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  About the Book


  From conkers to marbles, from British Bulldog to tag, not forgetting ‘one potato, two potato’ and ‘eeny, meeny, miny, mo’, The Lore of the Playground explores the world of Britain’s playgrounds, and looks at the games children have enjoyed, the rhymes they have chanted, and the rituals and traditions they have observed over the past hundred years and more. Some pastimes have proved remarkably resilient; many are now the stuff of distant memory. All are brilliantly and meticulously recorded by Steve Roud to create a fascinating picture of all our childhoods.
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  Introduction


  Children are forgetting how to play. To realise this one has only to … watch the pupils … in recreation time with their disappointed efforts at amusements, their unrelated racings and shoutings, their perfunctory attempts at leap-frog and kindred sports … but the village pastimes, the rhyming and rompings which were organised for children, and continued to maturity, are fast becoming obsolete. This is doubtless an inevitable result of modern developments, of the centralisation of town life and the waning prosperity of country districts.


  THIS LAMENT – FROM a 1903 article in Leisure Hour – is a familiar one, and has been repeated constantly down the years by journalists, parents and even teachers. All that has changed in subsequent decades is the bogeyman responsible for the perceived decline in children’s play. In the 1900s it was city life. By the 1920s and 1930s commentators were pointing the finger at cinema’s baleful influence. Television was the main culprit in the 1950s and 1960s, then video games in the 1980s and 1990s. Today it is sophisticated computer games. We all remember our childhood games with affection, and we are all convinced that the next generation is apathetic and uninterested.


  The idea is so ingrained, and so widespread, that it is pointless trying to argue against it, but it is an interesting exercise to seek to explain it. The fact is that adult observers, often viewing the playground through the rose-tinted spectacles of their own childhood, tend to assume that if children are not playing precisely as they did when they were young, then nothing much can be going on. So, for example, they see children running around in a rather aimless way, and fail to recognise that they are actually playing a game of tig or war. They notice a solitary child by the gate and do not appreciate that he or she may have been put there by the witches or is a robber in jail. They glance at an apparently bored huddle of girls in the corner not doing much, and do not realise that they are playing ‘Truth, Dare or Promise’ or trying to work out, by complicated procedures, who loves who. And they register that some boys are kicking a rolled-up pair of gloves against the wall without understanding that they have a complicated scoring system or are practising special manoeuvres for their own contentment while someone goes to find a ball.


  Children’s play has, of course, changed over the past century. Even the location of children’s play has been modified as increased traffic and concerns about safety have brought about the virtual demise of games played in the street. At the same time, childhood itself has altered. A hundred years ago, many twelve-year-olds were out at work, and within living memory, fourteen was the normal school-leaving age. We believe today that children are ‘growing up’ faster, but they do not have to become adults as early as was the case for many from previous generations, and the teenage years now bridge the gap. Such changes dramatically influence our perception of childhood, and make the more pessimistic assume that it has lost the ‘magic’ or ‘innocence’ of previous eras.


  What I have set out to do in The Lore of the Playground is to disprove the pessimists who think children no longer play, and show how games and rhymes have been endlessly modified and reinvented, or sometimes abandoned and replaced, over the past century. To keep the subject within the bounds of one volume, I have not set out to cover everything: the emphasis here is on games, rhymes and traditions that are freely and widely shared, not board games or commercial crazes. Nor have I included organised sports such as football, netball, cricket, rounders and other bat-and-ball games. I have also decided, with some regret, not to look at imaginative play and ‘pretend’ games, even though they are a very important part of playground life, or the vast array of children’s jokes and stories. These all form a vital part of a child’s everyday life, but each is a book in itself. In addition, I have elected to exclude the more offensive – usually misogynistic – rhymes that are often part of the playground scene, though there are still plenty of rude and scatological ones here.


  One notable thing is that the age range for the games, rhymes and other lore included in this book has narrowed considerably in the last fifty years. For their seminal work The Lore and Language of Schoolchildren (1959) Peter and Iona Opie routinely collected material from secondary schools, and they found plenty of fourteen-year-olds still playing tig and other chasing games in the playground. But nowadays, for the vast majority, such lore stops dead at the age of eleven, as children approach their move to secondary school. Girls who, at the age of nine, were apparently spending every waking moment doing clapping rhymes with their best friend, have trouble remembering the words two years later. They have already moved on.


  This has serious ramifications for children’s lore, especially their games. Not only is the ‘game period’ of the child’s life severely truncated, so that they have less time to develop an extensive repertoire, but the games which require more developed intellectual or physical prowess have a tendency to wither away.


  Nevertheless, the stock of games and rhymes remains a rich one. Some have clearly been passed down from one generation of children to the next; others arrived perhaps last year or only a few months ago. Some may have been imported directly from the Scouts, Guides, Cubs, Brownies, Woodcraft Folk and other youth organisations, or been taught in gym or sports lessons, or by other teachers. Others have come from parents, playground supervisors, summer-school leaders, Tweenies or Wiggles DVDs, comics or YouTube. The rude material might have been whispered by one child to another or have come from such books as Michael Rosen’s Rude Rhymes (1992, 1994).


  Word of mouth certainly remains a powerful influence. A game or rhyme may come from any source, but it usually enters the playground via one or two children, who then teach it to others. Childlore researchers are always being told, ‘X taught us this one’, ‘Y learnt this from her cousin’ or, quite frequently, ‘Z made this one up’. The chances are, however, that the instigator is rarely the inventor. When I was talking to a group of children in Balham in 2010, for example, I was told about a game called ‘The Tree Game’, which they claimed they had made up, but once the rules were explained to me I realised that they were simply playing the latest version of ‘Puss in the Corner’, a game that has been around since the late seventeenth century.


  In routine daily play it is usually acceptable for any member of a playing group to suggest changes or introduce new items, but it is also noticeable that there are often one or two individuals who are regularly cited as the source of new ideas and material. It is not clear whether these children simply have a particular interest in this kind of material, but they certainly receive a degree of prestige within their group for being the source of new rhymes or game variants.


  In some cases, family influences are at work. Older siblings, who were usually at the same school, may help to keep a particular tradition going within the same ‘community’, co-opting a sometimes unwilling younger brother or sister to take part in, say, a clapping game that then gets transmitted to that younger child’s peer group. Cousins may well be at a different school or live in a different area, and they may be instrumental in ensuring that a particular game or tradition gets passed from one part of the country to another. Parents, ever watchful of opportunities to extend their child’s imagination and dexterity, will also introduce rhymes from their own childhood, attempt to teach skills and so on. It is surprising how many girls say that their first lessons in skipping came from their grandmother.


  Children’s lore is a huge field. It has a history going back to the dawn of time, but it also exists in the here and now, and is constantly changing. Every current child is a living repository, and everyone who has been a child has material or information to offer – even if they do not always realise it.


  To get to grips with this vast sea of material, most workers in the field concentrate on one place or a few places for in-depth study, and then rely on comparison with other case studies to draw wider conclusions. The remarkable Iona and Peter Opie excepted, it is relatively rare for writers to attempt the broader geographical or temporal view taken in this book (but see Ewan McVicar’s Doh Ray Me (2007) for an excellent Scotland-wide survey).


  The challenge is how to get authentic material from a sufficiently wide sample in sufficient quantity to be representative and meaningful, both for past and present. To do this requires a range of methods.


  The accepted ‘gold standard’ for childlore research is to visit a working playground and tape-record and video what is going on. This is the only way to get really under the skin of children’s play, and if possible this should be done on a regular basis, in the same place, to chart the changes and cover all weathers, game seasons, crazes and so on. Anyone interested in this aspect of research should definitely read Iona Opie’s The People in the Playground (1993), which comprises extracts from her fieldwork diary for 1979/80.


  But without a team of researchers and a long-term project, this method is a very time-consuming and inefficient way of collecting material. Moreover, while it allows observation, it is not good for conversation. Informal interviews with children themselves, in small or large groups, yield much better results in some respects, and give the children the opportunity to explain why they do things as well as how. Interviews like these, in schools and in the children’s homes, with girls and boys of different ages, have provided the backbone of the ‘current’ material in this book.


  I have also had the benefit of being able to consult material from other researchers’ work, for which I am extremely grateful. Their names are listed in the Acknowledgements. They have provided valuable insights from places I have not been able to visit personally, as well as different perspectives to balance my own views and habits. For the last two years there has also been a questionnaire on the Lore of the Playground website provided by the publisher (which is still open for business if anyone wants to contribute more material: www.loreoftheplayground.co.uk). This approach brought in some responses from children, but more importantly it stimulated the memories of a large number of adults, of different ages and from many different places, who contributed some fascinating information.


  One obvious change in many playgrounds in recent decades is the presence of significant numbers of children whose families have recently migrated to Britain. How this has changed or contributed to the games being played is an important question, but one which needs specialist knowledge and research. So I have asked a friend and colleague, Mavis Curtis, whose expertise lies in this area, to contribute a chapter on the subject (see here).


  For the older material, I also had access to a wealth of previous publications, which are listed in the Bibliography, along with unpublished collections in public repositories, and the results of my own collecting efforts, from adults and children over the past forty years.


  All this adds up to a significant body of material. Nevertheless, I cannot claim that it is exhaustive, and all I can hope is that it is representative. If readers of this book recognise aspects of their own childhood reflected here, and learn something of how it continues, I will be content.


  PART ONE


  Running Around


  CHAPTER ONE
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  From Ancient to Modern


  ONE OF THE striking things about children’s play activities is the kaleidoscopic mix of tradition and innovation present in their everyday games. Many of the most mundane of activities can be shown to have a long history; others that have all the hallmarks of a long-standing game turn out to be no older than living memory. Games are combined or cross-fertilise with each other, a new feature added or another one dropped to suit the environment or the whim of the moment, and yet the same items can often be found at the same time in playgrounds from Cornwall to the Orkneys.


  It is well established that when children say they have invented a game, rhyme or ritual, they often mean that they have changed a small detail and made it their own, and when they say that so-and-so invented it they usually mean that that person introduced it to the group. And when they really do ‘invent’ something, it often turns out to be very similar to something ‘invented’ in similar circumstances by countless children before them. Many innovations fail to outlive the moment in which they were born, but others strike a chord or fulfil a need, and can make a lasting impression. It is this constant interplay between past and present that makes childlore such a fascinating, rewarding and sometimes frustrating field.


  An excellent example of the way children perpetually adapt games to suit the particular environment of their playground is the recurrence of games called ‘Corners’, or something similar:


  ‘Four Corners’1: a playground game useful in the wet. In the playground was a rectangular covered area called the ‘shed’. You had five players (mostly but not necessarily boys). One child stood with a hand on the pillar of each corner, and the fifth child stood in the middle. Pairs of ‘corners’ would swap places by running, daring the child in the middle to get there first and steal the corner. The person left over after a swap became the person in the middle. This game could last the whole playtime, especially in the rain.


  NOTTINGHAM, 1950S


  ‘Corner wall’2: There can be up to two people in each corner. The one in the middle shouts 1 2 3 or 4, which are the numbers of the corners. The people who are in the corner of that number have to run round (any way) the corners and back to their corner; if they succeed in getting back, everyone else has to run round the same way through each corner and back to their place. But they can get tigged between the corners and if you find you have been caught then you have to join the tigger in the middle.


  YORKSHIRE, 1975


  Similar games are still regularly reported from other schools that possess appropriately square features. When I was talking to the School Council at Ravenstone School, Balham, in January 2010, one girl mentioned a game she and her friends had invented that made use of trees standing in one section of the playground:


  There are four trees in a square, there’s one person in the middle and they have to spin round. And then when they get dizzy, you have to try and swap with the person opposite you without letting the person in the middle get to your tree first.


  They call it ‘The Tree Game’.3 Another member of the group, of a different age, said that his friends played a similar game, which they had also invented. In their ‘Tree Game’ the person in the middle does not spin round but calls out someone’s name, who then has to swap with one of the others. A third member of the group, again of a different age, explained the game that she and her friends had made up:


  Instead of calling out the person’s name you put your two thumbs up to someone and if they go like that back to you, then you swap trees – but sometimes they’re faking it and the catcher gets your tree.


  They too called it ‘The Tree Game’.


  Little did my young informants know, but they are continuing a very long tradition. ‘Puss in the Corner’ was a hugely popular game and is often mentioned in literature, right back to at least the late seventeenth century. The only real difference between it and the Ravenstone games is that in earlier times the players in the corners taunted the middle person with cries of ‘Puss, Puss, come here’ or ‘Puss, Puss, come and get some milk’ and so on. The game was also popular at indoor parties, when the corners were usually represented by chairs. In Scotland it was often called ‘Moosie in the Corner’, and other, more recent, names for such games were ‘Poles’ and ‘Catch-corners’. Similar games are found in many European countries.


  A different type of continuity is evident in the traditional cry, still to be heard on a daily basis, whenever a child has possession of a hillock, tree stump or any other prominence:


  I’m the king of the castle


  You’re the dirty rascal.4


  It is always said defiantly, even when no one is interested in trying to dethrone the self-proclaimed sovereign, but there is always the risk that some ‘dirty rascal’ will indeed attempt to unceremoniously oust the king.


  The phrase has a long history, and there was once an actual game that went with it, although its rules were often flouted and used as an excuse for an uninhibited fight. George Forrest’s book The Playground (1858) describes how the proper game was played in Victorian times:


  ‘King of the Castle’5: The mound in the field made me think of it; and it is a capital game for cold weather. One of you is called ‘king’ and stands on top of the mound. The rest try to pull or push him off … It is not allowable to seize the clothes at all. The ‘King’ may be pushed, but not pulled, except by his hands or legs. If any player grasps his clothes, that player is obliged to retire from the list of assailants until the King is dethroned, and bears the name of ‘Dummy’. The player who dethrones the King takes his place, and then the Dummy is allowed to rejoin the rest of the players.


  The game was known all over Britain. In Glamorganshire around 1905 it was called ‘Chwarae Cadw’r6 Castell, neu’r Twmpyn’, and a Scottish version recorded in 1868 was called ‘Willy Wassle’:


  A boys’ play consisting of one or more established on a hillock, and the rest rushing up to pull him or them down. This was called playing ‘Willie Wassle’,7 and the cries both of defenders and assailants justified the name:


  
    

  


  A Miscellany of Games


  Games can be classified or organised in many different ways, but there are always a few that do not fit into the usual categories or that have features that are based on an ‘unusual’ pattern. The following is a selection of these ‘different’ games:


  ‘Granny’s Fridge’: Someone’s the granny, and there’s these other people, and they’re kids, and there’s this fridge behind them and the granny says, in like a granny voice, don’t touch my cake because I’m going to get more chocolate for it, and she goes out and she throws the key behind her back, for the fridge, and then while she goes away the children get the key and open up the fridge and they take all the cake and then when the granny comes back she looks in the fridge and the cake’s gone and then all the people have to run away, and the granny has to chase them.8


  BELFAST, 2010


  ‘Red Lips’9: There’s a mummy, and she has, everyone who wants to play, they’re the children, and there’s doughnuts left in this cupboard, it’s locked, and usually people rip up leaves and turn them into a key, and then she goes off to the shops, and she throws it behind her, and the children get it, and they open the thing and get the doughnuts out, and when the mum comes back they have to find an excuse why their lips are red, like, I ate an apple, or I thought I was kissing my boyfriend and I kissed the red paint door.


  BELFAST, 2010


  ‘Granny in the Graveyard’10: You have to close your eyes and sit on the ground, and then people run around, and they have to keep their eyes closed, and they say, ‘Granny in the graveyard, Granny in the graveyard, Granny in the graveyard is asleep, Granny in the graveyard’, but when they say ‘is awake’ the grannies get up but they have to keep their eyes closed, but they have to touch them, and when they get touched they have to go to the graveyard, and they just die.


  BELFAST, 2010


  ‘Fly away Peter’11: We used to have a metal climbing frame in the yard – the sort of thing that would now be banned – two children would hang their legs over the bars and hold on with their hands – they would then lean backwards so that they were hanging just by their legs, saying the words, ‘Fly away, Peter, fly away, Paul’. They’d then come back up and re-grasp the bars with their hands, and say, ‘Come back, Peter, come back, Paul’.


  SOUTH WALES, 1960S


  ‘Roadkill’12: On the sportsday lines on the field – you have to get across them without being pushed over, slaughtered or hit by a car. We’re on our knees and hands, but someone’s on their legs trying to push us over – they have to get you on your back.


  ESSEX, 2009


  ‘Human Dominoes’13: In the meadow we play dominoes, human dominoes, and we all line up in a row, and someone up the front has to pull us all down.


  WEST LONDON, 2009


  This one is perhaps an echo of an older game from Cornwall, recorded in the Folk-Lore Journal of 1887:


  ‘Solomon Had a Great Dog’14: The players kneel in a line. The one at the head, in a very solemn tone, chanted, ‘Solomon had a great dog’; the others answered in the same way, ‘Just so’ (this was always the refrain). Then the first speaker made two or three ridiculous speeches, ending with, ‘And at last this great dog died, and fell down’, giving at the same time a violent lurch against his next neighbour, who, not expecting it, fell against his, and so on, to the end of the line.


  
    

  


  Willie Willie Wassle


  ’Am in ma castle


  An a’ the dougs in yurn toon


  Winna ding me doon.


  A version from Edinburgh, described in James Ritchie’s Singing Street (1964), was usually played on a street manhole cover, and was called, oddly enough, ‘Burn the Bible’. An illustration entitled ‘L’Assaut du chateau’ in Jacques Stella’s Les Jeux et plaisirs de l’enfance (1657) shows that the game was played in the mid seventeenth century, and one of the little tableaux in Brueghel’s Children’s Games (1560) is probably the same game.


  A similar game, called ‘Battle for the Banner’, is described by Forrest. In this, there were two teams, and the one in possession of the ‘castle’ planted their flag there and defended it against the assailants. The same rules of combat applied:


  If a defender is pulled fairly off the mound, he is a prisoner of war and may not return to the defence; and if an attacker is thrown down, he is called a ‘dead man’, and may not return to the attack.15


  Not all games are competitive, and there are numerous activities that children enjoy which are so simple adults do not really notice them, but which nevertheless have their own rules and conventions, passed on from generation to generation. In memories of childhood written in the second half of the twentieth century, the game of ‘Horses’, for example, is frequently mentioned as one of the innocent games of childhood, and it was widely popular. Up to the Second World War, both country and town children would, of course, have been familiar with horses undertaking various tasks. For Rose Gamble in Chelsea in the 1920s they pulled buses:


  I was in the junior school and responsible for taking Joey to and from school … The only way to stop Joey dawdling was to ‘bus-up’. All the little kids did it. We crossed our arms behind our backs and held each other’s hands, pretending we were bus horses. We trotted most of the way home.16


  Children in country schools, on the other hand, may sometimes have pretended to own their horse and not to have been one. In its simplest form, one child grabbed the other’s coat-tails or belt, but in winter scarves could be particularly useful as reins. Some even possessed specially produced equipment:


  An enterprising parent, perhaps with problems of torn or pulled out-of-shape skirts and jerseys, had knitted many pairs of reins for the children’s playtime. Kept in a large cardboard box, they came in all colours and had two holes for arms across the breast piece. We selected our colours and harnessed up teams of horses to parade and prance around the playground.17


  SOMERSET, 1950S


  Two children pretending to be a horse and driver can still be seen in playgrounds up and down the country, although ‘Horses’ can easily change into ‘Trains’, or even ‘Snakes’, if more children join the line. Either way, the enjoyment of careering around in a line is the same.


  In Rose Gamble’s description, the children linked arms behind them. This is reminiscent of another game that was popular in the 1890s, called by Alice Gomme ‘Alligoshee’:


  The children form pairs, one pair following the other, with their arms linked behind. While the first four lines are repeated by all, they skip forward and then skip back again. At the end of the last line they turn themselves about without loosing hands.18


  She recorded five different versions, from various parts of the country, and in each the children sang a verse as they skipped. The texts do not make much literal sense. This is from Gloucestershire:


  Barbara, Barbara, dressed in black


  Silver buttons all up your back


  Allee-go-shee, allee-go-shee


  Turn the bridle over me.


  Here again there is a link from past to present – in this case an as yet unexplained connection between the Alligoshee verses and the more recent clapping rhyme Miss Mary Mack, who also had silver buttons ‘down her back’ (see here).


  Not all games and rhymes, though, can demonstrate such continuity. As the active age range for traditional games gradually shrank during the second half of the twentieth century, some became casualties, particularly complex, strategy-based chasing games. The typical children’s chasing game nowadays is tig, which has its own history: its continuing vitality is reflected in the numerous versions that children all over the country report as still current in their playground. But it has never reached the heights of sophistication or complication of several of the games routinely played by past generations and occasionally encountered today in youth organisations like the Scouts and Guides, or perhaps in organised school activities.


  ‘Prisoner’s Base’ was easily the best known of all chasing games in Britain from the Middle Ages until the later nineteenth century, and was played by adults as well as by children, under a variety of names, including ‘Prison Bars’, ‘Chevy Chase’, ‘Chivy’ or simply ‘Base’. As already indicated, the game is quite complex, and requires a higher degree of organisation than any of the current playground repertoire. The nearest modern equivalent is perhaps ‘Relieve-o’ (see here).


  The first reference to the game is from 1332, and it was so well known in Elizabethan times that writers could refer to it in passing and know that their readers would understand. Book 5, Canto 8, line 5 of Edmund Spenser’s Faerie Queene (1596), for example, focuses on the key feature of the game – that each pursuer is also pursued by somebody else:


  As they had been at bace


  They being chased that did others chace …


  William Shakespeare includes it as ‘Country base’ in Act 5, Scene 3 of Cymbeline (1610). Public games between local teams were organised and advertised, like cricket matches. So, for example, Roger Lowe of Ashton-in-Makerfield, Lancashire, recorded in his diary for Saturday, 18 July 1663:


  Upon Latchford Heath there was a great company of persons with 2 drums amongst the young men were playing at prison barrs where I stayed awhile to see them but concluded it was but vanitie.19


  A full description of the game was published in Boy’s Own Paper in 1887, written by someone who had played it in his own schooldays in mid Victorian times.


  The game I liked best was ‘Chevy’, or as it is sometimes called, ‘Prisoners’ Base’, in which, at the beginning at least, the antagonists were fairly matched. The two best runners in the school, or two who were as equal as possible, would first of all choose sides, so that the school was divided into two parties of equal strength. Then at one end of the playground was a line drawn along its whole length, about eight feet from the wall or fence. From the centre of this line to the wall another line was drawn, and in this way we got our bases. At the opposite end of the ground a line was drawn across each corner, and the triangles so formed were the prisons. Our prison was opposite to the enemy’s base, while the enemy’s prison was opposite to our base. By this arrangement the would-be rescuers of the prisoners had to run diagonally across the ground. In some schools the bases are drawn so as to stand out from the end of the ground, and leave an open space on three of their sides, and the prisons are about three-quarters of the way down, so that the rescuers can approach on three of their sides. At one school I was at the prisons were two large elms in the corners of the ground, which the prisoners had to touch at the time they were released. All being ready, one of the youngsters from the side that had first choice, was sent out by his captain into the centre of the playground to cry ‘Chevy!’ One of the other side, say ours, then set off in pursuit and tried to touch him before he got back to his base. One of the other side then started after our man to touch him before he touched the chevy. One of ours then started off after him, and so on until nearly all the sides were out, each in pursuit of a particular foe, and each endeavouring at the same time to escape from his particular pursuer. Should he touch his enemy before his following enemy touched him, his pursuer had to make the best of his way back, for the break in the chain rendered things awkward for the pursued who had no one to pursue. When a player was touched, he had to go to prison and wait till he was released by one of his own side running out from the base and touching his hand.20


  A special watch was kept on these rescuers by their opponents, who endeavoured to cut them off and make them prisoners. The first prisoner would keep his foot in the prison, the second would hold his hand and reach out, the third held his hand, and so on, so that the distance between the prisoners and their friends was diminished with each capture. When a prisoner was released, he, like his rescuer, ran back to his base, and became, in his turn, a rescuer of prisoners, or a prison guard to cut off attempted rescuers. The prisoners were brought back in the order of their capture. And the game ended, when it did end, either by the side being all put in prison or by their accidentally leaving their base without an occupant, when the other side would run in and ‘crown’ it.


  A busy, bustling game is Chevy when played loyally. The name of the pursued was shouted by the pursuer as he left the base, so that all the minor dodgery of pretending to do one thing in order to do another was prevented. Until the pursuers were released, no fresh ‘chevy’ could be started, so that matters were much simplified as the game progressed. The plan we found paid best for releasing prisoners was to start three or four rescuers together, and let those who got away best go on, while the others returned to their base. In this way the opposite side were kept in a state of hesitation until the very last moment.


  
    

  


  Starting and Finishing Games


  Despite the huge upheavals in society and education, in many respects the dynamics of the playground have not changed much in 100 years. Who plays with whom, how you join in, how you choose your game, and so on, have always been governed by local rules that, on the whole, children understand and abide by.


  Most children nowadays play with their own immediate ‘friendship group’, but these groups overlap, and everyone knows who they can call on to make up the numbers necessary for particular games, and who they can join in with if their own friends are not available.


  One of the strongest of unofficial rules is ‘game ownership’. Sometimes it is obvious who the game belongs to, because they own the ball, or the skipping rope, but if not there is a strict etiquette to be followed. As Rose Gamble remembered Chelsea in the 1920s:


  The formula for joining a game was to approach anyone who was already playing and say, ‘Gisser game.’ The orthodox reply would be, ‘T’ain’t my game.’ ‘Who’s game is it? you had to ask. ‘Alfie’s.’ This meant that Alfie had suggested, or as we said, ‘got up’ the game, and had dipped up for sides with one of the other kids. So you had to approach Alfie, and await Alfie’s convenience. ‘Gisser game, Alfie.’ If he wanted you on his side, he said so, otherwise you were lumped together with all the other kids he hadn’t chosen.21


  Almost exactly the same situation is described in Growing Up in the Playground (1981), Andy Sluckin’s book of his research in Oxford schools in 1980, and children in the twenty-first century say very similar things. Apart from when they are deliberately flouting the rules to be aggressive or destructive, the only time a child will simply join in without following this formality is if they are confident that they are sufficiently ‘in’ with the core group for it not to be thought necessary. Or they can try bribery or threats.


  Choosing what to play can sometimes be a challenge. I vividly remember in the 1950s whole lines of boys with their arms across each other’s shoulders stomping round the playground chanting, ‘What shall we play? What shall we play?’, which I thought was a waste of good playing time. They often spent the whole playtime chanting, whereas my group had always agreed beforehand what we were going to do. Others did the same long before my time:


  Long before playtime in morning school, one would have arranged by signs and whispers, or notes across the classroom, what one was going to play … so the boy of your set nearest the door, and therefore likely to be the first one out, was deputed to rush into the playground and ‘bag’ the best corner … which meant stamping about on it and shouting and waving one’s cap fiercely in the face of any bigger boys who were late comers and shouting, ‘I bags this for Jenkins’s set’ – always naming the biggest boy in your crowd. The code was inexorable.22


  SOUTH-EAST LONDON, C.1915


  Outside the playground, things were often a bit different. In your own street, where membership of the group was mainly defined simply by residence, many children did not need to worry about whether or not they were included. In Valerie Avery’s street off the Old Kent Road in London, in the 1940s:


  There was no need for my friends to knock for me to come out to play after tea; Ronny, who was the leader of our gang because he had the loudest voice and the biggest brother, ready to bash up anyone who made trouble, would bellow out, ‘Allee in ooz-a-playin!’ You could hear his cry ten streets away. Then I would dash downstairs with bread and jam in one hand, coat in the other.23


  In the playground a game can just peter out, or the bell might announce the end of break. But in the street the ending is often less clear-cut. The traditional call was surprisingly similar, all across the country. Valerie Avery again:


  Allee ’ome,24 we ain’t a-playin’! Allee ’ome! This cry was taken up by everyone until the whole area was one echo gradually dying in the night air.


  And for Cathy Gould in 1970s Coventry:


  All-ee, All-ee in


  All-ee, All-ee in!25


  
    

  


  Another relatively complex game that has now disappeared is ‘Barley-break’ or ‘Last Couple in Hell’. Again, it is mentioned so frequently in the writings of poets and playwrights from the mid sixteenth century onwards, including those of Shakespeare, Robert Herrick, Ben Jonson, Thomas Dekker, Sir Philip Sidney, Philip Massinger and John Fletcher, that it must have vied with ‘Prisoner’s Base’ as the archetypal chasing game of the time, but it is usually referred to as a pastime for young adults rather than children. Although it is often mentioned, it is not usually described, so a degree of imaginative reconstruction has to be undertaken.


  It was a game for three couples, one male and one female in each couple. One couple stands in the middle section, called ‘Hell’, while the other two stand at the far ends of the playing area. The couples at the ends must try to change partners with each other, by running across ‘Hell’, while the middle couple try to intercept and catch them. The couple in the middle must stay linked by holding hands, but the others may separate temporarily if need be.


  In An Etymological Dictionary of the Scottish Language (1808) John Jamieson claims that the game was called ‘Barley-break’ because it was traditionally played around the barley stacks in the farmyard, but the game he describes under this heading is not the same as the one described above, and is simply a basic chasing game with a cumulative ‘it’ person.


  In the context of popular games that have fallen from favour, another should be mentioned, since it was once so widely known that it gave the English language the saying ‘I’m on Tom Tiddler’s ground’. The game’s main feature is that it reverses the notion of a safe place for the players by providing a place where they are in danger if they enter it. A line, or circle, is drawn to denote the area belonging to the one who is ‘it’, who is Tom Tiddler. The players are safe while they are outside this area, but when they invade they announce, ‘Here we are on Tom Tiddler’s ground, picking up gold and silver,’ or something similar.


  Sometimes Tom Tiddler catches someone, and the game starts again immediately with this person becoming Tom, while in other versions he must catch them all, and place them in his prison. Occasionally the game is extended by allowing uncaught players to release their colleagues from the prison, and again in some versions the children take things more literally and place sticks and stones or other items in the area, to represent the ‘gold and silver’.


  Children called the game, and the character who was protecting his land, by many names, including ‘The Friar’, ‘Boney’, ‘Old Daddy Bunchy’, ‘Pussey’, ‘Tom Tinker’, and, in later years, ‘The Dragon’. But in the adult world the game’s name became standardised to ‘Tom Tiddler’s Ground’, quite possibly because Dickens called one of his famous Christmas Stories by that title, and referred to the game in two of his novels.


  The phrase ‘to be on Tom Tiddler’s ground’ was widely used, and had two meanings. In some contexts it signified a place or situation where money could be got very easily, but in others it was a no man’s land of dubious safety. It lasted in general parlance until Edwardian times, and could still be heard occasionally between the wars.


  One final, formerly widespread game, ‘French and English’, is also worth noting. Like ‘Barley-break’ and others it required a higher degree of teamwork and strategy than most chasing games. A line would be drawn, to separate two territories, and the two teams gathered in their own area. Each team placed a number of personal items – hats, coats, handkerchiefs and so on – in a pile some way behind their side of the dividing line. In some versions, only one item, usually a handkerchief, was designated as the team’s flag. Players crossed the line, at will, and tried to capture one of the enemy’s treasures, without being caught on the way. If caught they were put into a prison area, from which they could be freed by their colleagues. They could only be caught on the way to the enemy’s pile; once they had picked up one of the treasures, they had free passage back to their own territory. Players had to be careful not to stand too close to the border, because a standard tactic was to seize an enemy across the line and drag him across. The game ended when one team had captured all the enemy’s items, or all its players.


  Generically called ‘French and English’, the game had many other names, depending largely on time and place. In the north it was more commonly called ‘Scots and English’, but in the twentieth century ‘Germans and English’, and in many places by names that referred to the items captured – ‘Stealy-clothes’, ‘Seizing Sticks’, ‘Tak Bannets’ and so on. It was certainly already well known in the late eighteenth century, and lasted well into the post-Second World War period, but it is likely that, if it survives at all today, it is encountered only as one of the games arranged by youth organisations.


  CHAPTER TWO


  [image: image]


  Tig


  IT IS A pretty safe bet that children everywhere chase each other and that they have some structure to their chasing that makes it a ‘game’ rather than just ‘running about’. Structure means rules, and the fundamental rule, which again we can assume is universal, is that the role of ‘chaser’ – called the ‘it role’ by commentators but the ‘itter’, ‘he’, ‘the man’, ‘the tigger’ and so on by children – can be passed from one to another. How far back this notion goes, though, is not known.


  One of the earliest descriptions of tig in Britain is to be found in Francis Willughby’s Book of Games, a manuscript compiled in the 1660s, and it is interesting to note that there was an awareness even then that this was the fundamental chasing game:


  One boy touches another and cries, Tick. Hee that is touched runs after the other that touched him, to tick him againe, and then runs from him as soone as hee has touched him. Hee that is ticked, & cannot tick againe, is beaten. This is one of the first & most simple of the running sports, from which Prison Barres etc. seeme to be derived.26


  For something so simple, it is extraordinarily difficult to describe clearly what goes on in children’s chasing games. The games are necessarily rule-bound, but there are so many variables, and the play is too fluid for strict classification. In general, children like to stick to the rules of a particular game, but they will change these at a moment’s notice to suit differences in the environment or just for fun. Changes might stick and become part of the game, or even constitute a new game, or they might simply be temporary expedients.


  Indeed, chasing games are one of the most inventive parts of playground life. The fact that many of these same inventions appear in different schools is one of the great mysteries of folklore.


  The terminology involved in the basic chasing game is fascinating and confusing in equal measure. Children manage perfectly well when conversing among themselves, but when they talk about their games with grown-ups and outsiders, inherent confusions surface, and children have been known to get quite exasperated when adults cannot grasp what to them is very simple.


  Here I am going to use ‘tig’ as the generic name for the basic game, and for the act of ‘touching’ someone during the game, but preserve the original terminology in any quotations from children and books. And I reserve the right to ignore my own rules when it seems appropriate.


  To get some theoretical handle on the vast sea of tig variants, it is possible to postulate a ‘pure’ form of tig in which only the fundamental rules apply. This theoretical game is completely free-form and has no restrictions on the number of players, their movements or the field of play (beyond being ‘in the playground’, etc.). There is one ‘it’ at a time, the role is passed on by simple touch, and there are no homes, safe places or timing restrictions.


  This type of basic tig certainly exists, and takes place in hundreds of playgrounds every day. Its beauty is that it needs no planning, it can be started instantly, can last two minutes to an hour, and can be done virtually anywhere. But to make the game more playable, more challenging or more fun, the players tinker with these basic features, either one at a time or all together, to invent their new variations.


  An important rule, which often goes unnoticed by outsiders, is the question of timing. One of the easiest things to do in the basic game is to tig the one who has just tigged you, so there is often a rule of ‘no returns’, or a time limit to allow them to escape – you cannot re-tig someone within five seconds, for example. In addition, whenever there are homes or other safe areas there is the potential problem of the player who simply stays put, or who keeps putting off running across and so on. So again there are usually locally agreed timing rules.


  Another basic variable is to redefine the field of play and therefore to change the very shape of the game. Sometimes this is merely to restrict the size – within this part of the playground, or only in the sheds, for example – but more often the change is more fundamental and governs where the players run. A common sub-category is to have the players run across an open space, from wall to wall or across the street, with the ‘it’ people in the middle.


  Another variable is the ‘it’ role, which can be played by one person at a time, or cumulatively, as in ‘Family Tig’, or in teams from the start. More than one ‘it’ has the distinct advantage of evening out discrepancies in speed and ability, as the younger or slower players can gang up on the faster ones. A further refinement of the cumulative format is to alter the way the ‘it’ people move; ‘chain tig’ is a good example, where the chasers must hold hands.


  The next feature to consider is the way that people are tigged. The simple touch is often not enough; the tigger might have to touch them on a certain place, or in a certain way – three taps on the head, or on the bottom as in ‘Bum Tig’ – or they might have to hold them for a required length of time, or while they repeat a certain phrase; or they might have to get them on the floor, as in ‘Take-down Tig’.


  If those who have been tigged do not immediately become ‘it’, they might be out of the game; or temporarily immobilised, as in ‘Stuck in the Mud’; or they might have to hold the part of the body where they were tigged, as in ‘French or Hospital Tig’; or they might be taken to a prison. The presence of a ‘prison’ area involves rules about how long they stay there, whether or not they can be freed by other players, and how and when this can be done.


  Then there is temporary immunity, which might be a fixed home or den where players are safe, or a ‘movable’ immunity, such as when ‘touching wood’, or when their feet are ‘off ground’.


  A further refinement is when the ‘it’ people actually control the movements of the other players, by calling them across or otherwise dictating who runs where. This is one of the fundamental features used to define a game, and takes us out of the basic tig format. But there is also the presence or absence of less-obtrusive spoken elements. Sometimes the ‘it’ people have to give a warning before the chase starts, or they must say something when they tig someone, or it does not count. Other players may have to say particular words when reaching the home, such as ‘Forty forty in!’, or when freeing others ‘Forty forty free!’, and so on.


  And lastly there is the ever popular category of ‘character games’, which is where imaginative play and chasing games meet. These can be old favourites like ‘Cowboys and Indians’, ‘Cops and Robbers’, ‘Witches and Fairies’, or be based on the latest television series or blockbuster film, or both. The characters sometimes affect the game: ‘Cops and Robbers’ nearly always has a prison; whereas chasing aliens might involve shooting them with a laser-gun rather than touching them, but they might be able to protect themselves with a force-field. I was recently told about a game called ‘Jurassic Park’: if the person chasing you is a Tyrannosaurus rex, all you need to do is stand completely still, because, as everyone knows, a T. rex’s eyes can only detect movement.


  THE MANY GAMES OF TIG27


  Some flavour of the sheer variety of games can be seen in the following list, which was included in a project on games put together by pupils of Mary Erskine School, Edinburgh, in 1990, now lodged in Edinburgh Central Library:


  
    Aeroplane tig – When tug you stand with arms out like an aeroplane and can only be freed by another player running under your arm.


    Animal tig – Everyone is a kind of animal and predators have to catch their natural prey.


    Ball tig – ‘It’ has to throw the ball at people.


    Budge – There are several bases where you are safe, but no one is allowed to stay on a base for long. If someone else gets to that base they say ‘Budge’ and you have to move on. You must not return to a base you have just left.


    Chain tig – Everyone who is tug has to join the ‘It’, holding hands.


    Fishes in the net – Similar to Bulldogs.


    High tig – Players can’t be tug while they are off the ground.


    Hospital tig – If you are tug on the arm you can’t use that arm, as if you were injured. If three parts of your body have been tug, you join the tigger.


    Marco Polo – Plain tig but played in the swimming pool.


    Shadow tig – Any piece of shade is a den.


    Tackle tig – ‘It’ has to get people onto the ground.


    Toilet tig – Stand with arms out, and can only be freed by another player pulling your arm, like a toilet flush.


    Tunnel tig – Stand with legs apart and can only be freed by another player crawling between your legs.


    Witch’s fingers – Everyone holds one of the witch’s outspread fingers. The witch tells a story and when s/he says a certain agreed word or phrase the others scatter.


    Witches in the gluepot – A form of tig. When the witch catches you she puts you in the gluepot. You start sinking. The only way you can be rescued is by another team-mate taking you out. If you are not rescued you become a goblin helping the witch.

  


  Many of these, and various other versions, merit a little closer scrutiny.


  Family Tig


  The simplest form of cumulative ‘it’ is when each one tigged has to become another ‘it’ person, but they are all free agents and are not constrained to act together or in any special way. Nowadays this seems to be mostly called ‘Family Tig’ or ‘Team Tig’, but in the past it was variously ‘Help Chase’, ‘All Man He’ or, in my South London playground in the 1950s, ‘One-chase-all-chase’.


  Stuck in the Mud


  ‘Stuck in the Mud’ has been a firm playground favourite for over fifty years, and is probably still the most widely known of the simple variations of tig. As with basic tig, ‘Stuck in the Mud’ is free-form and needs no boundaries or structure, and (usually) involves one chaser pursuing all the others, attempting to touch them. The essential difference is that when touched the players remain rooted to the spot, legs apart and (usually) arms outstretched (‘like a scarecrow’). They remain stuck in this way until freed by one of their uncaught colleagues, and in most versions they vociferously demand, or plead for, release. The way I remember it, the only way to release someone who is stuck is to crawl between their legs, but there are many other ways in modern playgrounds: tap their nose five times, pat them on the head or shoulder, or simply go under their arms, for example – and these options are particularly applicable to girls if the ground is muddy or wet and they do not want to crawl on the floor. Not only this, but, as one ten-year-old boy from Sussex commented, ‘If we play with the girls they don’t let us go under them’, although his nine-year-old friend added, ‘Who would want to?’


  Theoretically speaking, the game is limited. It lacks a way for the ‘it’ role to change easily among the players, as the traditional method was to wait until everyone was stuck at the same time before the game started again with a new chaser. With more than a handful of participants, the chaser has little hope of guarding all those stuck and chasing the others. But present-day children have a range of variants of the game to choose from, which all conform to the basic pattern but go some way to alleviate this fundamental problem.


  In ‘Melting Candles’, or just ‘Candles’, those who are stuck have to count loudly and slowly, down from ten, as they gradually melt down to the ground; some people call this ‘Sticky Toffee’. In ‘Banana Splits’ those caught have to stand with hands together above their heads, which they slowly bring down on each side, symbolising the peeling of a banana, and in ‘Quicksand’ they again sink to the ground. In all these, if they are not released by other players before they reach zero, they are out of the game, or join the tigger.


  Even more fanciful is ‘Octopus’, in which the chaser constantly waves his or her arms around like an octopus, and those caught become ‘seaweed’, who also wave their arms around (but must not move their feet). Some people observe the rule that anyone touched by the seaweed also becomes stuck. In ‘Toilet Tig’, when you get tigged you are frozen to the spot and another player can only free you if you bend your knees so that they can sit on your lap and pretend to pull a toilet chain, or they just have to pull your arm down to simulate flushing. Then there is ‘Sacrifice’, in which anyone who altruistically frees a fellow player immediately becomes stuck themselves.


  Finally, some children play the game nowadays with a ‘tigger’ as usual, but rather than all players being allowed to free people, just one designated person is allocated this role. In conversation these two roles go by various names, such as the ‘stucker’ and the ‘unstucker’, or the ‘itter’ and the ‘un-itter’. Sometimes the unstucker is immune from being tigged, but at others they are just as vulnerable as the rest.


  Even without these variations, the game goes by many different names, including ‘Statue Tig’, ‘Freeze Chase’, ‘Tunnel Tig’ and ‘Underground Tig’, but most children still usually recognise ‘Stuck in the Mud’ as the generic term.


  Feet-off-Ground


  After ‘Stuck in the Mud’, ‘Feet-off-ground’ is probably the commonest variant of tig. In this game the players being chased can gain temporary immunity by being off the ground:


  ‘Touch off Ground28’: You might be hanging off a fence or dangling from a windowsill, or wrapped around a lamppost. It might not even be somewhere you’d be able to stay off the ground for long, just long enough for the chaser to go after someone else maybe.


  WALES, 1970S


  
    

  


  You’re ‘It’


  The ‘it’ role is one of the brilliant inventions of childhood play, and there is nothing quite like it in the adult world. Not everybody calls it ‘it’, of course. In some places you are ‘on’ or ‘on it’, or, in
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