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MOTHER GOOSE’S NURSERY RHYMES WERE FIRST PUBLISHED IN ENGLISH BY BRITISH BOOKMAKER JOHN NEWBERY ... 

happily ever after

Mother Goose

2. Sleeping Beauty: In the original version
of the tale, it’s not the kiss of a handsome prince
that wakes Sleeping Beauty, but the nudging of her
newborn twins. That’s right. While unconscious, the
princess is impregnated by a monarch and wakes
up to find out she’s a mom twice over. Then, in
true Ricki Lake form, Sleeping Beauty’s “baby’s
daddy” triumphantly returns and promises to send
for her and the kids later, conveniently forgetting to
mention that he’s married. When the trio is even-
tually brought to the palace, his wife tries to kill
them all, but is thwarted by the king. In the end,
Sleeping Beauty gets to marry the guy who violated
her, and they all live happily ever after. 

3. The Little Mermaid: You’re likely famil-
iar with the Disney version of the Little Mermaid
story, in which Ariel and her sassy crab friend,

Sebastian, overcome the wicked
sea witch, and Ariel swims off to
marry the man of her dreams. In
Hans Christian Andersen’s origi-
nal tale, however, the mermaid’s
fins-for-feet exchange comes at a
price—namely, that every step on

her new legs will be met with excruciating pain. And
that’s not even the worst part. In the end, the
prince marries someone else. 

TAKING THE FAIR OUT OF FAIRY TALES
Does life imitate art? Does art imitate life? Doesn’t
matter. Either way, things could have ended a little
more happily-ever-after for Hans Christian
Andersen. Turns out, the 19th-century fairy tale
master, who authored such beloved children’s sto-
ries as “The Princess and the Pea,” “The Little
Mermaid,” and “The Ugly Duckling,” was something
of an ugly duckling himself. Not only was the rather
unattractive writer notoriously bad with the ladies,
he didn’t even have the social graces to garner
much male companionship. Andersen was known
for overstaying his welcome, a party foul that put
him on the outs with fellow author Charles Dickens.

Apparently, what started out as a
pleasant one- or two-week stay
with Dickens in the summer of
1857 became a five-week bur-
den that ruptured their once-
upon-a-time friendship. In fact,
Dickens honored the event by
placing a placard in the guest
room that was less than subtle:
“Hans Christian Andersen slept in
this room for five weeks, which
seemed to the family ages.”

FAIRY TALES GONE WILD!: HOW THE UNCENSORED
ORIGINALS REALLY READ
1. Cinderella: Don’t break out your vio-
lins for this gal just yet. All that cruel-
ty poor Cinderella endured at the
hands of her overbearing stepmother
might have been well deserved. In the oldest
versions of the story, the slightly more sinister Cinderella actually
kills her first stepmother so her father will marry the housekeeper
instead. Guess she wasn’t banking on the housekeeper’s six daugh-
ters moving in or that never-ending chore list. 
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... THE MAN FOR WHOM THE NEWBERY MEDAL IN CHILDREN’S LITERATURE IS NAMED.

GRIMMS ON A WHIM
Ever wonder why Little Red Riding Hood didn’t sue
the pants off that creepy wolf stalker of hers? Or
at least file for a restraining order? Oddly enough,
folklore duo The Brothers Grimm probably did.
Long before penning some of the world’s best-
known folktales, the Grimm boys, Jacob and
Wilhelm, were aspiring lawyers. Fortunately for
children everywhere, they got sidetracked during
law school when they developed an interest in folk
poetry and linguistics. Aside from such claims to
fame as authoring “Rumplestiltskin” and “Hansel
and Gretel,” Jacob and Wilhelm are also famous
(in some circles, at least) for compiling a German
dictionary that included the meaning and history
behind every word. Jacob is even credited with the
eponymous linguistics theory, Grimm’s Law.
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Charles Perrault: a French booksmith,
who was the first to publish a collection of orally
passed-down nursery rhymes and fairy tales.
PROS: He’s the obvious choice. Perrault’s com-
pilation of tales bore the subtitle Contes de ma

Mère l’Oye (“Tales of Mother Goose”).
CONS: He’s a guy … named Charles, which
doesn’t exactly fit the stereotype of a hen-shape
matron who enjoys gathering children together for
storytelling hour. However, some scholars believe
Perrault derived the name for his book from
Charlemagne’s mother, otherwise known as
Queen Goosefoot. 

Elizabeth Vergoose: the mother-in-law of
Thomas Fleet, a Boston man who published a book
of nursery rhymes called Songs for the Nursery, or

Mother Goose’s Melodies for Children in 1719.
PROS: 
(1) Her name. With a surname like Vergoose, it’s
easy to see why her son-in-law would call her
Mother Goose instead. 
(2) Her legacy. Vergoose was buried in Boston’s
Old Granary Burying Ground, and her grave is cur-
rently marketed as a tourist attraction for those
interested in seeing the final resting place of “the
real Mother Goose.”
CONS: 
(1) Fleet reportedly named his book in honor of
the tales and rhymes Vergoose sang to her grand-
children. However, there is absolutely no evidence
to support this assertion. What’s more, an original
copy of the book has never been found. 
(2) Fleet is American. The Mother Goose nursery
rhymes all originated in England, and many historians
believe they weren’t published in America until 1785.

While they actually came from various sources
throughout several centuries, most English
nursery rhymes are attributed to Mother Goose.
The person behind this pseudonym, however, is
still a matter of dispute. Here’s a run-down of
historians’ three best guesses.

Bertrada II: Charlemagne’s mother
PROS:
(1) She was a freak. Bertrada (sometimes called
Bertha) was reportedly born with webbed feet,
which is how she ended up with the unfortunate
nicknames “Bertha Greatfoot” and “Queen
Goosefoot.”
(2) Aside from her famous feet, Bertrada was
well known for her love of children.
CONS:
(1) Bertrada lived during the 8th century C.E., so
information about her life is difficult to verify as
anything other than urban legend or popular myth.
(2) Others believe the real Mother Goose was
based on a different Bertha—specifically, Bertha,
wife of France’s Robert II. She and her husband
supposedly had a child who was born (due to
incest) with a head shaped like a duck, making
Bertha actually the mother of a goose. 

GIVING THE BIRDY
Despite his prolonged efforts at courtship, Hans
Christian Andersen was never able to woo opera
singer Jenny Lind. In fact, it’s said the painful experi-
ence inspired Andersen to write “The Nightingale”—
Nightingale being Lind’s nickname. In the story, a
small songbird with a beautiful voice promises to
visit a Chinese emperor and tell him everything she
sees, provided he keep their relationship under
wraps. (Ouch.) The tale gave birth to the phrase “a
little birdie told me.” A little birdie told us Lind want-
ed to be “secret friends” with Andersen.

happily ever after
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BETTER OFF BREAD
Diet guru Robert Atkins and his self-titled
weight-loss program have suffered both figu-
rative and literal falls from grace.
Figurative: The popularity of his carbohy-
drate-cutting plan waned once experts began
pointing out that eating nothing but burgers-
sans-bun can kill you. Not coincidentally,
Atkins Nutritionals went belly-up in 2005.
Literal: In 2003, Atkins died as the result of a
fall on a slippery sidewalk. Tragic. But with
Atkins’ autopsy showing 40-percent block-
ages in his coronary arteries, cardiologists
agreed that if the fall hadn’t done him in, his
own diet would have.

TROUBLE IN PARADISE
When Charles II returned to the English
throne in 1660, Oliver Cromwell crony and
propagandist John Milton lost his fortune
after being imprisoned and heavily fined for
crimes against the state. The only reason
Milton escaped with his head was because he was going blind, which the good king kindly
looked upon as divine retribution. During this period, the poor, sightless Milton wrote—or
rather, dictated—his epic masterpiece, Paradise Lost. The heavenly inspired theme? A fall
from grace.
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FALL AND AFTERMATH ASIDE, THE NURSERY RHYME NEVER STATES THAT HUMPTY DUMPTY IS AN EGG. 

happily ever after

Humpty Dumpties
Victims of Precipitous Falls 

>All We Need is Love (and a Really Good Lawyer)
After 16 months apart, Hollywood couple Elizabeth Taylor and
Richard Burton decided to give it another shot and remarried in

1975. It wasn’t exactly for bet-
ter or for worse, though. This
time, the happy couple stayed
on the marital-bliss wagon for
less than a year before divorcing
again in 1976 after Burton fell
off that other kind of wagon.

>Art Appreciation, Paul
Simon Style If anyone has
broken up and gotten back
together more times than Taylor

and Burton, it’s Simon and Garfunkel. The first breakup was in
1964, just after their first album, Wednesday Morning, 3 A.M.,

flopped big-time. But they decided to reunite after a doctored
version of their song “The Sound of Silence” unexpectedly
became a massive hit. However, when Garfunkel started to for-
sake his musical collaborations with Simon in favor of acting,
they broke up again in 1969. Since then, the duo has briefly
reunited on four occasions, most famously at a 1981 concert in
Central Park attended by 500,000 rabid fans.

>North and South, Huggin’ It Out Modern-day Civil War
reenactments have nothin’ on the one held in 1913. Fifty years
after the momentous Battle of Gettysburg, some 50,000
Confederate and Union veterans returned to the fields where
they (or their brethren) had once been locked in mortal combat.
The highlight was a reenactment of the disastrous Pickett’s
Charge. At the original event, more than 3,000 men died in a
matter of minutes. But this time, instead of meeting one another
with bayonets and artillery fire, the old men threw down their
weapons and embraced one another. Warm fuzzies were said to
be had by all.

PUTTING THEM BACK TOGETHER AGAIN
History’s Greatest Reunions

Ñ FALLING OUT OF 
THE LIMELIGHT
Movie legend Charlie
Chaplin was enormously
popular in the early 20th
century, but his lefty politics
and racy personal life (he
had a habit of marrying
teenagers) began to catch
up with him during the
increasingly conservative
Cold War era. Accused of
being a communist, Chaplin
found his U.S. visa revoked
after a trip abroad in 1952.
Rightfully irate, the man
known for being silent had
this to say: “I have no fur-
ther use for America. I
wouldn’t go back there if
Jesus Christ was president.”
In fact, he waited until
Richard Nixon was presi-
dent, turning up to receive
an Honorary Oscar at the
1972 Academy Awards.
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EVERY KID HAS HIS CASTLE IN NORTH KOREA, WHERE GOVERNMENT-RUN DAYCARES ARE CALLED “PALACES.”

happily ever after

Pop Goes the Weasel
4 Foolproof Tips for Better Varmint Hunting
(Um, if you’re into that sort of thing.)

1. KNOW YOUR TARGET:
Fortunately, no matter where
you are, you can find a varmint
to shoot. In the western United
States, prairie dogs, coyotes,
badgers, and bobcats are the
prey of choice. In the eastern
United States, woodchucks (also
known as groundhogs and whis-
tle pigs) tend to be popular. Of
course, squirrels, crows,
gophers, chipmunks, foxes, and
pigeons also qualify.

2. COME EQUIPPED:
The varmint hunter prides himself on skill. He will
usually pluck his unsuspecting target from 300 to
400 yards away, whereas deer hunters rarely take
aim from distances that great. The longer range
necessitates a different type of firearm, meaning
the deer-hunting rifle you just borrowed from your
buddy probably won’t suffice. 

3. PRACTICE, PRACTICE, PRACTICE:
Everyone knows practice makes perfect—especially

the National Rifle Association. And that’s exactly
why everyone’s favorite gun lobby has sponsored a
series of video games for sport hunters. Of
course, while many of the games are designed to
hone the skills of deer hunters and bear trackers,
the organization hasn’t forgotten the plight of the
everyday gun-toting rodent exterminators of the
world. “NRA Varmint Hunter” gives players a
choice between prairie dog or woodchuck targets
and teaches valuable “stalking” techniques. 

4. DO YOUR HOMEWORK:
The Varmint Hunter Association, headquartered in
Ft. Pierre, S.D., publishes a quarterly magazine
devoted entirely to the sport. In addition to infor-
mation about ammunition, rifles, and kill tech-
niques, VHA’s The Varmint Hunter Magazine offers
a wide range of products, including a stuffed
prairie dog with rotating head that can be used as
a target … or a child’s toy! But for all those truly
hard-core varmint hunters out there, there’s
Predator Xtreme magazine. And don’t forget about
the World Wide Web. Varmint Al’s varmint hunting
site provides downloadable targets (free of
charge!), and you’ll find an impressive photo col-
lection available at varmintsforfun.com. But take
caution: The Webmasters warn that  “PETA-heads”
and “gun grabbers” might not like the content. 

>While neither are actual varmint enthu-
siasts, the film collaborations of Harold
Ramis and Bill Murray have consistently
celebrated varmint-kind on the silver
screen. Ramis directed “Caddyshack,”
which featured Murray playing a
groundskeeper in search of a Kenny
Loggins-loving gopher. Meanwhile, their
collaboration in “Groundhog Day” fea-
tured a jaded Murray stranded with
everyone’s favorite groundhog,
Punxsutawney Phil. Unfortunately, the
duo’s top-grossing effort, “Ghostbusters,”
had no varmint cast members—unless
you count Rick Moranis.

The Varmint 
Actors Guild
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DEBUNKED!

Creative literati have claimed Jack and Jill were
metaphors for the last French king, Louis XVI, and his
wife, Marie Antoinette. And though their explanation
makes sense (see right), the timeline doesn’t. “Jack
and Jill” was first published in the 1760s, while the

royals weren't guillotined until 1793.

16 |   mental_floss

JASON ROBARDS, JR., HAS RECEIVED MORE TONY AWARD NOMINATIONS THAN ANY OTHER MALE ACTOR, 

happily ever after

Jack and Jill

YOU KNOW IT AS:

Jack and Jill* went up the hill*

To fetch a pail of water;

Jack fell down and broke his crown*,

And Jill came tumbling after*.

* Due to poor choices and a lack
of strong political allies, the royal
family was quickly denounced and
then guillotined, hence “breaking
their crowns” on the fall down the
hill. Louis was executed first, and
Marie’s head “came tumbling
after.” 

* Jack refers to King Louis XVI,
the last monarch of France. Jill is
his wife, Marie Antoinette. 

* The hill climbed in the nurs-
ery rhyme is Louis and Marie’s
ascent to power.

Little Boy Blues
The Not-So-Happy Origins of the
World’s Favorite Nursery Rhymes
Sometimes, nursery
rhymes are more than just
nonsensical playground
ditties. Sometimes, they’re
carefully veiled political
statements that provide
fascinating windows into
European history. Of
course, sometimes a bunch
of scholars get together
and let their imaginations
run wild. So, while it can
be hard to distinguish
urban legend from
historical tie-in, the
following nursery rhyme
origins always seem to
find their ways into the
halls of academia.
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BUT HE BEGAN HIS CAREER AS THE BACK END OF A COW IN A 1947 PRODUCTION OF "JACK AND THE BEANSTALK." 

happily ever after

Mary, Mary Quite Contrary
YOU KNOW IT AS:

Mary*, Mary, quite contrary,

How does your garden* grow?

With silver bells and cockleshells*,

And pretty maids* all in a row.

* The pretty maids lined up are
thought to be Catholic nuns.

* Silver bells are representa-
tive of the types of screws that
were used in torture devices of
the era, while cockleshells were
worn by Catholics making the
pilgrimage to the Spanish shrine
of St. James.

* The garden refers to a
graveyard where murdered
Protestants were buried.

* The Mary mentioned here is
most likely Bloody Mary, known
for her merciless persecution of
non-Catholics.

WHAT YOUR KIDS ARE REALLY SINGING:

Mary, Mary, you’re such a mess,
Protestants get you riled up.

By torturous means, you make ’em confess,
Then you grin as the bodies pile up.

Jack Sprat
YOU KNOW IT AS:

Jack Sprat* could eat no fat,

His wife* could eat no lean,

And so, betwixt the two of them,

They licked the platter clean*. 

* English citizens had to fork over the money for
the military offensive, and Charles and Henrietta got
their way. As a side note, Charles also effectively
disbanded Parliament to show his resentment.

* But Charles’ wife, Henrietta Maria, wouldn’t
stand for it, so she came up with the idea of a
war tax to fund their endeavors, ignoring
Parliament’s warnings that such a tariff was illegal.

* Jack Sprat is thought to be Charles I of
England. Charles was already pretty unpopular with
the people because he married a Catholic, and his
desire to fight a war with Spain didn’t help mat-
ters. Parliament refused to fund his military
endeavor. Thus, no fat for him!

WHAT YOUR KIDS ARE REALLY SINGING:

Parliament wouldn’t fund Charles’ war,
So another means had to be crafted. 

But when the Queen said, “We’ll just make a tax!” 
Well, the citizens, they all got shafted. 

Georgie Porgie
YOU KNOW IT AS:

Georgie Porgie*, pudding and pie,

Kissed the girls and made them cry*;

When the boys came out to play,

Georgie Porgie ran away. 

* Protestant Brits were angered by both Charles’ marriage to a
Catholic and Villiers’ political influence. Consequently, Parliament
barred the king from making intercessions on Villiers’ behalf.

* George Villiers was the Duke of Buckingham. He was an
incredibly popular courtier, lusted after by both women and men.
Villiers used his good looks and charm to ingratiate himself into
high political circles.

* Villiers had a scandalous affair with Anne of Austria, wife of Louis
XIII, which ended (in tears, perhaps) after she learned of his many
other romantic interests.

* King James I of England was so enamored with Villiers that he
allowed George to arrange a marriage between his Protestant son
(the future King Charles I) and Henrietta Maria, a French Catholic
princess. (And we all know how well that worked out. Oliver
Cromwell, anyone?)

WHAT YOUR KIDS ARE REALLY SINGING:

George Villiers was a total sex kitten.
So cute, in fact, that King James was smitten.

But when Gorgeous George started asking for favors,
The people made James hand him his papers.
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