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Brer Rabbit’s “The Tar Baby”

Folktales played an important part in the everyday struggle of slaves to endure and resist the inhumanity
of plantation life. Slave families used this oral tradition to pass on wisdom, moral values, and survival
strategies to younger generations. The tales includes stories of trickery and tricksters, borrowed from
African culture, which provided a safe way of expressing hostility toward the master.
Brer Wolf studied to find a way to catch Brer Rabbit. He scratched his head, and he pulled his
chin whiskers until by and by he said, “I know what I’ll do. I’ll make me a tar baby, and I’ll
catch that good-for-nothing rabbit.”*
And so Brer Wolf worked and worked until he made a pretty little girl out of tar. He dressed
the baby in a calico apron and carried her up to the well, where he stood her up and fastened
her to a post in the ground so that nobody could move her. Then Brer Wolf hid in the bushes
and he waited for Brer Rabbit to come for some water. But three days passed before Brer Rabbit
visited the well again. On the fourth day, he came with a bucket in his hand.
When he saw the little girl, he stopped and looked at her. Then he said, “Hello. What’s your
name? What are you doing here, little girl?”
The little girl said nothing.
This made Brer Rabbit angry, and he shouted at her, “You no-mannered little snip, you! How
come you don’t speak to your elders?”
The little girl said nothing.
“I know what to do with little children like you. I’ll slap your face and teach you some manners
if you don’t speak to me,” said Brer Rabbit.
Still the little girl said nothing.
And then Brer Rabbit lost his head and said, “Speak to me, I say. I’m going to slap you.” With
that, Brer Rabbit slapped the tar baby in the face, and his right hand stuck.
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“A-hah, you hold my hand, do you? Turn me loose, I say. Turn me loose. If you don’t, I’m
going to slap you with my left hand. And if I hit you with my left hand, I’ll know the daylights
out of you.”
But the little girl said nothing. So Brer Rabbit drew back his left hand and slapped the little girl
in her face, bim, and his left hand stuck.
“Oh, I see. You’re going to hold both my hands, are you? You better turn me loose. If you don’t
I’m going to kick you. And if I kick you, it’s going to be like thunder and lightning!” With that,
Brer Rabbit drew back his right foot and kicked the little girl in the shins with all is might, blap!
Then his right foot stuck.
“Well, sire, isn’t this something? You better turn my foot loose. If you don’t I’ve got another foot
left, and I’m going to kick you with it, and you’ll think a cyclone hit you.” Then Brer Rabbit
gave that little girl a powerful kick in the shins with his left foot, blip! With that his left foot
stuck, and there he hung off the ground, between the heavens and the earth. He was in an awful
fix. But he still thought he could get loose.
So he said to the little girl, “You’ve got my feet and my hands all stuck up, but I’ve got one
more weapon and that’s my head. If you don’t turn me loose, I’m going to butt you! And if I
butt you, I’ll knock your brains out.” Finally, then, Brer Rabbit stuck the little girl a powerful
knock on the forehead with his head, and it stuck, and there he hung. Smart old Brer Rabbit, he
couldn’t move. He was held fast by the little tar baby.
Now, Brer Wolf was hiding under the bushes, watching all that was going on. And as soon as
he was certain that Brer Rabbit was caught good by his little tar baby, he walked over to Brer
Rabbit and said, “A-ha, you’re the one who wouldn’t dig a well. And you’re the one who’s
going to catch his drinking water from the dew off the grass. A-ha, I caught the fellow who’s
been stealing my water. And he isn’t anybody but you, Brer Rabbit. I’m going to fix you good.”
“No, sir, Brer Wolf. I haven’t been bothering your water. I was just going over to Brer Bear’s
house, and I stopped by here long enough to speak to this little no-manners girl,” said Brer
Rabbit.
“Yes, you’re the one,” said Brer Wolf. “You’re the very one who’s been stealing my drinking
water all this time. And I’m going to kill you.”
“Please, sir, Brer Wolf, don’t kill me,” begged Brer Rabbit. “I haven’t done anything wrong.”
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“Yes, I’m going to kill you, but I don’t know how I’m going to do it yet,” growled Brer Wolf.
“Oh, I know what I’ll do. I’ll throw you in the fire and burn you up.”
“All right, Brer Wolf,” said Brer Rabbit. “Throw me in the fire. That’s a good way to die. That’s
the way my grandmother died, and she said it’s a quick way to go. You can do anything with
me, anything you want, but please sir, don’t throw me in the briar patch.”
“No, I’m not going to throw you in the fire, and I’m not going to throw you in the briar patch.
I’m going to throw you down the well and drown you,” said Brer Wolf.
“All right, Brer Wolf, throw me down the well,” said Brer Rabbit. “That’s an easy way to die,
but I’m surely going to smell up your drinking water, sir.”
“No, I’m not going to drown you,” said Brer Wolf. “Drowning is too good for you.” Then Brer
Wolf thought and thought and scratched his head and pulled his chin whiskers. Finally he said,
“I know what I’m going to do with you. I’ll throw you in the briar patch.”
“Oh no, Brer Wolf,” cried Brer Rabbit. “Please, sir don’t throw me in the briar patch. Those
briars will tear up my hide, pull out my hair, and scratch out my eyes. That’ll be an awful way
to die, Brer Wolf. Please, sir, don’t do that to me.”
“That’s exactly what I’ll do with you,” said Brer Wolf all happy-like. Then he caught Brer Rabbit
by the hind legs, whirled him around and around over his head, and threw him way over into
the middle of the briar patch.
After a minute or two Brer Rabbit stood up on his hind legs and laughed at Brer Wolf and said
to him, “thank you, Brer Wolf, thank you. This is the place were I was born. My grandmother
and grandfather and all my family were born right here in the briar patch.”
And that’s the end of the story.
* Tar was often spread on fences by masters to catch slaves who, out of hunger or mischief,
would sneak into the fields and orchards to steal food. Tar stuck on the hands and would
betray the ‘guilty’ slave.
Source: William J. Faulkner, The Days When the Animals Talked, 1977 (copyright William
Faulkner)

