud at the top of this page. Read across the page (DEMONSTRATE BY POINTING). 
Try to read each word. If you come to a word you don’t know, I will say the word for you. Read as quickly and accurately 
as you can, but do not read SO fast that you make mistakes. Do your best reading.

Passage #1
Refer to “General Directions for One-Minute Administration of Reading Passages.”

EVALUATING CODES FOR
ORAL READING

sky (/) word read incorrectly
blue        sky (   )  inserted word

 (   ) after the last word read

Comments:

6

15

25

32

43

52

58

67

74

80

89

99

106

114

125

133

140

148

153

160

170

178

186

195

203

211

217

222

Improved	working	conditions	for	the	migrant	

farm	worker	is	the	legacy	of	Cesar	Chavez.	While	

growing	up,	his	own	family	was	forced	to	move	from	

farm	to	farm.	They	followed	seasonal,	maturing	

crops.	When	he	was	only	ten	years	old,	he	worked	in		

the fields. He became aware of the awful working 

conditions	Latino	migrants	endured.	He	watched	

husbands	and	wives	labor	side	by	side.	Chavez	saw	

the	hardships	his	people	faced	each	day.

Chavez attended over sixty-five different 	

schools.	Then	he	joined	the	navy.	After	serving	his	

country,	he	returned	to	work	as	a	farm	laborer.	He	

observed	more	hardships.	Workers	were	given	short-

handled hoes for tending the fields. When people 

used	this	tool,	they	were	forced	to	bend	over	all	day.	

This	caused	severe	back	pain.	Several	families	lived	

together	in	small,	one-room	dwellings.	Sanitary	

facilities	were	poor.	There	were	few	medical	services	

for	either	adults	or	children.

Cesar	Chavez	was	enraged.	He	wanted	his	

people	to	be	treated	with	respect.	He	quit	his	job		

and	began	organizing	the	workers.	After	a	few	

successes,	he	convinced	grape	pickers	to	strike.	This	

resulted in a five-year boycott. The nation watched 

with interest. Although he was a pacifist, hostile 

conflicts with the growers occurred. Yet, under the 

leadership	of	Chavez,	agreements	were	reached	

between	laborers	and	farm	owners.
Errors include: 1) words read incorrectly; 
2) words left out or inserted; 3) mispro-
nounced words; 4) dropped endings or 
sounds; and 5) reversals. Self-corrections 
and word repetitions are NOT marked as 
errors.

Number of Words                                    
 Read Per Minute:   ______

Number of Errors: —  ______  

Number of Words                                     
 Read Correctly:   ______

Passing Criterion
 (50th %ile)  =  ______

FLUENCY SCORE

139
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Say these specific directions to the student:
When I say “Begin,” start reading aloud at the top of this page. Read across the page (DEMONSTRATE BY POINTING). 
Try to read each word. If you come to a word you don’t know, I will say the word for you. Read as quickly and accurately 
as you can, but do not read SO fast that you make mistakes. Do your best reading.

Passage #2
Refer to “General Directions for One-Minute Administration of Reading Passages.”

EVALUATING CODES FOR
ORAL READING

sky (/) word read incorrectly
blue        sky (   )  inserted word

 (   ) after the last word read

Comments:

9

18

27

36

46

55

63

72

81

88

97

107

117

121

128

136

144

154

165

173

181

190

198

206

214

223

230

In	the	1850s,	men	from	China	traveled	to	this					

country	in	large	numbers.	They	were	seeking	a	better	

life.	The	men	sought	work	anywhere.	When	they	earned	

enough	money,	they	planned	to	send	for	their	families.

At	this	same	time,	people	in	the	United	States	were	

moving	west.	They	needed	a	safe	and	practical	means					

of	transportation	across	the	country.	Traveling	from	the	

East	Coast	to	the	West	Coast	was	treacherous.	Wagon	

trains	were	slow	and	awkward.	Sailing	around	the	tip				

of	South	America	was	hazardous.	Businessmen	knew	

building	a	railroad	was	the	answer.	Yet,	the	perilous			

task	would	be	costly.	It	would	also	be	labor	intensive.	

They	decided	to	build	a	cross-country,	iron	railway	in	

spite	of	the	problems.

Many	laborers	were	needed.	Chinese	men	were	

desperate	for	work.	The	immigrants	were	hired	right	

away	because	their	manual	labor	was	cheap.	Thousands	

accepted	the	tedious,	dangerous	job.	The	men	had	to	level	

the	land	and	lay	heavy	wooden	ties	and	steel	rails.	They	

blasted	tunnels	with	dynamite.	They	toiled	in	freezing	

mountains.	They	labored	in	burning-hot	deserts.	Workers	

faced	many	harsh	conditions.	They	had	to	endure	severe	

weather,	shortages	of	food	and	water,	and	perilous	

terrain.	Many	died.	Others	persevered.	The	last	spike	

connected the Union Pacific and the Central Pacific 

Railroads	on	May	10,	1869.	Thanks	to	Chinese	workers,	

people	could	now	travel	across	the	continent.

Errors include: 1) words read incorrectly; 
2) words left out or inserted; 3) mispro-
nounced words; 4) dropped endings or 
sounds; and 5) reversals. Self-corrections 
and word repetitions are NOT marked as 
errors.

Number of Words                                    
 Read Per Minute:   ______

Number of Errors: —  ______  

Number of Words                                     
 Read Correctly:   ______

Passing Criterion
 (50th %ile)  =  ______

FLUENCY SCORE

139
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Persuasive Writing Prompt 

Writing Situation: Your school principal has decided to extend the school day by 
one hour. You are taking a position on this decision.

Purpose: To convince the reader to think or act a particular way

Audience: The principal

Writing Directions: Think of the advantages and disadvantages of being in school 
for an extra hour each day. Write a persuasive essay either supporting or opposing 
the principal’s decision. Use a graphic organizer to plan your essay.

Student Checklist:

16

TOTAL RUBRIC
SCORE:                        /4

Conventions Score:              /4

Genre Score:              /4

Writing Traits Score:              /4

 Did you state your goal or purpose in the introduction?
 Did you support your position with strong reasons?
 Did you use convincing facts and details to persuade your audience?
 Did you restate your position in your conclusion?
 
 
 Did you write in well-organized paragraphs?
 Did you use a variety of sentence structures with proper subject-verb   
 agreement?
 Did you use correct grammar, punctuation, capitalization, and spelling?
 

Revising

Proofreading
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