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This paper is an offshoot of fieldwork done from 1992 to 1994 in the
United States and Canada during the preparation of a book, Greasy Grimy
Gopher Guts: The Subversive Folklore Of Children, co-written with T.K.F.
Weisskopf and published by August House in 1995. The majority of
informants were children between the ages of five and sixteen, though adult
contributions were also solicited to show how the rhymes have altered over
the years.1
The method of collecting involved giving informants such key phrases as
“Great green gobs of greasy grimy gopher guts,” which generally quickly
triggered folk rhyme responses. Some rhymes were collected in schools or
libraries, others were solicited over the Internet; the latter process let us
reach otherwise unreachable informants in Alaska and Hawaii.

Certain rhymes, including The Hearse Song, also known as The Worms

Crawl in, the Worms Crawl Out, and Glory, Glory Hallelujah/Teacher hit me
With a Ruler, were known by all informants and date to at least the
beginning of this century.
Variations have, of course, emerged over the generations as rhymes are
heard, misheard or misremembered, then passed on to other children, who
do their own mishearings and misrememberings. As the rhymes were
collected, one not unexpected fact about these variations emerged. As is
true of more formal teaching tales, the folk rhymes, in addition to being
entertaining, help children deal with an increasingly volatile world.
Therefore, the more modern the alteration to the rhyme, the more graphic
the violent content of the rhyme becomes or the more vivid the sexual
imagery.

Granted, such alterations are not necessarily a recent process, and a
certain amount of national mindset does seem to come into play, a case in
point being the World War II era children’s rhyme, based on the song
Whistle While You Work, from the 1937 Disney movie, Snow White. In
Britain and in at least one example we collected from an informant whose
father was from Nova Scotia, the children’s rhyme parody was usually the
relatively tame:

Whistle while you work,
Mussolini bought a shirt.
Hitler wore it,
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Britain tore it.
Whistle while you work.

In the United States, perhaps reflecting this nation’s more outspoken
nature, the rhyme became more violent and sexual. An example, cited by
numerous informants from New York, Pennsylvania, Florida and Texas,
follows:

Whistle while you work,

Hitler is a jerk.
Mussolini bit his weenie.
Now it doesn’t work.?

It might be noted that World War II references, though they
persevered into the early 1980s, have almost totally faded from current
children’s rhymes. While the Cuban missile crisis of the early 1960s did
spark a few rhymes, they were not long-lasting and do not seem to have
been replaced by references from later wars. However, the 1960s, which
was a time of so much unrest and radical societal changes, do appear to
mark the beginning of the trend of accelerating violence and sexual content
in children’s rhymes: the first clue that children are, indeed, more aware of
the world around them than parents might believe.

In the violence category, anti-teacher children’s rhymes are the most
common--not surprising when one considers how much of a modern child's
life is spent in school, where he or she is forced to obey adult rules. There
have been relatively violent anti-teacher rhymes since at least the beginning
of the twentieth century, but a specific example of the more recent trend
towards increased violence can be seen in one very popular anti-teacher
folk rhyme, Glory, Glory Hallelujah. Versions dating up to the late 1960s
generally include only slapstick violence, such as “I bopped her on the
bean/With a rotten tangerine”. Some of these more innocuous versions
were collected from informants from Ohio and Massachusetts, who’d heard
them in the 1950s, and from informants from Colorado, Maryland, and New
York, who’d heard them in the early and mid-1960s.3

By the late 1960s up to 1994, the imagery has been changed to the
more explicitly violent, such as “I met her at the door with a loaded .44”,
which version was collected by us in New York, Ohio, Massachusetts,
Virginia and Connecticut. In 1994, a nine year old boy in New Hampshire
contributed the equally graphic versions, “I met her in the attic/With a

2 The first, more innocuous version was collected from Peter, who learned it from his Nova Scotian
father, who learned it during World War II. The second, more violent version was collected from
Tappan, Florida, and Sue, Brooklyn, New York, 1960s, Jeanne, Pitmann, New Jersey, and Darryl, 1970s,
and Austin, Fort Worth, Texas, 1981.

3 The informants who knew only the “tangerine” version include Susan, Boardman, Ohio, and Alan,
Boston, Massachusetts, 1950s, Cindy, Denver, Colorado, Claire, Silver Springs, Maryland, Ellie, Queens,
New York, and Valerie, Modina, New York, ca. 1960s.
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loaded automatic,” and “I met her at the bank/With a U.S. Army tank”.4

The gentle folksong On Top of Old Smokey, has also been turned into a
violent anti-teacher song, portraying the teacher —possibly due to the
influence of horror movies— as an Undead monster who is difficult to kill.
We collected several versions in 1994 from children ranging in age from
seven to eleven; these versions include progressively more vicious means of
killing a teacher. A prime example, which we collected in very similar
versions from preteen girls in Connecticut and New Hampshire, a preteen
boy in New York and a preteen boy and girl in North Carolina, follows:

On top of the schoolhouse,
All covered with blood,

I shot my poor teacher
With a forty-four slug.

[ went to her funeral,

[ went to her grave.

Some people threw flowers,
I threw a grenade.

[ opened her coffin.

She wasn'’t quite dead.

So I took a bazooka

And blew off her head.>

The Jungians among us will delight to note that the teacher monster
needs to be killed a ritual three times!
But not all modern alterations of the rhymes are so negative — or so
violent. While racist rhymes were very much a part of children's folk
culture until the mid-1960s, we collected no racist rhymes from anyone
under the age of fifteen; this wasn’t from a reluctance on the informants’
part to repeat such rhymes but, in most cases, from a genuine lack of
knowledge by the informants that older, racist versions existed of such
now-innocuous rhymes as “Eenie meenie minie mo/Catch a tiger by the
toe”. The ritualized rhyming combat by insult known among inner city
children as “snaps” or “doubles” do contain some blatant ethnic slurs — but
they are used only within that ethnic group and never by outsiders.

Continuing on the theme of social change, children who admitted to
difficulty in memorizing school lessons were still able to flawlessly recite
such intricate rhymes as Miss Lucy Had a Steamboat, one of that very
ancient category of rhyme in which each line almost ends in a dirty word,
ie.

4 The earliest examples we collected of the “met her at the door” version come from adult informants
Elissa, Syracuse, New York, and Jim, Bedford, New York, who dated them to the late 1960s. Later
versions were collected in 1994 from such informants as Deborah, Honolulu, Hawaii (who dated her
version to the late 1980s), and nine year old Brendan, Colebrook, New Hampshire.

5 This horror story in rhyme was collected in 1994 from informants Katzi, nine, Colebrook, New
Hampshire, David, seven and his cousin Jennifer, ten, Celo, North Carolina, and Gregory, eleven, Bohemia,
New York.
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Miss Lucy had a steamboat, the steamboat had a bell,
Miss Lucy went to heaven, the steamboat went to
Hello, Operator, give me number nine...

and so on.

This rhyme, with its reference to the steamboat and telephone, dates
to the first quarter of this century. What makes it relevant in this context is
the version collected by us in 1994 from two unrelated eight year old New
York area informants, in which “Miss Lucy” became “Ms. Lucy.” A small
point, perhaps, but what made it notable was the matter-of-fact mention by
the informants: they took the replacement of “miss” with “ms” for granted.s

Changing sexual mores are also clearly reflected in children’s rhymes.
Although parents may want to believe their youngsters are still innocent, or
perhaps naive, when it comes to sexual knowledge, the rhymes we collected
show that children are very much aware of —if not actually experienced
in— the basics of this most fascinating human subject. These rhymes range
from the relatively mild, such as the following, which was delivered in a
matter-of-fact fashion:

One and one are two,
Two and two are four.
If the bed collapses,
Do it on the floor.”

all the way to the relatively explicit, such as the following chant:

Sex, sex, sex
Is the law, law, law.
When a guy gets a girl
On the floor, floor, floor.
He sticks his information
In the girl’s communication
Which increases the population
Of the younger generation.
Would you like a little demonstration?
This rhyme was collected in similar versions from informants from
New York City, New York State, New Hampshire and California. One eleven
year old girl from Hastings, New York, confided in the author that she had
been nine when an eleven year old boy forced her to listen to it. When
asked how she dealt with this early form of sexual harassment, she replied
with satisfaction, “I hit him!”8

6 The “Ms” version was collected in 1994 from Jessica, age eight, who learned it at camp in New York
State, and Michael, age eight, Mamaroneck, New York. Other versions were contributed by Lindalee,
Manitowoc, Wisconsin, ca. 1959-60, Tina, Bronx, New York, late 1950s, Deborah, U. S. Army base, West
Germany, 1960s, and Caroline, Huntsville, Alabama, 1970s.

7 Contributed by Sharon, thirteen, Boston area, Massachusetts, 1994.

8 Informants included Lisa, elementary school, Bronx, New York, 1960s, “D.B.,” eleven, California, ca.
1972, a sixth-grade girl “who wished to remain anonymous,” New Hampshire, 1992, Sue, Brooklyn, New
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Yet another reflection of changing sexual mores is revealed in the
replacement by children of blatantly anti-gay rhymes, which often reflected
adult sensibilities, with those lacking any openly hostile element.

An example of the earlier, more hostile (and fearful) type of rhyme
follows (to the tune of Pop Goes the Weasel)

We don’t go out with the boys anymore,
We don’t intend to marry.

We go with the girls in our block.

Whee, I'm a fairy.”

This rhyme, which dates to 1952, was collected in Illinois from an
informant who added the additional folkloric data, “On Thursday you
couldn’t wear yellow or green or you'd be saying you were a fairy”. The use
of “fairy” to describe a homosexual has been gradually slipping out of
usage; why it should ever have been applied is a matter for speculation,
although the fairy folk are traditionally supposed to be wildly sexual beings.
That the wearing of a certain color should brand an individual as
homosexual —a concept that was used to identify other minority groups or
“undesirables” in the past— says a great deal about homophobia in the
United States.?

But no such hostile rhymes were collected from younger informants,
who were more likely to relate more tolerant rhymes such as the following:

I love you, you love me
Homosexuality.

With a slap on the butt

And a kiss from me to you.

Don't you wish you were horny, too?

This rhyme, collected from a twelve year old boy in Wisconsin in 1994, has
a parallel in one collected from an eleven year old girl in New Hampshire in
the same year, in which the singer concludes:

You may think we’re ordinary friends,
But we're really Lesbians.

In both cases, neither informant was particularly shocked or
embarrassed by singing the rhyme, nor was there any sense that the rhymes
were meant to be malicious. Indeed, the only person shocked was the
Wisconsin boy’s mother!10

But perhaps the most telling modern elements appear in hostile

York, 1980s, and Colleen, age eleven, Hastings, New York, 1994. Colleen, who hit the boy who told her
the rhyme, prefaced her recitation with a warning that this rhyme was “really, really bad.”

9 Collected from Caryl, Rockford, Illinois, ca. 1952. A similar version was collected from Sue, Brooklyn,
New York, ca. 1967-75.

10 Both rhymes were collected in 1994. The gay male version was collected from Josh, age eleven,
Wisconsin, while the Lesbian version was collected from Katherine, age eleven, New Hampshire. A
similar version of the latter was contributed by Caroline, Huntsville, Alabama.
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rhymes about the television character, Barney. Some of these rhymes have
definitely been inspired by adults —often by parents who cannot bear
another glimpse or mention of that too-cute purple dinosaur— and are
merely excuses for a release of violent emotion. The adult rhymes tend to
parody the “happy family” concept right from the first line, i.e. “I hate you,
you hate me,” although children take the rhymes on to true violence, adding
such lines as:

Let’s get together and kill Barney.
With a nine millimeter and shoot him in the head.
Aren’t you glad that Barney’s dead?
or:
I hate you, you hate me.
Together we can kill Barney.
With a knife in the stomach and a bullet in the head.
Aren’t you glad that Barney’s dead?
There is a seemingly endless series of similar versions in which
Barney meets a violent end.1!
But some anti-Barney rhymes reflect a deep social awareness. One
prime example, collected from eleven and twelve-year old girls in New
Hampshire, follows:

I love you, you love me.
Barney has got H. 1. V.
Barney jumped on Baby Bop one time.
That’s called rape and that’s a crime.
At first, this rhyme sounds like a parental nightmare. But when the
girls were asked if they knew what it meant, they said that they knew H.L.V.
had to do with AIDS and that rape was a bad thing. Other children who
recited similar rhymes showed an awareness that forced sex was indeed a
crime and that unprotected sex could lead either to pregnancy or AIDS.12
Clearly children’s folk rhymes do reflect the changing mood of the
country. They give us a warning in their increasingly graphic depictions of
violence — but they also show a healthy awareness of sexual morality.
Children are using them, quite unconsciously, as teaching tools.
In short, children are saying in their rhymes things of worth both to
folklorists and to society in general. And it's up to both folklorists and
parents to listen to what children have to say.

ABSTRACT

The objective of this paper is to show that while the basic forms of North

11 Some of the many informants, all of whom contributed their anti-Barney rhymes in 1994, include
Alexis, eleven, Bronx, New York, Decarlo, Myekia, and Brenda, eleven, North Little Rock, Arkansas, and
Joanna, eight, Montreal, Canada.

12 The informants all preferred to remain anonymous.
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American children’s folk rhymes have remained the same throughout the
century, the content has been altering continuously, revealing children’s
awareness of changing cultural and societal mores. Therefore, these rhymes
represent a vital and living aspect of folklore. Nevertheless this is not
strictly a North American phenomenon, since children’s folk rhymes have
been collected by other folklorists across Europe into Asia and Australia.
While some of the rhymes studied here may be specifically North American,
they certainly have their parallels throughout the world!

RESUMO

O objectivo deste artigo é mostrar que, enquanto do ponto de vista formal,
as rimas infantis norte-americanas permanecem fundamentalmente iguais
ao longo de todo o pais, o seu conteido tem-se alterado continuamente,
mostrando a percep¢do que as criangas possuem das mudangas culturais e
sociais, e que, portanto, as rimas infantis constituem um aspecto vital e vivo
do folclore. Note-se que ndo estamos em presenca dum subgénero
estritamente norte-americano, ja que as rimas infantis tém sido recolhidas
por outros folcloristas desde a Europa até a a Asia e a Australia. Embora
algumas das que aqui estudamos sejam talvez especificamente norte-
americanas, outras sem duvida que possuem paralelos em varios paises.
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