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If You’re Clueless and You Know It, Clap Your Hands


	Parenthood is a time of joy and wonder. The first giggle and coo, the first step, the first word. It’s all miraculous. But for many first-timers, parenthood is also a time of bafflement and anxiety. In many ways we know what to expect, but no matter how prepared we are, we will still have questions. There is no way ever to be fully prepared. For me, it was the baby shower that underscored how little I knew. What is A&D and why do I need a gallon of it? What circumstances call for a cotton ball? This onesie is lovely, thank you. Is it sleepwear or something the child can wear to a restaurant? 


	My son arrived and many of my questions seemed to answer themselves. (A&D is used to prevent diaper rash, cotton balls are for battling cradle cap, and onesies are for sleeping and dining out, FYI.) I was well prepared, after all. And the few issues that did arise—dealing with teething, sleeping strategies, breastfeeding advice, handling a fever—were ably covered in my parenting books. It was smooth sailing—until one fateful day.


	It was a few weeks into my son’s life. The relatives had gone home, visits from friends were slowing down, my husband was back at work. Suddenly it was just me and the baby with long days stretching out before us. And on this particular day, my bundle of joy was cranky. Very cranky. 


	I fed him. I changed him. I tried to get him to nap. I gave him a binkie. I took him for a stroll. I rocked him. I repeated the sequence, but with no results. Finally, I groped for something to sing to him. Anything would do. It would just have to be catchy and upbeat. Anything at all. Forgive me. I was very tired. I was astonished to hear these words escape my lips:


	“Confident, confident, dry and secure. Raise your hands, raise your hands if you’re sure.”


	Was a deodorant jingle the best I could do? I tried again.


	“Love, exciting and new. Come aboard, we’re expecting you.”


	The theme song from an Aaron Spelling TV show? I racked my brains for more material and took another shot.


	“Dashing through the snow”—did I mention it was spring?—“In a one-horse open sleigh. . . .” But my son seemed satisfied and I knew all the words, “O’er the fields we go”—it was unseasonal, but otherwise it was working out—“Laughing all the way. Ha Ha Ha.”


	Eventually my son settled down and went back to sleep, giving me time to reflect. How could this have happened? Did I really not know any nursery rhymes, songs, lullabies—anything that was appropriate for an infant? I took inventory and came up with a few fragments, some first lines, but little else. I knew that the wheels on the bus went round and round, but I didn’t know what the other parts of the bus did. I knew that little stars twinkled, but I couldn’t tell you more about them than that. And every time I recited “The Queen of Hearts,” Miss Muffet somehow appeared at the end. Was I missing a gene? Was there a hormonal imbalance blocking my memory of these universally known ditties? Or had I just never learned them in the first place?


	I had planned to keep this seismic gap in my knowledge a secret. Nobody needed to know that I didn’t know what a tuffet was. It was nothing a little cramming couldn’t fix. But a funny thing happened on the road to nursery verse literacy: I realized I was not alone. Many parents of my acquaintance, I learned as I tentatively owned up to the gaps in my knowledge, were Mother Goose–challenged. Somehow we’d thought of everything else, but we hadn’t brushed up on the nursery verses that have soothed and entertained generations of children. 


	This book seeks to remedy that. It contains my favorite classic nursery rhymes, along with instructions on how to perform them and a bit of history on their origins. My hope is that the book will give you and your baby pleasure, comfort, and confidence. When you learn the origins of “Pease Porridge Hot”, you’ll feel better if you, like me, have ever sung your child a commercial jingle. And when you understand more about the origins of some of these classics, you’ll realize that almost anything is okay to sing to a child, as long as it’s catchy. I hope that my thoughts on emoting (see here) free you to be goofy, because babies love broad humor, and most of all they love you—no matter how silly or off-key you are. You are Beyoncé, as far as they are concerned. 


	Maybe you’ll pick up a few tips as well, such as the miracle of the yoga om and its applications (see here). And if you master even a quarter of the classics here, I guarantee years’ worth of coos and giggles and snuggles and repetitions of that magic word that proves you really have done your job well: “Again!”




	
How to Enjoy this Book with Your Child


	On the History of Nursery Verse


	Nursery rhymes have been around as long as children have. Mothers from time immemorial have soothed and amused their little ones with words and song. A few of those words and songs have become so popular that they were passed down over generations. Most nursery rhymes that we’ve come to think of as classic originated in England and are hundreds of years old. These include “Humpty Dumpty,” “Hey Diddle Diddle,” “Little Boy Blue,” and “The Noble Duke of York,” to name just a few.


	Others have even older origins—“As I Was Going to St. Ives” is believed to be a variation of a riddle found in ancient Egypt. Some are American—“Mary Had a Little Lamb,” for example, was written in New England in the nineteenth century. Other standards have caught on quickly: the last several decades have given us “Alice the Camel,” “If All the Raindrops Were Lemon Drops,” and “The Wheels on the Bus.”


	I have included some non-English verses that have become popular in America or are so excellent that they should be, like the French lullaby “Fais Dodo” and a Spanish song about chickens, “Pío, Pío, Pío,” as well as the multi-culti hit “Frère Jacques,” which exists in nearly every language. Most of the verses, new and old, are by authors whose identities have been lost over time. In other surprising cases, the author is known: “Twinkle, Twinkle, Little Star” is a poem by an English woman named Jane Taylor, and “Wee Willie Winkie” was written by Scotsman William Miller. 


	
Meet the Opies


	Although some nursery rhymes and songs were written down and published, most were part of an oral tradition, passed down from mother to child across the generations. Many of these rhymes were recorded by enterprising authors along the way, who included them in collections of verses; others were lost. The couple we have to thank for making sure that most classic nursery rhymes were documented are the Opies. Peter and Iona Opie were scholars of folklore who became experts in the literature and games of childhood. They wrote scores of books, including their groundbreaking The Lore and Language of Schoolchildren and comprehensive reference works like The Oxford Dictionary of Nursery Rhymes, as well as several popular spin-offs. Peter Opie died in 1982. After his death, Mrs. Opie donated the couple’s vast collection of early and rare children’s literature—some 20,000 volumes—to Oxford’s Bodleian Library. 


	It may be the Opies we have to thank for the fact that nursery rhymes have become a sort of lingua franca of childhood. You can go to a playground anywhere in America and start singing “Ring Around the Rosie” and be assured that most of the other parents and kids will know it, too. There is something beautiful about little preliterate munchkins being able to communicate with one another in this universal language. 



I Did It My Way


	Although the Opies are great experts on the subject of nursery rhymes, and although many other enthusiasts have appeared in the wake of their success, they are not the final word on what’s right. You are. Since most nursery rhymes have been passed down through the generations orally, there are many variations in the words. Oral tradition recognizes no “correct version.” I first met “The Brave Old Duke of York” as “The Noble Duke of York” and have used my version here because it sounds right to my ear. “Noble” sounds to me, well, noble. Either one would be equally entertaining to your pumpkin. There are loads of verses for “Pop Goes the Weasel,” and nobody really knows in which order they should go, so I’ve made up an order I like. The French lullaby “Fais Dodo” traditionally starts “Fais dodo, Colas mon petit frère. . . .” Colas is probably an abbreviation of the name Nicolas, but it sounds strange to English-speaking ears, including mine, so I’ve dropped it. In places I’ve included lesser-known verses of rhymes I love; in others I’ve dropped those that seem stilted to me. I’ve been loose with some translations for the sake of meter and rhyme—“Wee Willie Winkie,” which I translated from the Scots, is an example. My goal has been to balance entertainment value with good old-fashioned tradition.


	
Music and Lyrics


	A big part of the entertainment value of many verses in this book is the music they are accompanied by. Some tunes like “ABC,” “Mary Had a Little Lamb,” and “Three Blind Mice” we already know off the top of our head. Others are unfamiliar. Most readers need introductions or refreshers to songs like “Les Petites Marionettes” and “Oh Mr. Sun.” All the songs are easy to learn, easy to sing, and pleasing to young ears, hence their staying power. You’ll note that several nursery rhyme tunes are recycled. “Frère Jacques” and “Where Is Thumbkin?” use the same music. Another classic verse is sung to the same music as “ABC.” Can you name it? (See here for the answer.) 


	Which came first, the music or the lyrics? There is a bit of chicken-and-egg with nursery rhymes, since they’ve come down to us through oral tradition. In most cases, the music seems to have followed. “Twinkle, Twinkle, Little Star” and “Mary Had a Little Lamb,” for example, were both published poems before they were assigned tunes. The only sure example of the music coming before the words in this collection is Brahms’s “Lullaby and Good Night.” 


	The digital download included with this book (available at workman.com/nurseryrhymes), featuring the vocal talents of Rebecca Kendall, Carolyn Montgomery, and Margaret Murphy, and the arrangements of Jamie Lawrence, allows you to learn the tunes to unfamiliar songs and jog your memory anytime you have a lapse (see here). We’ve tried to arrange them so you can also sit down with your baby or toddler and listen to the whole thing straight through.


	On Proper Technique


	Relax, I’m teasing you! There is no proper technique. There is no right way to perform “Itsy Bitsy Spider” or “The Noble Duke of York.” You are not going to be graded on this, and believe me, your audience is quite accepting. Anything you dream up is right. So please don’t worry about being perfect. That said, certain tricks will make things easier for you. If you remember to start “Itsy Bitsy” with your thumb touching your index finger, the spider will climb up the web more gracefully. When you master the art of the trot, you’ll be able to use it not only for “The Noble Duke of York” but also “Trot, Trot to Boston” and “To Market, to Market to Buy a Fat Pig.” And if you get a big reaction on something—my son is crazy about the way I create puppets for him in “Les Petites Marionettes”—you’ll want to be able to replicate it reliably. Consistency makes that easier. But if your spider gambols awkwardly and your trots are not textbook, so what?
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