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Introduction

MICHAEL MORPURGO

Here is a book of rhymes and songs and poems that can open the door at the back of the wardrobe and lead you out into the whole wonderful world of poetry. If that door is never opened, a child may never know, now or later, the joys of reading poetry, listening to it, singing it, writing it. Within the pages of this book many children will discover, often for the first time, the magic and music of poetry, the rhythm and rhyme, the way words can dance in the air, flow like a stream, fly like a bird, flash and thunder like lightning, how they colour each other, how they can touch our hearts, and broaden and deepen our awareness, widen our horizons.

Children love magic, and poets are word magicians. With the touch of a poet’s wand, we can feel and see what is not there before our eyes, be transported into new worlds. They can shine a new light into our lives, help us to see ourselves and others and the world about us more clearly, more nearly, more dearly. They can help children to find a voice of their own, to write their own poetry, make their own word-magic.

But how best to introduce children to poetry? Best at home for sure, Mum or Dad or Auntie or Grandpa, passing on the poems they love. But more often than not a child’s first introduction to poetry happens at school. The old way, when I was little, was often to force-feed it at school, to make children learn poems by heart, and stand up in front of the class to recite them, to use poems as comprehension tests. Poetry had a capital P; the magic was forgotten. The poems chosen were often difficult – a lot of Shakespeare, I remember, incomprehensible and alien to a young boy. It was good for you, to be taken like medicine. Well, it’s fair to say that children don’t much like medicine.

As a result of this kind of stultifying introduction to Poetry, many turned away from poetry, often for the rest of their lives. Some, like me, were luckily rescued by a wonderful mother reading her favourite poems to me in bed at night, and reading them beautifully. And I was fortunate enough also to have great teachers, during my school and university years, who read poems to us that they loved, who meant the words they were reading to us, whether it was Edward Lear’s nonsense verse or Beowulf. They recited or read only the poems they liked, and did it with a passion, one that they wanted us to share. With the best teachers it was never medicine, never just a lesson, never a memory test or comprehension exercise. They were passing on what they loved, the poems that had enriched their lives, and that they hoped would do the same for us.

So, above all, children have not to be simply taught Poetry, but to be given, at the earliest opportunity, the chance to begin to enjoy poems. ‘Aye, there’s the rub.’ We all know it really helps if children can like what they are learning – and like and respect the person who’s reading to them, come to that. The two often go together. Give children poetry they will like, recite it, tell it with utter conviction – poetry that is fun, that sings, that arrests attention, that intrigues or amazes, and that they will want to hear or read again and again. They will discover the poems they love best, and so have a good chance of loving poetry for life.

This book is full of these poems. You could say it is a veritable liquorice allsorts of a poetry collection. As a child my favourite sweets were always liquorice allsorts. Each was different. I loved some more than others, but I loved them all. They were pretty pink or multicoloured, or shiny black, always with the liquorice running through. And they were all different shapes and textures too.

A collection of wonderful poetry, some might think, should not be thought of as, or compared in any way to, a packet of liquorice allsorts. Well, maybe so, but aged six I had a passion for liquorice allsorts, and at seventy-four I still have. Q.E.D.! That’s the point. This book is full of all sorts of poetry that children will love: jingles and nursery rhymes, songs, poems about animals, about people and places, about fairies and witches, about nature and number, and much else besides. Amongst them are some of the best-loved and greatest poems in our language.

For me as a child, and to some extent even now, I always felt poems needed to be read out loud, or sung. The music and the meaning, and the rhythm and the rhyme, demand to be heard, not simply to be read silently off the page. To begin with, that is hard to do for some. Words to me are always more powerful when spoken, and then spoken again. That way a poem can become familiar, can be learnt with ease and with joy, not under duress, but because that particular poem resonates for you, has become a part of you. Some are never forgotten and become the poetry treasures that enrich you for life, that can even help you to find your own voice as a writer.

I have dozens of favourites in this book, poems and rhymes that have stayed with me all my life, that I can recite to my grandchildren: ‘Hey diddle diddle, the cat and the fiddle’, or ‘Tyger Tyger, burning bright, in the forests of the night’; or that I sing out loud to them or to myself as I walk along: ‘Do you know the muffin man, the muffin man, the muffin man?’ or ‘Soldier, soldier, will you marry me?’

Let me tell you about the first poem I ever truly loved – it’s in this collection. I was at my primary school, St Cuthberts with St Matthias, on the Warwick Road in London. It was in 1949 when I was six. The poem was Edward Lear’s ‘The Owl and the Pussy-Cat’. My mother had read it to me often, and I loved it, the fun and playfulness of it, the nonsense of it, the story, the rhythm, the made-up words, everything about it. And then, joy oh joy, our wonderful teacher at my school decided to adapt it for our school Christmas play.

Somehow I was chosen to be Owl, maybe because I knew the poem by heart already, or maybe I put my hand up highest. I don’t know. I learnt to sing Owl’s song to my cardboard guitar. In our school hall in front of a huge audience of parents and children and teachers, I sat in our ‘pea-green boat’, and ‘looked up to the stars above’. Belinda, who was the Pussy-cat, sat in front of me rowing, in her cat-suit and whiskery cat mask, her eyes glinting. She listened to me, they all listened to me. I wanted to be a singer or an actor or an owl or a poet after that. I became none of them, but I have loved the magic of words and stories and poems ever since.

There are so many poems you will love in this book. Read them, listen to them, sing them in your head, hold them ‘in your mind’s eye’, and they will stay with you for life. Yours for ever.




ANIMALS




The Owl and the Pussy-Cat

The Owl and the Pussy-cat went to sea

   In a beautiful pea-green boat,

They took some honey, and plenty of money,

   Wrapped up in a five-pound note.

The Owl looked up to the stars above,

   And sang to a small guitar,

‘O lovely Pussy! O Pussy, my love,

      What a beautiful Pussy you are,

         You are,

         You are!

      What a beautiful Pussy you are!’

Pussy said to the Owl, ‘You elegant fowl!

   How charmingly sweet you sing!

O let us be married! too long we have tarried:

   But what shall we do for a ring?’

They sailed away, for a year and a day,

   To the land where the Bong-tree grows

And there in a wood a Piggy-wig stood

   With a ring at the end of his nose,

      His nose,

      His nose,

   With a ring at the end of his nose.

‘Dear Pig, are you willing to sell for one shilling

   Your ring?’ Said the Piggy, ‘I will.’

So they took it away, and were married next day

   By the Turkey who lives on the hill.

They dined on mince, and slices of quince,

   Which they ate with a runcible spoon;

And hand in hand, on the edge of the sand,

      They danced by the light of the moon,

         The moon,

         The moon,

      They danced by the light of the moon.

Edward Lear (1812–1888)




The Kitten at Play

See the kitten on the wall,

Sporting with the leaves that fall,

Withered leaves, one, two and three,

Falling from the elder-tree;

Through the calm and frosty air

Of the morning bright and fair.

See the kitten, how she starts,

Crouches, stretches, paws and darts;

With a tiger-leap half way

Now she meets her coming prey.

Lets it go as fast and then

Has it in her power again.

Now she works with three and four,

Like an Indian conjuror;

Quick as he in feats of art,

Gracefully she plays her part;

Yet were gazing thousands there,

What would little Tabby care?

William Wordsworth (1770–1850)




The Cat and the Moon

The cat went here and there

And the moon spun round like a top,

And the nearest kin of the moon,

The creeping cat, looked up.

Black Minnaloushe stared at the moon,

For, wander and wail as he would,

The pure cold light in the sky

Troubled his animal blood.

Minnaloushe runs in the grass

Lifting his delicate feet.

Do you dance, Minnaloushe, do you dance?

When two close kindred meet,

What better than call a dance?

Maybe the moon may learn,

Tired of that courtly fashion,

A new dance turn.

Minnaloushe creeps through the grass

From moonlit place to place,

The sacred moon overhead

Has taken a new phase.

Does Minnaloushe know that his pupils

Will pass from change to change,

And that from round to crescent,

From crescent to round they range?

Minnaloushe creeps through the grass

Alone, important and wise,

And lifts to the changing moon

His changing eyes.

W. B. Yeats (1865–1939)




Maggie

There was a small maiden named Maggie,

Whose dog was enormous and shaggy;

The front end of him

Looked vicious and grim –

But the tail end was friendly and waggy.

Anon.




The Duel

The gingham dog and the calico cat

Side by side on the table sat;

’Twas half-past twelve, and (what do you think!)

Nor one nor t’ other had slept a wink!

   The old Dutch clock and the Chinese plate

   Appeared to know as sure as fate

There was going to be a terrible spat.

   (I wasn’t there; I simply state

   What was told to me by the Chinese plate!)

The gingham dog went ‘bow-wow-wow!’

And the calico cat replied ‘mee-ow!’

The air was littered, an hour or so,

With bits of gingham and calico,

   While the old Dutch clock in the chimney-place

   Up with its hands before its face,

For it always dreaded a family row!

   (Now mind: I’m only telling you

   What the old Dutch clock declares is true!)

The Chinese plate looked very blue,

And wailed, ‘Oh, dear! what shall we do!’

But the gingham dog and the calico cat

Wallowed this way and tumbled that,

   Employing every tooth and claw

   In the awfullest way you ever saw –

And, oh! how the gingham and calico flew!

   (Don’t fancy I exaggerate –

   I got my news from the Chinese plate!)

Next morning, where the two had sat

They found no trace of dog or cat;

And some folks think unto this day

That burglars stole that pair away!

   But the truth about the cat and pup

   Is this: they ate each other up!

Now what do you really think of that!

   (The old Dutch clock it told me so,

   And that is how I came to know.)

Eugene Field (c. 1850–1895)




Old Mother Hubbard

Old Mother Hubbard

Went to the cupboard,

To give the poor dog a bone;

When she came there,

The cupboard was bare,

And so the poor dog got none.

She went to the baker’s

To buy him some bread;

But when she got back

The poor dog was dead.

She went to the joiner’s

To buy him a coffin;

But when she got back

The doggie was laughing.

She took a clean dish

To get him some tripe;

But when she came back

He was smoking his pipe.

She went to the fishmonger’s

To buy him some fish;

And when she came back

He was licking the dish.

She went to the tavern

For white wine and red;

But when she came back

The dog stood on his head.

She went to the hatter’s

To buy him a hat;

But when she came back

He was feeding the cat.

She went to the cobbler’s

To buy him some shoes;

But when she came back

He was reading the news.

The Dame made a curtsy,

The dog made a bow;

The Dame said, ‘Your servant,’

The dog said, ‘Bow-wow.’

This wonderful dog

Was Dame Hubbard’s delight;

He could sing, he could dance,

He could read, he could write.

She gave him rich dainties

Whenever he fed,

And erected a monument

When he was dead.

Anon.




An Alphabet of Questions

Have Angleworms attractive homes?

Do Bumblebees have brains?

Do caterpillars carry combs?

Do Dodos dote on drains?

Can Eels elude electric earls?

Do Flatfish fish for flats?

Are Grigs agreeable to girls?

Do Hares have hunting hats?

Do ices make an Ibex ill?

Do Jackdaws jug their jam?

Do Kites kiss all the kids they kill?

Do Llamas live on lamb?

Will Moles molest a mounted mink?

Do Newts deny the news?

Are Oysters boisterous when they drink?

Do Parrots prowl in pews?

Do Quakers get their quills from quails?

Do Rabbits rob on roads?

Are Snakes supposed to sneer at snails?

Do Tortoises eat toads?

Can Unicorns perform on horns?

Do Vipers value veal?

Do weasels weep when fast asleep?

Can Xylophagans squeal?

Do Yaks in packs invite attacks?

Are Zebras full of zeal?

Charles Edward Carryl (1841–1920)




Measles in the Ark

The night it was horribly dark,

The measles broke out in the Ark;

Little Japheth, and Shem, and all the young Hams,

Were screaming at once for potatoes and clams.

And ‘What shall I do,’ said poor Mrs Noah,

‘All alone by myself in this terrible shower?

I know what I’ll do: I’ll step down in the hold,

And wake up a lioness grim and old,

And tie her close to the children’s door,

And give her a ginger-cake to roar

At the top of her voice for an hour or more;

And I’ll tell the children to cease their din,

Or I’ll let that grim old party in,

To stop their squeazles and likewise their measles.’

She practised this with the greatest success:

She was everyone’s grandmother, I guess.

Susan Coolidge (1835–1905)
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