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     A number of years ago, I was 

watching the movie, Cinema Para-

diso, when it cut to a scene of a 

hen roosting in an abandoned car. 

Immediately, the words of a 1920s 

street rhyme my father had taught 

me flashed into my mind, Chicken 

in the Car, and the Car Can’t Go… 

that’s how you spell Chicago. He’d 

also taught me a companion 

rhyme that went A Knife and a Fork 

and a Bottle and a Cork…that’s 

how you spell New York. Within 

days, I had decided to write a Rid-

dle Rhyme for each of the 50 

states.   

     Rhymes such as these were part 

of children’s culture for hundreds 

of years, and I don’t want to see 

them vanish.  Riddle Rhymes re-

quire listening, and, moreover, 

hearing. With games like Jeopardy, 

you either know the answer or you 

don’t. With Riddle Rhymes you 

already know the answer,  but you 

don’t know which answer it is. You  

have to hear the name of the state 

or  city arise from the verse, and to 

recognize it.  

     My job is to lead you, and to 

mislead you, at the same time. All 

the sounds of the verse do not 

have to do with the name of the 

state. Some are there to throw 

you off the track, others just to 

make the verse sound better. 

Rhythm and meter also help reveal 

the answer. Needless to say, the 

state is not literally, spelled out. 

Rather, this is what you might call 

magic spelling. 

     Interestingly, Riddle Rhymes  

stimulate interest in actual spell-

ing, in geography, too. As such, 

they find a welcome place in the 

classroom, as a reward, as an en-

richment, as valuable lesson mate-

rial. Because of their relation to 

geography, they make a fine travel 

activity.  

     Riddle Rhymes aren’t just for 

kids, either. They’re great around 

a campfire, or as an icebreaker at 

social gatherings. One a day, 

posted on the bulletin board, 

really does something for the 

workplace.  

I’ve done Riddle Rhymes with peo-

ple of all ages. Every person, and 

every group,  brings something 

different to the activity. It serves 

as a kind of mirror of our thought 

processes and our emotions. One 

thing I’ve discovered is that there 

is an active child’s mind that reso-

nates in even the oldest among us.  

An illustration by artist 

Sarah Madsen, adds a new dimen-

sion and imaginative turn to each 

of the Riddle Rhymes. It’s been 

great to collaborate with Sarah. I 

looked for the right illustrator for 

a long time, and found it in her. 

She‘s always digging deeper in her 

art. 

Riddle Rhymes are like 

potato chips. Whenever people try 

a few, they keep craving more. 

The best way to grasp what they 

are is to try a few.  (see next page)  

Howard Schrager, a Waldorf teacher 

for 30 years , has taught every grade, 1-

8 ,at least 3 times. He has also written 

LMNOP and All the Letters A to Z 

(LemonTree Press). 

Sarah Madsen, the illustrator, has 

honed her skill at capturing gesture and 

expressions, in part, by observing her 4 

young children. She has also illustrated 

The Dragon’s Gift (Moon Rattles). 

A Knife and a Fork and a Bottle and a 

Cork is the first in a Riddle Rhyme Tril-

ogy. To follow: Chicken in the Car and 

the Car Can’t Go... (Cities) & Here’s A 

Little Riddle for the Kids on the 

Block… (Capitals) 
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Noah built the ark 

with the hammer and saw. 

Railroad to Ireland  

runs through Thailand. 

Go as high as you can go! 

That’s how you spell... 

That’s how you spell... That’s how you spell... 

That’s how you spell... 

A Knife and a fork and 

a bottle and a cork—  

Answers: NY,AR, RI, OH 


