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How To Play Monkeys In A
Barrel

Mastering the Classic: How To Play
Monkeys In A Barrel

There  are  few  childhood  toys  as  instantly
recognizable  as  the  brightly  colored,  plastic
monkeys  that  hook  together  by  their  arms.  For
decades, "Monkeys in a Barrel" has been a staple of
game closets and toy boxes, offering simple, tactile
fun that transcends generations. While the concept
seems straightforward—hook the monkeys together
and play—there are actually several ways to enjoy
this classic game. Whether you are rediscovering
this nostalgic pastime or introducing it  to a new
generation, understanding the nuances of how to
play Monkeys in a Barrel can transform a simple
handful  of  plastic  figures  into  hours  of  engaging
entertainment.

This guide will walk you through the history of the
toy, the standard rules of play, creative variations,
and even some advanced strategies to  help you
become a master  monkey wrangler.  By the end,
you will have a full appreciation for why this simple



game has remained a beloved activity for over half
a century.

The History and Charm of the
Barrel of Monkeys

Before diving into the specific rules of how to play
Monkeys in a Barrel,  it  is  worth understanding
the origin of the toy. Created by the Lakeside Toys
company  in  the  1960s,  the  "Barrel  of  Monkeys"
became an instant hit. The set typically comes with
a plastic barrel (which serves as both storage and
the "lair" for the monkeys) and a dozen or more
plastic  monkeys,  each  featuring  a  unique  shape
with arms that curve into hooks.

The genius of the design lies in its simplicity. The
monkeys  are  identical  in  shape  but  come  in
different  colors,  usually  red,  yellow,  blue,  and
green. The game requires no batteries, no screens,
and no complex instruction manuals. It is a purely
physical and visual game that tests a player's hand-
eye coordination and fine motor skills. The enduring
appeal of the Monkeys in a Barrel game lies in
the satisfying "click" of one monkey hooking onto
another, and the suspenseful wobble of a growing
chain.
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Standard Equipment and Setup

To  begin  learning  how to  play  Monkeys  in  a
Barrel, you need to understand the components. A
standard set includes:

The Barrel: A small, plastic barrel with a lid.
This is where the monkeys are stored and
serves as the starting point for the game. In
many versions, the barrel is also used as a
scoring or holding container.
The Monkeys: Typically, there are 12
monkeys, though some larger sets include up
to 24. Each monkey is made of hard plastic
and has two arms that curve into a "C" or
hook shape. The legs are also slightly curved,
allowing them to interlock.

Setting Up the Game

Setting  up  a  game of  Monkeys in  a  Barrel  is
incredibly easy. Follow these simple steps:

Empty all the monkeys from the barrel onto a1.
flat surface, such as a table or the floor.
Mix them up so all the colors are scrambled.2.
Decide on the version of the game you are3.
playing (see rules below).
Designate one player to go first. This is often4.
the youngest player or the one who can make



the silliest monkey sound.

The key to a good setup is ensuring there is enough
room for  players  to  reach  the  monkeys  without
knocking over the pile. A smooth, hard surface is
best because it allows the monkeys to slide slightly,
making the hooking process a little trickier.

How To Play Monkeys In A Barrel:
The Classic Rules

There  are  two  primary  ways  to  play  the  classic
game, and both are excellent for teaching how to
play Monkeys in a Barrel to beginners. The most
common version is the "Chain Building" game, but
there is also the "Pick Up" game.

Version 1: The Chain Building Game
(Official Rules)

This  is  the  version  most  people  remember  from
their childhood. It is a simple, turn-based game that
focuses on building the longest chain possible.

Objective: To be the player who builds the longest
chain of monkeys without dropping any.

Gameplay:
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Players decide who goes first. Play proceeds1.
clockwise.
On your turn, you take one monkey from the2.
pile and hold it in your hand. This is your
"base" monkey.
You must then pick up a second monkey from3.
the pile using only the first monkey. You hook
the arm of one monkey into the arm of the
other. You cannot touch the second monkey
with your fingers.
Continue picking up additional monkeys, one4.
by one, using the end of your chain. You hook
each new monkey onto the last monkey you
added.
The turn continues until your chain breaks (a5.
monkey falls off) or you decide to stop.
If you successfully complete your chain6.
without dropping any monkeys, you get to
keep the entire chain. Count the number of
monkeys in your chain.
If you drop a monkey during your turn, you7.
must put back all the monkeys you picked up
that turn. Your turn ends.
The game continues until all monkeys have8.
been taken from the center pile.
The player with the most monkeys in their9.
possession at the end wins.

This version of how to play Monkeys in a Barrel
emphasizes patience and a steady hand. The skill



lies in gently nudging the hook of one monkey into
the arm of another without disturbing the growing
chain or the pile.

Version 2: The "Pick Up" Game
(Simplified Rules for Young Children)

This  version  is  much  simpler  and  is  ideal  for
toddlers  or  younger  children  who  are  sti l l
developing  fine  motor  skills.  It  focuses  on  simply
hooking  the  monkeys  together,  rather  than
competitive  chain  building.

Objective: To hook all the monkeys together into
one massive chain as a team.

Gameplay:

Spill all the monkeys onto the floor or table.1.
Players work together, taking turns.2.
On your turn, you pick up one monkey and try3.
to hook it onto another monkey that is
already in the central pile.
There is no penalty for dropping a monkey.4.
You just pick it up and try again.
The goal is to connect all the monkeys5.
together into a single, long chain.
Celebrate when the last monkey is hooked!6.

This version is excellent for teaching cooperation
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and the basic mechanics of how to play Monkeys
in a Barrel without the pressure of competition.

Advanced Strategies and Techniques

Once you have mastered the basic rules of how to
play Monkeys in a Barrel, you can start thinking
about strategy. While the game relies heavily on
luck and dexterity, there are ways to improve your
performance.

The Angle of Attack

The most important technique is the angle at which
you approach the monkey you are trying to pick up.
Instead of coming straight down, try to approach
from  the  side.  Slide  the  hook  of  your  dangling
monkey under the arm of the target monkey, then
gently lift. This motion is much more stable than a
direct vertical pull.

Choose Your Monkeys Wisely

Not all monkeys are positioned equally in the pile.
Look for monkeys that are isolated or on top of the
pile. Monkeys that are tangled up with others will be
much harder  to  lift  without  disturbing the entire
pile. Learn to scan the pile and identify the "easy
pickings" first.



Managing the Swing

As your chain gets longer, it will start to swing. This
is  the  biggest  challenge.  To  counter  this,  move
slowly.  Jerky  movements  cause  the  chain  to
oscillate wildly. Try to keep your arm steady and
use  only  your  wrist  to  make  small,  precise
adjustments. If the chain swings too much, gently
pause and let it settle before proceeding.

Building a Stable Base

When you start a chain, choose a monkey that has
a  wide,  stable  stance.  Some  monkeys  may  be
molded  slightly  differently  due  to  manufacturing.
Pick one that feels balanced in your hand. This will
serve as the foundation for your entire chain.

Creative Variations to Keep the
Game Fresh

Once  you  know  the  standard  how  to  play
Monkeys in a Barrel rules, you can invent your
own house rules to keep the game interesting. Here
are some popular and creative variations:

Speed Round

Set a timer for  30 seconds or one minute.  Each
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player must pick up as many monkeys as possible
within  the  time  limit.  The  player  with  the  most
monkeys at the end of the time wins. This variation
is fast-paced and tests your ability to hook monkeys
quickly  without  the  luxury  of  slow,  careful
movements.

Color Match Challenge

For this variation, players cannot simply hook any
monkey. On your turn, you must hook a monkey of
a specific color. For example, if you start with a red
monkey, your next monkey must be red, and so on.
If  no matching color is available, your turn ends.
This adds a layer of visual searching to the game.

The One-Handed Challenge

This is a true test of dexterity. You must hold the
chain with one hand and use the other hand to pick
up new monkeys? No! In this variant, you must hold
the chain with one hand, and you cannot use your
other hand at all. You must pick up new monkeys
using  only  the  dangling  chain.  This  is  extremely
difficult but very rewarding.

Benefits of Playing the Game

Beyond being a fun pastime, understanding how to



play  Monkeys  in  a  Barrel  offers  several
developmental  and  social  benefits,  especially  for
children.

Fine Motor Skill Development

The  primary  benefit  is  the  honing  of  fine  motor
skills.  The  delicate  motion  required  to  hook  one
small plastic arm into another without touching it is
excellent  practice  for  small  hand  muscles.  This
activity helps build the dexterity needed for writing,
buttoning a shirt, or using tools.

Hand-Eye Coordination

Following a moving target (the swinging chain) and
coordinating your hand movements based on what
your  eyes see is  a  core component  of  hand-eye
coordination. The Monkeys in a Barrel game is a
playful way to practice this essential skill.

Patience and Focus

There is an inherent lesson in patience. Rushing will
almost  always cause the chain to  break.  Players
must learn to slow down, focus on the task, and
accept  that  sometimes  they  will  fail.  This  is  a
valuable lesson in frustration tolerance.
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Social Interaction

Whether playing competitively or cooperatively, the
game encourages social interaction. Players learn to
take turns, manage winning and losing gracefully,
and communicate with each other. The cooperative
"Pick Up" version is particularly good for fostering
teamwork.

Troubleshooting Common Problems

Even after you understand how to play Monkeys
in  a  Barrel,  you  might  encounter  some issues.
Here are solutions to common problems:

Problem:  The monkeys keep slipping out of  the
hook.
Solution:  Ensure you are hooking the arm deep
into the curve of the other monkey's arm. A shallow
hook will slip easily. Also, check if the monkeys are
greasy or dusty. A quick wash with soap and water
can restore their grip.

Problem: The chain keeps swinging uncontrollably.
Solution:  Use  a  shorter  chain.  The  longer  the
chain,  the more it  swings.  Also,  try to hold your
base monkey lower, closer to the pile. This reduces
the distance the new monkey has  to  travel  and
minimizes motion.



Problem: Monkeys keep breaking during play. (This
is rare, but possible with very old plastic.)
Solution:  Unfortunately,  vintage  monkeys  can
become  brittle.  If  a  monkey  breaks,  you  can
carefully superglue it, but the joint will be weak. For
heavy play, consider purchasing a new set. Modern
plastic is generally more durable.

Conclusion

The enduring appeal of this classic toy


