Stupid, Stupid Rat-tails

Generalities:

· Author > Jeff Smith, Tom Sniegoski and Stan Sakai

· Genre > folk tale, adventure

· Directionality > left to right

· Publisher > Cartoon Books

· Extra Pieces > Riblet, a 5 part related mini-comic

· Publisher Rating > none given

· ISBN # > 1888963069

Plot / Content: 

Ever wondered how the town of Boneville was founded? In the grand tradition of tall tales comes Big Johnson Bone, a frontier explorer with a monkey named Mr. Pip and a donkey named Blossom. Big Johnson seeks adventure when the itch seizes him and in this story, we see how he saves a forest community from those awful rat creatures that appear in Jeff Smith’s famous series “Bone”. The second mini-story is about a baby boar named Riblet who gives two rat creatures more than they bargained for when they choose him to be their next meal.

Quality of writing / drawing: 

Those who love Bone will enjoy this “prequel” but it is also a self-contained story too. The illustrations are classic Jeff Smith. Big Johnson talks with some sort of accent or drawl (e.g. “There ya are, darlin’” on page 19) but it fits his character. This would be great for a unit on folk stories or tall tales, like Pecos Bill, Paul Bunyan, Davey Crockett and the like.

Any worrisome parts (sex, violence, language): 

There are two minor parts that make me wish Smith’s editor was a little more attentive, as these elements could have been removed with no damage to the narrative: a) the reference on page 11 to the “valley of the full figured gals” (mentioned again on page 17 as “the girls with the big ones”) and b) Big Johnson’s story of “interrupting the secret mating rituals of some striped wood pixies”. Other than those two silly little bits, everything is quite fine. Characters get hit on the head with rocks and burned to a crisp by dragon fire, but it is all part of the story and comically depicted.

Grade level: 4 and up

