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The Story of Little Black Sambo [with Biographical Introduction]
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Helen Bannerman is famous for her children's stories. What began as illustrated letters to her
children would later be published and become some of the best-selling storybooks of the early
twentieth century. Most famous was the book The Story of Little Black Sambo, a tale of a clever
south Indian boy and his adventures in the jungle. Bannerman had such success with Little
Black Sambo that she was able to publish other stories about Sambo's family. Although she also
created a few other memorable characters who had their own adventures, none is more famous
or controversial than Sambo. The stories' racial overtones have been debated for over one
hundred years, making Bannerman one of the most talked-about authors of the twentieth
century.Helen Bannerman was born in Edinburgh, Scotland on February 25, 1862. She was the
daughter of an army chaplain of the Free Church of Scotland. Because women were not allowed
to attend universities, Bannerman studied privately in Edinburgh as a young woman. In 1887,
she qualified for an LLA, a degree-like title meaning "a Lady Literate in Arts" given by the
University of St. Andrews. Then in 1889, she married William Bannerman, a doctor in the Indian
Medical Service. The two were stationed in India immediately. When the couple had children,
they sent them to live in a different part of India during the summer for health reasons. The
separation was hard on Bannerman, and she visited them whenever she could.On her way back
from visiting her two daughters in 1898, Bannerman thought of a storyline about a little south
Indian boy. She hurriedly began writing and drawing, and the result was The Story of Little Black
Sambo. It is a short story about a boy who tricks a group of tigers in order to escape from the
jungle. The story is simple enough; however, scholars and activists have proclaimed for years
that The Story of Little Black Sambo is full of racist overtones. In their eyes, Bannerman created
a discriminatory tale about a young black boy. His name, "Sambo," was a racial slur in America
and England. It has a number of derivations, from "monkey" to "bow-legged." Critics point to
uses of the name by other authors when referencing slave culture. One of the earliest uses of
"sambo" was in Thomas Thackeray's Vanity Fair, as the black-skinned Indian servant of the
Sedley family. Then again, one of the overseers of Simon Legree's farm in Harriet Beecher
Stowe's Uncle Tom's Cabin is called Sambo.While the latter novel was written to combat slavery
and show its evils, the black stereotypes Stowe created pervaded American and English
literature. What is now known as the "Sambo character" describes a slave who is lazy and
docile, but nevertheless happy and accepting of his life as a servant. What makes The Story of
Little Black Sambo different is that the child is cunning, smart, and resourceful. By tricking the
tigers into believing each is the best tiger in the jungle, the boy creates a web of confusion within
the group of tigers. Then, from his craftiness, he creates a different resource—food—which is
promptly brought to his family and eaten heartily.However, this story lends itself to the Trickster



genre of African American literature in the early nineteenth century. The trickster character is one
who uses wit and cunning to outsmart someone that is socially superior. Other literary figures of
this type include Brer Rabbit in the Uncle Remus stories as well as Slim Greer in the poems of
Sterling Brown. In the case of The Story of Little Black Sambo, critics point to an interesting use
of the device of the hierarchical food chain as an allegory for the possibility of combating
traditional social positions. Because of Sambo's intelligence, he is able to escape from the tigers
when they are fighting each other. His cunning "flips" the food chain so that the tigers end up
being eaten themselves. One could argue that Bannerman was suggesting that those
traditionally seen on the lower ends of social ladders could surpass those above them by using
their intelligence.Still, Bannerman's own illustrations published in the storybook depict a hint of
racial stereotyping that is difficult to ignore. The boy's face is drawn with a wide nose, large eyes,
and bright red lips. This image harkens back to the minstrel shows when white men would paint
themselves in "blackface" in order to portray the pervading stereotypes of black people.Sambo's
parents did not escape the stereotypes, either. Sambo's mother, Black Mumbo, is dressed in the
"Mammy" outfit, pervading discriminatory culture. She dons mismatched clothes, wearing a full-
length plaid skirt and a red-striped shirt. Her hair is covered with a cloth tied at the top. In two out
of the three illustrations of Black Mumbo, she holds cooking materials. The third depicts her
putting clothes onto her son. Sambo's father, Black Jumbo, shows him in vertical-striped pants,
a yellow shirt, and a green-striped jacket. He is smoking a pipe and carrying a red umbrella. His
character is a type of "Zip Coon" figure, most noted for ostentatious clothes and attempts at
looking dignified and refined. Black Jumbo's choice of accessories, the pipe and umbrella, lend
themselves to the stereotype.The parent's own names are reminiscent of a judgment on African
lore. "Mumbo Jumbo" was a large statue that men of the Mundingo tribe used whenever they
were faced with a dispute between a man and a woman. They forced the women to believe in
the supernatural supremacy of its judgments, but in reality, a man stood inside of it and spoke.
The term later came to mean unwavering reverence, which is what the African slaves had to
have when working for their white masters.What sets Little Black Sambo apart from
stereotypical anti-black literature, though, is that the characters do not speak in slang, as most
black characters from the early twentieth century did. Sambo and his family use proper English
and full-length sentences. This can be attributed to Bannerman using her stories as a teaching
tool for little children. The repetition of the tiger's language and the short, concise sentences
make this an easy book for young children.Most speculate that Bannerman did not write The
Story of Little Black Sambo as a discriminatory story. It was a well-intentioned tale meant to
amuse her young children, and the racial overtones can be attributed to a lack of knowledge on
Bannerman's part. A friend loved the plot and persuaded Bannerman to send the book to
England to be published. For a meager five pounds, Bannerman sold her story to Grant
Richards, one of London's top publishers. To add insult to injury, Bannerman accidentally lost
the rights to The Story of Little Black Sambo, allowing others to take her characters and morph
them into wildly exaggerated stereotypes. When interviewed by Elizabeth Gard in 1976,



Bannerman's daughter Davie explained that her mother simply loved writing children's stories,
and that children appreciated them for the stories without taking away a racial message: "I think
it's the grown-ups who are affected by [the implied racism]."Some point to Bannerman's next
major work as evidence that she intended no racial statements with The Story of Little Black
Sambo. Published in 1904, Pat and the Spider was a story about a little white boy's adventures
in the jungle. The story follows young Pat, who shrinks himself magically, and then outruns a
spider in order to save his own life. While both boys' tales are about an adventure in the jungle,
there are stark differences that add an interesting twist on the racial analyses of the latter story.
Besides the main difference in the race of the two children, Pat is a much different boy than
Sambo. Pat doesn't use cunning in order to beat the animals tying to eat him; instead, he relies
on his physical prowess to retreat as fast as he possibly can. Thus, Sambo is seen as a more
innovative and resourceful character than Pat.Not all of Bannerman's children stories follow the
same format of a boy barely escaping animals in the jungle. A book entitled The Story of Little
Kettle-Head; or A Warning to Bad Babas describes to children the "consequences" of playing
with fire. Mary, a girl living in India, is essentially a pyromaniac and plays with fire whenever she
can. However, she accidentally burns her head completely off. She receives a new head from
Father Christmas, but she is forever afraid of fires. Mary's tale is certainly one of woe, though
Bannerman creates harsh consequences for Mary's actions. Possibly written as a warning to her
children and other boys and girls, The Story of Little Kettle-Head does not lack in violence.
Although Bannerman had not previously shied away when it came to putting her leading children
into impossible situations, she actually depicts Mary's head on fire in this book's illustrations.
Bannerman also shows the girl, headless, lying on the floor. Then, towards the end of the story,
Mary is applying gum to her bare neck so the new head will stick on.Admittedly, interviewer
Elizabeth Gard mentions in her critical essay that she refused to let her own children read The
Story of Little Kettle-Head. She describes it as a more horrifying tale than the ones of the
Cautionary Tale genre comprised of stories like Ruthless Rhymes for Heartless Homes, where
each sing-song poem is about the horrific deeds of morality depraved people, both young and
old. However, while these Cautionary Tales serve a purpose to educate, none end quite as
happily and upbeat as The Story of Little Kettle-Head. Even though she is afraid of fire, Mary
returns to being a normal, beautiful child.While Bannerman's stories could be quite gruesome,
she achieved a great deal of success as a children's author. Bannerman loved writing for
children, and she geared both her language and pictures toward her intended audience well.
The words are comprehensible to young children, and the color choices of her illustrations are
bold and bright. She wanted to catch a child's eye. Her daughter also felt that her stories about
black children did better because the characters seemed more exotic to the young readers.
Davie said, "I don't think she had any sort of colour prejudice, and I think it was just to make it an
interesting story for children. Perhaps she felt that a black child was a more romantic figure for a
white child to read about."Bannerman's stories received great praise when she wrote them at
the turn of the century. They were on multiple recommendation lists for young readers from their



release up until the 1960's, when the Civil Rights Movement was in full swing. Today, multiple
authors and illustrators have taken Bannerman's stories, especially Little Black Sambo, and
changed them to be more politically correct. One author decided to change the names of Sambo
and his family to actual Indian names, and another re-illustrated the original story to make the
jungle and characters look more authentic.Older generations of all races remember
enthusiastically reading Bannerman's stories and the characters' fantastic escapades. Black
children from the early twentieth century noted how much they loved Sambo because even
though there is some insensitivity or ignorance on Bannerman's part, Sambo was a positive,
proactive character that children, both black and white, could look up to. Positive images of black
children were extremely rare at the time, so many looked to Sambo as a hero. Regardless of
what adult readers see when they read Little Black Sambo and Bannerman's other stories,
children tend to find characters they can relate to and words they can easily read. The adventure
stories appeal to their wild imaginations, and the young characters' independence allows the
reader to take the journey along with them, securing Bannerman's place as one of the most
beloved children's authors of the early 20th century.JEAN ASTA2011SOURCESHelen
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LITTLE BLACK SAMBOOnce upon a time there was a little black boy, and his name was Little
Black Sambo.And his mother was called Black Mumbo.
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luap, “Not the horrid book one would assume.. OK. Not PC, but this is the book I read as a child,
and I was curious to look at it again. Although not PC, I think it is pretty harmless and does not
denigrate. Yes, it depicts people with dark skin, but they are Indian, not US Blacks. The mother
does resemble Aunt Jemima, but it could also be a South Asian. And, Sambo outsmarts the
tigers, so, he is hardly a character of ridicule.”

Allison Mumphrey, “A childhood favorite. When I was a kid in the early 80’s, I would go visit my
grandparents. They had this book when it was a Little Golden book. Since then LGB probably
decided the 1923 character descriptions & names in this book were not what they wanted their
name attached to. Which I get. The book is way behind in times as far as race. However, I love
this book. This book brings back memories of being at my grandparent’s house. I loved being
there. And I miss them terribly. So when I saw this book was available on Amazon I had to buy it.
I’m so glad I did. Reading it again definitely put a smile on my face.”

Ramona S. Rowe, “It’s a classic, I believe.. I’ve always loved this story. My teachers used to read
it to us. Of course, being in my late 60’s that was before all the complaints on race & we knew
nothing about political correctness. I just think it’s a classic piece of literature & always thought it
based in Africa where lions & tigers roam(ed) free.”

T. Kroepfl, “Chilehood Favorite. As a child this story was a childhood favorite. Today with my
multiracial children it has been a great tool to help teach about how wrong the book itself was
when it was written. You have to take the characters as portrayed as a snapshot of the times they
were written in. And as I said for a children's book it is a good teaching tool to start a
conversation with kids about race and poor perceptions.”

RES, “read it: not racist, but about a clever .... read it: not racist, but about a clever boy
outsmarting a bunch of tigers....tale from Indiait is the original version....”

Lucy, “Classic. A classic. I re-read this for the first time in probably more than 50 years, and was
struck by how the attitude that it was racist literature that perpetuates racial stereotypes is really
missing the point. It respects the character's (e.g. the parent's) skills and wish to provide the best
for their child while providing a cautionary tale that is quite typical of the times. To me it retains a
charm and simplicity. If a conscious parent reads this with their child, they can discuss those
aspects, such as the caricatured drawings, which may seem to contribute to stereotypes.”

The book by Helen Bannerman has a rating of 5 out of 4.4. 1,649 people have provided
feedback.
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