Jenny's Lists

THEY ONLY BROUGHT WHAT MATTERED MOST

Fictional and biographical picture books about immigrants and refugees who
bring something special with them. It may be a treasured object, a skill or
tradition, or a memory carried in their hearts.

Andrus, Jenny. Elsa’s Chessboard. lllustrated by Julie Downing. Neal Porter
Books, 2025.

Elsa from Vienna brings her chessboard everywhere. During World War Il, the chess
whiz flees to San Francisco, a city of strangers speaking unfamiliar languages. Luckily,
Elsa’s chessboard has a way of bringing people together.

Boukarim, Leila. Lost Words: An Armenian Story of Survival and Hope. lllustrated
by Sona Avedikian. Chronicle Books, 2024.

An Armenian boy’s mother sews gold buttons inside his clothing before sending him on
a difficult journey to safety. He keeps one button to remember his past, but it isn’t until
he’s an old man that he finally finds the words to share his experiences with his family.

(Biography)

Buitrago, Jairo. Two White Rabbits. lllustrated by Rafael Yockteng. Groundwood
Books, 2015.

The journey from Central America to the United States border is filled with danger.
Clutching a well-loved bunny, a young girl counts people, animals, stars and clouds. Her
father’s love gives her courage and hope as they seek a better life.

Diaz, Junot. Islandborn. lllustrated by Leo Espinosa. Dial Books, 2018.

Lola’s school assignment is to draw a picture of her country of origin, but she left the isle
nation as a baby and has no memories. When family and friends share stories, she
starts to feel the island in her heart and knows exactly what to draw.

Dinh, Ha. Where Wildflowers Grow. lllustrated by Bao Luu. WaterBrook, 2023.

A Vietnamese girl does not want to leave her best friend behind when her family moves
from a refugee camp in the Philippines to the United States. Thoughtful parting gifts
help keep their friendship alive across distance and time.

Engle, Margarita. Dancing Hands. lllustrated by Rafael L6pez. Atheneum, 2019.
Teresa Carrefio, a young Venezuelan girl, was a talented pianist. When her family fled
to the United States, she found ways to continue playing. Her music brought joy and
comfort to many people, including President Lincoln during the Civil War. Biography

Kuntz, Doug. Lost and Found Cat: The True Story of Kunkush's Incredible
Journey. lllustrated by Sue Cornelison. Crown Publishing, 2017.

When a refugee family’s beloved cat is lost on their dangerous journey from Iraq, they
are broken-hearted. But through a series of remarkable events, cat and family are
joyously reunited in their new home. Based on a true account.



Mo, Cherry. Home in a Lunchbox. Penguin, 2024.

Jun, a young immigrant from Hong Kong, cheerfully sets off for the first day of school in
America, but her high spirits are dashed as she faces language barriers. The delicious
mom-made food in her lunchbox reminds her of home and leads to new friendships.

Morales, Yuyi. Dreamers. Roaring Brook Press, 2018.

An immigrant mom and her young son discover the perfect place to learn to read, write,
and make their voices heard: the public library! The images that swirl around them
evoke the Mexican traditions and memories that the mom carries in her heart.

Newman, Lesléa. Gittel’s Journey: An Ellis Island Story. lllustrated by Amy June
Bates. Abrams Books, 2019.

Gittel must travel alone by ship to America. She brings her mother’s Shabbos
candlesticks, but what use are they without candles? In the face of challenges, Gittel
holds onto her memories before being reunited with her loving family in New York.

Nuno, Fran. The Map of Good Memories. lllustrated by Zuzanna Celej. Cuento de
Luz, 2016.

When war forces 10-year-old Zoe to leave her home, she marks all her favorite places
on a map that includes the location of her house, school, and library. She tucks the map
into her suitcase, knowing it will remind her of happy times no matter where she lands.

Pandya, Gauri Dalvi. A Kurta to Remember. lllustrated by Avani Dwivedi. Sleeping
Bear Press, 2024.

An Indian girl and her grandparents fill the pockets of their kurtas (traditional garments)
with beloved items, such as bangles and sweets, to remind each other that no matter
the distance “we are here with each other.” Includes a glossary of Marathi terms.

Ramadan, Danny. Salma the Syrian Chef. lllustrated by Anna Bron. Annick Press,
2020.

After arriving in Canada from Syria, Alma tries to make her mother smile again. When
telling jokes and drawing pictures flops, she decides to cook a familiar Syrian dish. After
several mishaps, Alma creates the perfect meal for her mom and their new friends.

Rockliff, Mara. A Perfect Fit: How Lena “Lane” Bryant Changed the Shape of
Fashion. lllustrated by Juana Martinez-Neal. Clarion Books, 2022.

Lena’s grandmother taught her to drape, snip and stitch. After immigrating to the United
States from Lithuania, the young fashionista used her skills to build a successful brand
and business, creating unique styles for women of all shapes and sizes. Biography

Scott, Jordan. My Baba’s Garden. lllustrated by Sydney Smith. Neal Porter Books,
2023.

A young boy helps his immigrant grandmother (Baba) search for worms in her bountiful
garden. Even though Baba speaks limited English, the boy understands her. So, when
Baba moves in with his family, the boy knows just how to make her feel at home.



Vo, Young. Gibberish. Levine Querido, 2022.

As a new immigrant, Dat’s natural confidence erodes at school as those around him
speak only gib.ber.ish. When one girl reaches out in friendship, he responds by using
his unique talents and inquisitive nature to bridge the language divide.

Wang, Andrea. Watercress. lllustrated by Jason Chin. Neal Porter Books, 2021.
A young girl is embarrassed to search for wild-growing watercress with her immigrant
parents. She wants to buy her food at a store like other kids. It's only when her mother
shares memories of growing up in China that her feelings begin to change.

Weinstein, Ellen. Five Stories. Holiday House, 2024.

Over many decades, five immigrant children from around the world move into the same
apartment building on New York’s Lower East Side. The special items and traditions
they each bring contribute to a neighborhood rich in tastes, sounds, and stories.

Weinstein, Jacob Sager. What Rosa Brought. lllustrated by Eliza Wheeler.
Katherine Tegen Books, 2024.

As Rosa’s family packs for America in the wake of Nazi persecution, she wonders what
to bring: A frilly dress? Her lost cat’s toy? When her grandmother is forced to remain
behind, Rosa discovers that love is the most precious possession of all.
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From Elsa’s Chessboard. lllustrations by Julie Downing.

Special thanks to Melissa McAvoy for her suggestions.



