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Alphabet rhymes have always been popular as a fun way 
to help children learn to read, and their vivid imagery 
lends itself to lively illustrations. Counting-out rhymes are 
remarkably international and many are variations of the 
same ancient codes. Used as a formula for choosing who is 
‘it’ in children’s games, their apparent simplicity may hide a 
more sinister past.

A Was an Apple Pie 

A was an apple pie;
B bit it,
C cut it,
D dealt it,
E eat it,
F fought for it,
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G got it,
H had it,
I inspected it,
J jumped for it,
K kept it,
L longed for it,
M mourned for it,
N nodded at it,
O opened it,
P peeped in it,
Q quartered it,
R ran for it,
S stole it,
T took it,
U upset it,
V viewed it,
W wanted it,
X, Y, Z, and ampersand
All wished for a piece in hand.

This simple rhyme, teaching the alphabet, has a long history 
and was known in the reign of Charles II, when letters A to 
G were quoted in a religious pamphlet. The vowels I and U 
are also missing from other early versions as no distinction 
used to be made between the letters I and J, and U and V 
when written as capitals. 

It was published in a children’s spelling book in 1742 in 
London, and first printed in America in 1750 in Boston. 
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After that, it often appeared in eighteenth-century 
chapbooks and by the beginning of the nineteenth century 
there were many variations. Kate Greenaway’s illustrated 
edition has remained in print since its first appearance 
in 1886 and is one of the best known, but there are also 
parodies by writers such as Edward Lear. 

A Was an Archer

A was an archer, who shot at a frog, 
B was a butcher, and had a great dog. 
C was a captain, all covered with lace, 
D was a drunkard, and had a red face. 
E was an esquire, with pride on his brow, 
F was a farmer, and followed the plow. 
G was a gamester, who had but ill luck, 
H was a hunter, and hunted a buck. 
I was an innkeeper, who loved to carouse, 
J was a joiner, and built up a house. 
K was King William, once governed this land, 
L was a lady, who had a white hand. 
M was a miser, and hoarded up gold, 
N was a nobleman, gallant and bold. 
O was an oyster girl, and went about town, 
P was a parson, and wore a black gown. 
Q was a queen, who wore a silk slip, 
R was a robber, and wanted a whip. 
S was a sailor, and spent all he got, 
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