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    A NOTE FROM THE ILLUSTRATOR

Creating the art for this book was pure joy. I drew on my memories of hearing these stories, songs, and rhymes as a child—in my Sunday school class at church, on the school playground at recess, and everywhere in between. I got quiet in my studio and listened to the memories. When I touched paintbrush to paper, the images danced from my hand onto the page.

Brian Pinkney

Brooklyn, New York





INTRODUCTION

Our earliest toys are our hands, feet, and voices. When we are babies, our wiggling fingers, curling toes, kicking legs, and flexing fists, combined with our squeals of wonder and surprise, provide us with hours of challenging and entertaining play while helping us develop basic learning skills.

Long before we have full command of language or any formal education, we can enjoy the rhythms and repetition of singsong rhymes that tell our fingers to become an “Itsy-Bitsy Spider” or our toes to become “This Little Piggy”—all-time favorites of children from many cultures.

As we grow, our play changes. Simple clapping games advance into more complicated body moves; we learn to skip, run, and jump rope. Games and songs performed in a circle are coupled with word games. Soon we start shaping whole stories, which we share with our family and friends. From singing simple songs of praise in Sunday school, we move to singing on the porch with our friends and join school and community choirs.

When I was young, like other children, I didn’t understand that my play activities were an essential part of my growth and development. Though I never realized it, we were learning practical lessons, like how to count, the names of the states, the seasons, the days of the week, and the months of the year, as well as establishing our moral center regarding how to treat others fairly and honestly. Our teachers, pastors, counselors, and parents understood that even the most uncomplicated rhyme and rhythm games are educational tools that enhance creativity and develop decision-making and problem-solving abilities. We were encouraged to take part in these simple folk expressions and to teach them to our younger brothers and sisters and our classmates, as has been done for centuries.

In addition to their developmental and educational benefits, storytelling, wordplay, and games have helped expose generations of African American children to folk characters and historical figures, all of which have provided a connecting thread among people of color throughout the world.

Some of this material originated in Africa, or among early African American captives in the United States and the Caribbean—but others are not African in origin. Through the years, black children have learned games and folktales from other cultures, and have then made them uniquely their own by adding Afro-Caribbean rhythms and movements and by changing lyrics. Like all folk expressions, they have continually morphed over the years, and continue to do so today.

In writing this book, I have relied heavily upon my own play experiences as a child growing up in Kirkwood, Missouri, and Nashville, Tennessee, in the 1950s, and as a student, a teacher, an instructor of teachers, a parent and grandparent, and, finally, a writer. This really is a collection of my favorite childhood games, songs, poetry, and stories that are directly linked to my African American heritage.

What I remember best is how much fun I had making memories with my friends during our playtime. I hope you’ll have just as much fun as you explore this book.

Patricia C. McKissack

St. Louis, Missouri
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Hand clapping—one of the first forms of children’s play—has been around for centuries, as have hand clapping rhymes. Like other groups who settled in the New World, African Americans swapped their hand claps with Native Americans and Europeans, and in this way, the beloved games passed from household to household, from culture to culture. Today many of them are global favorites, enjoyed by millions of children.

I shared these early rhymes with my classmates and neighbors on the playground of Turner School in Kirkwood, Missouri, and on my grandmother’s porch in Nashville, Tennessee. Later, I taught my own children and grandchildren the hand claps, just as my mother and grandmother had shared them with me.

PATTY-CAKE

Over the centuries the “Patty-Cake” rhyme has changed and evolved, until now there are more than thirty variations of this beloved hand clap. One version dates back to the eighteenth century. It is believed that slave owners taught their slave babysitters the “Patty-Cake” rhyme so that the slaves could play with the children who lived in the Big House. Slave mothers adapted it for their own little ones by adding African rhythms and movements. Then the slaves passed on their version, and each generation made changes. This is the version that is used most often in the African American community today.


Patty-cake, patty-cake, baker man.

Make me a cake as fast as you can.

Roll ’em over, roll ’em over; put him in the pan.

Then bake ’em in the oven, Mr. Patty-Cake man.



MARY MACK

“Mary Mack” is one of the most popular hand clap rhymes in the English-speaking world. It was certainly one of my favorites. As with other hand claps, my friends and I adapted it, making changes to the rhythms, adding complicated hand movements, and upping the tempo to create a sassy performance.


Oh, Mary Mack, Mack, Mack,

All dressed in black, black, black,

With silver buttons, buttons, buttons,

Up and down her back, back, back.



    
She asked her mama, mama, mama,

For fifteen cents, cents, cents,

To see the elephant, elephant, elephant,

Jump the fence, fence, fence.

    

    
He jumped so high, high, high,

He touched the sky, sky, sky,

And never came back, back, back,

Till the Fourth of July, -ly, -ly!
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SOLOMON GRUNDY

This nursery rhyme has been around since the nineteenth century.

In 1944, Alfred Bester and Paul Reinman introduced a comic-book character—a large zombielike archvillain—they named after the character in the rhyme. Solomon Grundy was an adversary of the Green Lantern, and later of Batman and Superman.

African American children transformed ol’ Grundy yet again into a hand clap, and I remember sharing it with my first-grade friends. We performed it in a quick and spicy rhythm with lots of arm and leg movements.


Solomon Grundy,

Born on Monday,

Christened on Tuesday,

Married on Wednesday,

Took sick on Thursday,

Worse on Friday,

Died on Saturday,

Buried on Sunday.

So goes the ordinary life of

Solomon Grundy.

    (Repeat, faster and faster each time.)



MONKEY HAND CLAPS

These hand claps first appeared during the great black migration from the South to the North around 1919, and became popular in New York City’s Harlem in the 1920s. Southern children who moved north mixed and matched verses with their new neighbors, and soon a series of unique hand claps emerged.


Version 1 (circa 1920)

Monkey, monkey, monkey,

Swinging from a piece of thread.

The string broke; it aine no joke,

’Cause the silly little monkey’s dead.
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Version 2 (circa 1930)

There was a time,

When the goose drank wine,

And the monkey played the fiddle

On the streetcar line.



    
The line broke,

And the monkey got choked,

And the goose played the trumpet

On the Midtown Line.
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Version 3 (circa 1940–50)

Once upon a time,

The goose drank wine,

And the monkey smoked a pipe

On the L&N line.



    
The train crashed,

And the monkey got smashed,

And the goose croaked taps

On the streetcar line.
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Version 4 (circa 1990)

    Sometimes “gorilla” is used in place of “monkey.”

Great big monkey

Sitting on a fence,

Tryin’ to make a dollar

Out of fifteen cents.



    
The fence broke,

That’s all she wrote,

Singing sweet treat, sweet treat,

Sweet treat, twiddle dee-dee.



EENIE MEENIE MINEY MO

The “Eenie Meenie” hand claps are centuries old, with German, Welsh, English, and American roots. Originally, the rhymes were used to choose an “it” or to count a player in or out.

Around 1888, American schoolchildren began using a racial pejorative in the original rhyme. Black children
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