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ABSTRACT -- What follows i s  a modern legend, presented i n  twenty-eight 
var iants  with diverse comment upon some of those variants.  This legend 
has a demonstrable l i f e  span o f  forty-five years and i s  possibly much 
older. The var iants  here presented were heard i n  an area tha t  spreads 
from Utah t o  Wales and from Texas t o  Massachusetts. The mon-appearance 
of s t a t e s  and countries indicates only, I would guess, a lack of col lect-  
ing or publication of modern legends in those areas. The twenty-eight 
var iants  seem t o  justif 'y the inference tha t  t h i s  legend has s p l i t  i n t o  
three versions o r  sub-types, one of which may, imply the absorption i n i o  
our legend of another more recent legend. 

I f i r s t  encountered t h i s  narrative i n  1935> I think i n  December. A 
Junior Master i n  a prep school, I was lounging w i t h  several  students i n  
the su i t e  of our House Master, David Thomas. Ghost s to r i e s  a11d eer ie  
personal experiences werc being repeated. After a desultory pause, Dave 
volunteered t o  t e l l -  a t rue s - ~ o r y  (they are  always true s to r i e s ,  of course). 
This i s  the s tory a s  I heard Dave perform i - L  then aad several  other times 
during the next eighteen months. Perform i s  par t icular ly  apt  fo r  David 
Thomas, fo r  h i s  narration was very precise,  marked by almost l i t e r a r y  sen- 
tences, profuse gestures,  f a c i a l  animation, and darting glances a t  various 
auditors -- and, seemingly, great  personal conviction. Although he talked 
dramatically, h i s  narrative speed was considerably slower, more measured, 
than h i s  normal conversation ra te .  

(col lected i n  Massachusetts, but evidently recently from New Jersey. 
Collected i n  December, 1935.) 

This happened about a year ago. The g i r l ' s  family l i ves  i n  the 
town where my brother teaches, i n  North Jersey. She commuted, 
l ived a t  home, helped out her family. They d i d n ' t  have much, 
ever since the Crash. My brother says, "A nice g i r l ,  r e a l  quiet ,  
shy. " 

She'd been engaged forever t o  t h i s  fellow who worked i n  the  same 
of f ice  w i th  her. Poor kids, they couldn't afford t o  get  married* 
He l ived i n  the City and helped h i s  folks. But being i n  love, be- 
ing i n  the same of f ice ,  a l l  t ha t ,  they saw a l o t  of each other. 
They celebrated everything together: Christmas, New Year's, Labor 
Day, the  4th of July,  h i s  birthday, her birthday, even t h e i r  
anniversary -- you know, anniversary for  t h e i r  engagement. And 
t h i s  had been going on fo r  some time, maybe three-four years. 

About a year ago i n  the spring, her birthday was coming up and i t  
was going t o  be on a Saturday, and her boy friend, he wanted t 9  do 
something b i g ' f o r  her. Maybe on her birthday she would s tay i n  
the City and they could go t o  a matinee and then have dinner and 



dance i n  Chinatown and he'd r i d e  out  t o  J e r s e y  wi th  her  a f t e r -  
wards on t h e  milk t r a i n .  The l a t e  t r a i n s  a r e  s o r t  of fun  on 
Saturday n igh t s .  

But she  was p r a c t i c a l  -- good, common-sense kind of g i r l ,  and 
she s a i d  no, they  couldn ' t  a f f o r d  it. But she had an idea .  
She thought t h e  boss would g ive  her  Saturday morning o f f  and 
she 'd  s t a y  home and shop and cook him t h e  b e s t  meal he ever  had 
and he could come out  on t h e  e a r l y  a f te rnoon t r a i n  and they 'd  
have most of t he  day t o  themselves, j u s t  t h e  two of them. Well, 
he p ro te s t ed .  He wanted t o  do  something -- i t  was he r  b i r thday ,  
wasn't  i t ?  But t h e  next  day he gave i n  and they  went ahead wi th  
he r  plan. 

And on he r  b i r thday  he came out  from t h e  C i ty  and went t o  h e r  
house and brought her  chocola tes  and f lowers.  And they s a t  
around and t a lked  and had a good time wi th  he r  pa ren t s  u n t i l  
j u s t  before  d inner  t ime, t o  h i s  s u r p r i s e ,  her  pa ren t s  go t  up and 
l e f t  f o r  t h e  evening s o  he and t h e  g i r l  could be toge the r .  And 
they  had j u s t  a r e a l  n i c e  d inner ,  l a c e  t a b l e c l o t h ,  candles  and 
every th ing  -- and she had cooked a r e a l  meal. F i n a l l y  about 
h a l f  p a s t  seven she says ,  "1've g o t  a present  f o r  you. I t ' s  up- 
stairs. I ' ll go and g e t  it and b r i n g  i t  down t o  you i n  t h e  l iv -  
i n g  room. " 

And he says ,  "Well, gee, you d i d n ' t  have t o  do t h a t .  This  meal 's 
enough. Besides i t ' s  your bir thday."  Says, "1'11 t e l l  you what, 
l e t  me h e l p  you with t h e  d i shes ,  f i r s t . ' '  

She argues  a l i t t l e  b i t ,  but. when he says,  " ~ u s t  l i k e  we're 
married," she gives i n  and they  do the  d ishes .  

By t h i s  time i t ' s  way a f t e r  8 o 'c lock  and she says,  "Can I g ive  
you your p resen t  now?" 

"oh, sure," he said and went around tu rn ing  o f f  t h e  l i g h t s .  

She went t o  h e r  room and took o f f  a l l  her  c lo thes .  I don ' t  t h i n k  
she  was despera te  o r  anything l i k e  t h a t  -- i t  was j u s t  she was s o  
much i n  love  and he was s o  p a t i e n t .  Anyway, here  she came, with- 
o u t  a s t i t c h  on, down t h e  stairs i n  t h e  dark  and i n t o  t h e  middle 
of t h e  l i v i n g  room. And she s a i d ,  s o r t  of embarrassed, I suppose, 
"YOU can t u r n  t h e  l i g h t s  on now, Henry." 

And he d id ,  and t h e r e  was everybody from t h e i r  o f f i c e ,  jumping up 
and screaming, " ~ u r p r i s e !  Surprise!  " Henry had brought them 
t h e r e  t o  g ive  h e r  a s u r p r i s e  b i r thday  par ty .  

Well, she f a i n t e d  dead away. And when she came t o ,  she couldn ' t  
recognize anybody. S t i l l  can ' t .  She 's  i n  t h e  S t a t e  Asylum. They 
s a y  s h e ' s  hopeless.  

isn't t h a t  something? I s n ' t  i t  awful? Can you j u s t  imagine? 



A s  I was t o  r e a l i z e  over t h e  yea r s ,  t h i s  i s  an e x c e l l e n t  r ep resen ta t ive  of 
what I deem t h e  main form of t h e  legend, though probably not  t h e  o l d e s t  
form. 0. Henry-like i rony  and a l l ,  t h i s  v a r i a n t  has about a l l  t h e  f ea - ,  -= 

t u r e s  t h a t  appear i n  one o r  another  of the  o the r  forms of what I s h a l l  
c a l l  sub-type A .  The n a r r a t o r ' s  a t t i t u d e  impl ies  a hor ro r  a t  t h e  misfir- 
i n g  of good i n t e n t i o n s ,  a  sympathy wi th  the  couple ' s  p l i g h t  caused by t h e  
long de lay  of t h e i r  marriage ( f o r g e t  no t  t h a t  1935 was s t i l l  wi th in  t h e  
Great  ~ e p r e s s i o n ) ,  a  t a c i t  approval  ( o r  understanding a t  l e a s t )  of t h e  
phys ica l  a spec t s  of sex  (how meally-mouthed can a scho la r  b e ? ) ,  and a  kind 
of testimony t o  t h e  bad luck  inhe ren t  i n  what Thompson's Motif-Index (chap- 
t e r  U) dubs  he Nature of Li fe ."  The occasion upon which the  even occurs 
i s  an anniversary,  as i t  i s  i n  every one of t h e  f i f t e e n  v a r i a n t s  of A;  i n  
f a c t ,  it i s  t h e  g i r l ' s  b i r thday ,  a s  i t  i s  i n  seven of t h e  f i f t e e n .  The 
af te rmath  of t h e  event  here  i s  t r a g i c ,  as it i s  i n  n ine  of t h e  f i f t e e n ;  
it i s  i n s a n i t y  s p e c i f i c a l l y ,  a s  i n  s i x  of t hose  nine.  

I n  sub-type A t h e r e  a r e  s e v e r a l  p e r s i s t e n t  d e t a i l s .  Unexpected, embarrass- 
i n g  exposure of one o r  more people i n  t h e  nude is ,  of course, a crux i n  
a l l  bu t  one v a r i a n t  of A and can hard ly  be c a l l e d  a mere d e t a i l .  But i n  
t h i s ,  a s  i n  seven o the r  v a r i a n t s ,  t h e  exposure i s  preceded by a descent  
down a s t a i r c a s e  i n t o  t h e  dark  -- a symbol which could c e r t a i n l y  warm t h e  
heard of a Freudian o r ,  f o r  t h a t  mat te r ,  of a fundamental is t .  Also i n  
t h i s  v a r i a n t  t h e  i n s t i g a t o r  of t h e  unfor tunate ly  abor t ive  sexual  a c t i o n  
i s  t h e  female, a s  it i s  i n  t h r e e  o the r  accounts and as t h e  male erroneous- 
l y  th inks  it i s  i n  y e t  t h r e e  more v a r i a n t s .  

(Col lec ted  i n  KentucQ from a woman who had heard it from her  husband i n  
1959 i n  I l l i n o i s  a t  a s t o r y - t e l l i n g  sess ion .  Another p a r t i c i p a n t  i n  t h e  
same 1959 ses s ion  i n s i y t e d  t h e  event  had taken p lace  i n  St .  Louis and 
"even named t h e  i n s t i t u t i o n  i n  which t h e  g i r l  had been confined. " The 
man t h e  informant 's  husband had heard i t  from "had sworn t h a t  it had a c t -  
u a l l y  happened i n  Decatur and t h a t  t h e  g i r l  had been committed t o  an in -  
s t i t u t i o n  i n  Jacksonv i l l e ,  ~ l l i n o i s . "  The informant repor ted  t h a t  her  
b r o t h e r s  i n  Eas t  Chicago, Indiana,  a l s o  knew t h e  t a l e . )  

A young couple had been engaged f o r  a s h o r t  t ime and were soon 
t o  be married. They were spending t h e  evening together  i n  her  
home, alone.  For some reason they  were bo th  naked. While i n  
t h i s  condi t ion ,  they  decided t o  go down i n t o  t h e  basement t o  
look over t h e i r  wedding g i f t s .  He was ca r ry ing  her  down t h e  
s t e p s  when suddenly t h e  l i g h t s  went on and a bunch of people 
y e l l e d ,  " ~ u r p r i s e ! "  The g i r l  had a nervous breakdown and was 
committed t o  an i n s t i t u t i o n .  

I n  t h i s  pass ive ,  summary, fragmentary v a r i a n t ,  t h e  important  thing, per- 
haps, i s  what has no t  been summarized, bu t  kept  i n  f u l l  d e t a i l :  t h e  f a c t  
t hey  were t o  be married; t h e  boy, naked, car ry ing  the g i r l ,  naked, down 
t h e  s t a i r s  i n t o  t h e  dark  basement; and t h e  t r a g i c  i n s a n i t y .  This i s  t h e  
f i r s t  t ime t h a t  we encounter t h e  ca r ry ing  motif ,  which occurs i n  many var- 
i a n t s ,  and t h e  f i r s t  time bo th  boy and g i r l  a r e  naked. I n  such a pass ive  
form of t h e  s t o r y  it i s  hard t o  de r ive  t h e  n a r r a t o r ' s  a t t i t u d e ,  but  perhaps 
t h e  mention of t h e  wedding g i f t s  would imply t h e  presence of sympathy f o r  



t h e  couple and again a sense t h a t  t h e i r s  was tough luck. 

( c o l l e c t e d  i n  Kentucky from a g i r l  who had heard it i n  1959 and believed 
it had happened i n  Somerset. The same informant had a l s o  heard it about 
the  same couple i n  Somerset but  with the  occasion being a b r i d a l  shower.) 

There was a young couple of well-to-do famil ies  who were engaged 
t o  be married. On the  g i r l ' s  bir thday,  the  two of them went out ,  
bu t  returned home r a t h e r  ea r ly .  Upon re turning t o  the  g i r l ' s  
home i t  was discovered t h a t  the parents  were away. The two of 
them decided t o  do something "d i f fe ren t"  and removed a l l  t h e i r  
c lo th ing.  Soon t h e r e a f t e r ,  t h e  telephone rang. When she anewer- 
ed it, t h e  g i r l  was asked by he r  mother t o  please go t o  the  base- 
ment and t u r n  off  t h e  automatic washer, which she had forgot ten .  
When the  conversation ended, one of the  couple decided it would 
be f u n  i f  the  boy ca r r i ed  the g i r l  downstairs piggyback. This 
they  proceeded t o  do, and when they reached the  bottom of t h e  
s t a i r s ,  the  l i g h t s  came on and a l a r g e  group of f r i e n d s  and r e l a -  
t i v e s  ye l l ed ,  "Surprise! " The g i r l ,  I was t o l d ,  had a nervous 
breakdown and was i n s t i t u t i o n a l i z e d .  The boy has ne i the r  been 
seen nor heard of s ince.  

This v a r i a n t  d i f f e r s  l i t t l e  from the  preceding ones, except t h a t  it i n t r o -  
duces piggyback t r anspor ta t ion ,  a d e t a i l  t h a t  s tuck i n  severa l  n a r r a t o r s t  
minds. Also, i t  very c a r e f u l l y  es tab l i shes  the  f a c t  t h a t  n e i t h e r  member 
of t h e  couple i n s t i g a t e d  the  sexual  play. It i s  probably intended t h a t  
t h i s  innocence should be remembered s o  t h a t  it w i l l  increase the  shock 
when the  hearer  l e a r n s  t h a t  both young people suffered tragedy a s  a r e s u l t  
of t h e  well- intentioned Surprise.  (usual ly ,  i f  a t r a g i c  end i s  spec i f i ed  
i n  the  na r ra t ive  it i s  f o r  t h e  g i r l  alone.) 

A most passive and p a l l i d  form i s :  

(col lec ted  i n  Kentucky from a g i r l  who heard it i n  1961 i n  North P l a t t e ,  
~ e b r a s k a . )  

A young couple, r ecen t ly  married, were l i v i n g  with t h e  parents  
of one of them. The mother was leaving f o r  downtown and asked 
them i f  they would go down t o  the  basement a t  a prescribed time 
and take  t h e  laundry out of the  dryer.  This they did ,  but  i n  a 
s t a t e  of nakedness, and when they reached t h e  basement, the  
l i g h t s  were turned on and a group of t h e i r  f r i ends  were on hand 
f o r  a pa r ty  i n  honor of t h e i r  marriage. 

Although the  s t o r y  r e t a i n s  the  ou t l ines ,  it has l o s t  most of i t s  motiva- 
t i o n  and a l l  of i t s  point .  It s t i l l  keeps the  Freudian symbolism, but  i s  
almost an example of how not  t o  t e l l  a t a l e .  



The next ,  although a l s o  pass ive  and too compact, r e t a i n s  most of t h e  
' points from some of the  be t t e r - to ld  var iants .  

( co l l ec ted  i n .  Kentucky, heard i n  1961 a t  a par ty ,  no p a r t i c u l a r  l o c a l e  
mentioned. ) 

A g i r l  and a boy a r e  going together.  The g i r l ' s  family a r e  
away f o r  the  weekend. She i n v i t e s  her boy f r i end  over. In  
the  course of the  evening's lovemaking they decide t o  go up- 
s t a i r s  t o  bed. Af ter  a time they hear noises.  They both g e t  
up and i n  the  nude go downstairs t o  inves t iga te .  Suddenly a l l  
t h e  l i g h t s  a r e  turned on. The g i r l ' s  f r i ends  have come t o  
give her a su rpr i se  b i r thday party.  This s h a t t e r i n g  experience 
i s  the end of t h i s  romance. 

Certainly,  here t h e  suggestion i s  t h a t  the g i r l  i s  the  i n s t i g a t o r  and 
the re  i s  impl ic i t  i n  t h e  l a s t  sentence, perhaps, a b i t  of moral censure. 
In te res t ing ly ,  i t  might be pointed out t h a t  t h i s  va r i an t  was col lec ted  by 
a g i r l  from a g i r l  who had heard it from a g i r l .  

(col lec ted  i n  Kentucky i n  1970; heard i n  Louisvil le .  ) 

A g i r l  was inv i t ed  t o  spend the  n ight  with her bes t  f r i end ,  whose 
family was on vacation. On a r r i v i n g  a t  her f r i e n d ' s  house, the  
inv i t ed  g i r l  was met with a note from her f r i end  saying t h a t  she 
had gone t o  Cinqinnati with an old boy f r i end  who had shown up 
unexpectedly. The note sa id  t h a t  she would be home about th ree  
o r  four  A.M. and she s t i l l  wanted the  g i r l  t o  s tay .  

The inv i t ed  g i r l  d id  no t  want t o  s t a y  i n  the  home by h e r s e l f ;  
s o  she ca l l ed  her boy f r i end  and asked him t o  come over. One 
th ing  l e d  t o  another and soon they were both s t r ipped down t o  
the  nude. All a t  once a key turned i n  t h e  lock and the  g i r l ' s  
f r i e n d  burs t  i n ,  accompanied by about t e n  of t h e i r  mutual f r i ends ,  
y e l l i n g ,  "~urpr i se !"  They had arranged a su rpr i se  b i r thday par ty  
f o r  t h e  g i r l ,  whose b i r thday was in a few days. 

The boy left town soon a f t e r  and the  g i r l  i s  s a i d  t o  have had a 
mental collapse.  

Although the  symbolism has disappeared and the  s t o r y  has l o s t  some organ- 
i z a t i o n ,  i t  does i n s i s t  upon the  g i r l ' s  lone l iness ,  it does s t r e s s  t h a t  
she i s  the  i n s t i g a t o r  of t h e  sexual play (both of these  a r e  important 
d e t a i l s  i n  the  C version of our s t o r y ) ,  and it thrashes  around t o  make 
t h e  point  t h a t  the  event marked an anniversary, o r  near ly  so. In  the  l a s t  
sentence, the  announcement of a double tragedy may a l s o  imply a t  l e a s t  a 
leaning toward t h e  that 's-tough-but-that 's-the-way-life-is philosophy. 
And need I point  out t h a t  such a philosophy i s  a p re requ i s i t e  t o  the  E v i l  
Eye syndrome ? 



The next va r ian t  has a strange o r ig in .  It was l e f t  on a r e e l  of tape  i n  
g r a t i t u d e  by a young man who had borrowed the  tape  recorder.  The owner 
of  the  tape  recorder t ranscr ibed the  s t o r y  as a g i f t  t o  me and accompani- 
ed it with a note t h a t  t h e  t e l l e r  "swears t o  t h e  t r u t h  of the  s t o r y ;  he 
knows the  couple." The s t y l e ,  of course, smacks more of English Composi- 
t i o n  101 than o r  ora l -aura l  narra t ion.  Yet t h e  va r ian t  i s  remarkably 
complete and it does introduce a f o r t u i t o u s  r e l i g i o u s  element t h a t  i s  one 
of t h e  p e r s i s t e n t  d e t a i l s  of both Version A and Version C. 

( ~ e c o r d e d  i n  1970 i n  Kentucky.) 

It seems t h a t  not  long ago a young couple were engaged t o  be 
married. A t  t he  time when the  following events occurred t h e  
two were t o  be married i n  l e s s  than two months. 

Sherry was a very shy, unassuming g i r l .  She had l e d  a f a i r l y  
she l t e red  l i f e  u n t i l  she met Ricky. Sherry's f a t h e r  was a 
deacon i n  one of the  churches i n  town and she was a l s o  an only 
ch i ld .  

Ricky, on t h e  o ther  hand, was a boy of p r e t t y  wide experience- 
He was as loud as Sherry was q u i e t  and had been q u i t e  a h e l l -  
r a i s e r  u n t i l  he met Sherry and asked her t o  marry him. 

It seems t h a t  Sherry and Ricky were a t  her home one afternoon 
s e v e r a l  weeks before the  wedding. They were s i t t i n g  i n  t h e  
p a r l o r  conversing p leasan t ly  with Sherry 's  parents  when her 
parents  decided t o  go v i s i t  t h e  preacher a t  t h e  parsonage. 

"NOW, Sherry," her mother s a i d ,  "we ' l l  be back i n  about t h r e e  
hours. I ' v e  j u s t  put some c lo thes  i n t o  the  washing machine 
and t h e y ' l l  be f in ished i n  t h i r t y  minutes. Would you go down- 
s t a i r s  and put the  load i n t o  t h e  dryer?" 

Sherry agreed. Her parents  then l e f t  t o  v i s i t  the  preacher. 
The couple, with some time on t h e i r  hands, proceeded t o  engage 
i n  a l i t t l e  premari ta l  sex. Af te r  twenty-five minutes o r  so 
of love-making, Sherry remembered t h e  wet clothes.  Ricky, how- 
ever ,  was somewhat r e l u c t a n t  t o  run downstairs and put  t h e  
c lo thes  i n t o  t h e  dryer. He t r i e d  unsuccessfully t o  t a l k  Sherry 
out  of going downstairs.  Sherry began t o  put her  c lo thes  back 
on, bu t  Ricky, with unfa i l ing  log ic ,  suggested t h a t  they both 
go downstairs a s  they were. Get t ing  dressed, he pointed out ,  
and then g e t t i n g  undressed again u p s t a i r s  was r e a l l y  a waste of 
t ime- Sherry hes i t a t ed  but  then agreed. Ricky began t o  t e a s e  
her and t h e  two broke i n t o  uncontrollable laughter .  In  t h e  
s p i r i t  of the moment Sherry rode downstairs on Ricky's shoulders. 
Giggling and carrying on, the  two reached the  f o o t  of the  s t a i r s  
and Ricky f l i cked  on the  l i g h t s  i n  t h e  dark basement. There, 
before t h e  couple, were Sherry 's  two aunts,  uncles, severa l  cou- 
s i n s ,  the  preacher, the  members of the  church choir ,  and severa l  
o ther  family f r i ends .  It seems t h a t  she r ry ' s  parents  had planned 
t o  su rpr i se  t h e  engaged couple with a shower. 



Both p a r t i e s  gasped and Sherry screamed. Ricky quickly turned 
t h e  l i g h t s  off  again,  dumped Sherry from h i s  shoulders and the  
two ran back ups ta i r s  and slammed the s t a i r  door behind them. 
Downstairs the  parents  somehow managed t o  dismiss the  shocked 
shower party.  Upstairs  and clothed,  Riclry was t ry ing  t o  calm 
t h e  h y s t e r i c a l  Sherry. Her parents  came u p s t a i r s  and t h e  g i r l ' s  
f a t h e r  t o l d  Ricky it was time t h a t  he l e f t .  Exi t  Ricky. Soon 
afterward Sherry suffered a nervous breakdown and the  engagement 
was broken. 

The charac te r i za t ion  of t h e  young couple i s  unusually ful l ,  but  it coin- 
c ides  with what i s  i m p l i c i t  i n  sorne o ther  va r ian t s .  There seems t o  be a 
conscious f lou t ing  of r e l i g i o n  (her  f a t h e r  was a deacon, her parents  were 
v i s i t i n g  the  preacher, the  preacher was present  a t  t h e  denouement) -- and 
perhaps j u s t  a suggestion t h a t  the  tragedy would not have been s o  g r e a t  
were the  r e l i g i o u s  condemnation of sex and nudity l e s s  severe. The sym- 
bolism of the  piggyback r i d e  down t h e  s t a i r s  i n t o  t h e  dark, with both 
pa r tne r s  nude, i s  enhanced by the  f a c t  t h a t  it i s  the  young man himself 
who turns  on the  l i g h t !  I n  t h i s  connection, note t h a t  the  young man, 
r a t h e r  than the  young woman, i s  the  i n s t i g a t o r  of t h e  sexual play i n  t h i s  
va r ian t .  

( ~ e c o r d e d  i n  1967 i n  Kentucky from a g i r l  who had heard it i n  North Caro- 
l ina .  ) 

Gosh, one time the re  was a couple t h a t  had j u s t  gotten i n t o  
t h e i r  new house. They immediately went u p s t a i r s ,  took off  
t h e i r  c lo thes  a l d  went t o  bed. Unfortunately t h e  phone rang 
downstairs -- s o  -- nude, and s t i l l  c l inging t o  each other ,  
they both went downstairs i n  t h e  dark t o  answer the  phone. 
When they reached t h e  bottom of the  s t a i r s  a l l  the  l i g h t s  
f l i cked  on and a group of f r i ends  and neighbors ye l l ed ,  " ~ u r -  
prise!  " 

This passive,  harmless form contains l i t t l e  of i n t e r e s t  except the  r a t h e r  
s t a r t l i n g  preservation within i t s  innocuoussness of t h e  Freudian naked 
journey down i n t o  t h e  dark. 

The next four v a r i a n t s  have almost enough i n  common and a r e  almost s u f f i -  
c i e n t l y  d i f f e r e n t  from A - 1  through A-8 t o  warrant s e t t i n g  them up a s  a 
separa te  version. I n  each, t h e  occasion i s  h i s  b i r thday;  i n  each, he 
th inks  erroneously t h a t  she i s  the  i n s t i g a t o r  and, thus w i l l i n g l y  deluded, 
he becomes the  i n s t i g a t o r ;  i n  each, sexual  a p p e t i t e  seems t o  be i m p l i c i t l y  - 
decried r a t h e r  than sympathized with; and, i n  each, the  na r ra t ive  has be- 
more near ly  a joke than a legend. Note the  opening of :  

(col lec ted  i n  Kentucky from a young lady who had heard it i n  1962. ) 



I heard t h i s  s t o r y  a s  a joke. In  t h i s  version,  t h e  s e t t i n g  was 
an o f f i c e ,  the  two main characters  being a female sec re ta ry  and 
a new male accountant. 

The sec re ta ry  was a s ing le ,  very a t t r a c t i v e  young woman and the  
man promptly asked her out .  She refused him many times and he 
became more and more determined t o  win her favor and t ake  her  
out .  

F ina l ly ,  a f t e r  many weeks of consis tent  e f f o r t s ,  the  sec re ta ry  
approached the  man and inv i t ed  him t o  her apartment f o r  dinner.  
A l l  through t h e  meal she hinted a t  a su rpr i se  f o r  him. I n s t a n t l y  
drawing h i s  own conclusions, the  man became very excited.  

Af te r  dinner she excused he rse l f  and s t a t e d  t h a t  she was going 
t o  prepare f o r  t h e  su rpr i se .  Completely mistaking her  t r u e  mean- 
i n g  f o r  one of a sexual  nature ,  the  man removes a l l  h i s  c lo thes  
and when she asks him i f  he i s  ready, he immediately answers yes 
and she f l i n g s  the  door open, reveal ing the  e n t i r e  o f f i ce  s t a f f ,  
gathered t o  ce lebra te  h i s  birthday. 

A-9  suggests a moral judgement and a p r a c t i c a l  judgement. The young man 
was blinded by h i s  sexual  passion. We laugh a t  him because he i s  naked, 
r a t h e r  than cr inging a t  h i s  misfortune a s  we did i n  A-1. We laugh a t  him, 
too ,  because he made a mistake, and a l l  p r i o r  evidence should have helped 
him t o  avoid the  mistake. 

(one of the  two conventionally-published va r ian t s  of t h i s  legend, A-10 
appeared i n  J. M. Elgard, ed., More over Sexteen [New York: Grayson Pub- 
l i s h i n g  Company, 19531, p. 50.) 

The boss of a medium-sized o f f i c e  hired a s teno who was out of 
t h i s  world. She had looks, pe r sona l i ty  and clothes.  Af ter  
looking a t  her  f o r  a few weeks, the  boss, a married man, decided 
t h a t  he was going t o  take her out some night .  He approached her 
and asked i f  she would l i k e  t o  ce lebra te  h i s  bir thday with him 
a t  some secluded n igh t  spot.  She sa id  she would have t o  th ink  
about it. 

The next day she consented t o  go, but  offered they go t o  her  
apartment. To himself,  as any other  normal man would have com- 
mented, "Better  than I planned." 

The n igh t  of h i s  b i r thday they went t o  her apartment and had 
. cock ta i l s ,  appet izers ,  dinner,  and some drinks.  Af ter  a shor t  
time she sa id :  "I'm going t o  my bedroom, honey, and you can come 
i n  i n  f i v e  minutes." After  f i v e  minutes were up the  boss d i s -  
robed. He knocked on the  bedroom door. The voice from behind 
t h e  door i n  a sweet tone sa id ,  "Come in ."  A t w i s t  of t h e  door- 
knob and t h e  door swung open -- only t o  f ind  the  r e s t  of t h e  
o f f i c e  fo rce  singing,  "HAPPY BIRTHDAY TO YOU! " 



Unlike A-9,  t h i s  s t rangely  e l l i p t i c a l  va r i an t  i n s i s t s  upon the  married 
s t a t e  of the  man and thus,  I think,  we a r e  meant t o  understand t h a t  he 
has added adul tery  t o  h i s  s infulness .  Therefore, the  moral judgement i s  
harsher -- and the  laughter  i s  louder. Incidenta l ly ,  I owe Alan Dundes 
thanks f o r  sending me the  copy of A-10. 

(Coming from what Dundes c a l l s  the  "paperwork Empire," A-11  was i n  1969 
c i rcu la ted ,  pr in ted  on one s i d e  of a s o r t  of 8x11 broadside, i n  the  Uni- 
v e r s i t y  of Kentucky's Medical Center. A copy was presented t o  me by one 
of my students i n  1971. ) 

Two men s a t  a t  the  Club and one sa id ,  "say, how i s  t h a t  gor- 
geous sec re ta ry  of yours?" 

"oh, I had t o  f i r e  her. " 

 i ire her?  How come?" 

"Well, it a l l  s t a r t e d  a week ago l a s t  Thursday, on my 49th 
bir thday.  I was never s o  depressed." 

"What has t h a t  got t o  do with i t ? "  

"Well, I came down f o r  breakfas t  and my wife never mentioned 
my bir thday.  A few minutes l a t e r ,  the  kids came down and I 
was sure they would wish me a Happy Birthday, but  not one word. 
A s  I say, I was most depressed but  when I a r r ived  a t  t h e  o f f i c e ,  
my sec re ta ry  greeted me with 'Happy ~ i r t h d a y '  and I was glad 
someone remembered. A t  noon time she suggested t h a t  it was a 
b e a u t i f u l  day and t h a t  she would l i k e  t o  take  me t o  lunch t o  a 
n i c e  int imate place i n  the  country. Well, it was nice  and we 
enjoyed our lunch and a couple of mart inis .  On the  way back, 
she  sa id  it was much too  nice  a day t o  re tu rn  t o  the  o f f i c e  
and suggested t h a t  I go t o  her apartment where she would give 
me another mart ini .  That a l s o  appealed t o  me and a f t e r  a dr ink 
and a c i g a r e t t e ,  she asked t o  be excused while she went i n t o  
the  bedroom t o  change i n t o  something more comfortable. A few 
minutes l a t e r ,  the  bedroom door opened and out came my secre- 
t a r y ,  my wife and two kids,  with a bi r thday cake, s inging,  
'Happy Birthday' and the re  I s a t  with nothing on by my socks." 

More complicated than A-9 o r  A-10, A - l l  s t i l l  suggests a moral judgement. 
The man i s  c l e a r l y  the  aggressor;  he i s  laughed a t  not  only because he i s  
discovered i n  an embarrass in^ s i t u a t i o n  and nude, but  a l s o  because he 
underestimated his wife's memory, overestimated h i s  s e c r e t a r y ' s  p l i a b i l i t y ,  
and overestimated h i s  own sexual  appeal. He i s  a high-class schnook or  a 
noodle. And, of course, t h e r e  i s  a kind of punishment: t h e  gorgeous sec- 
r e t a r y  undeservedly loses  her  job; and the  boss can no longer enjoy the  
scenery i n  h i s  o f f i ce .  

A-12 i s  one of my r e a l  pr izes .  Gerald Thomas, member of the  Romance Lang- 
uages Department of the  Memorial Universi ty of Newfoundland, heard of my 
i n t e r e s t  i n  the  Surpr iser  Surprised and most kindly sent  me h i s  va r ian t  



of the  s tory .  

( ~ o s t  probably heard i n  school from 1957-59 i n  South Wales, otherwise 
heard a t  Universi ty College of Wales i n  1959-63. Written down i n  1970 
i n  ~ewfoundland.)  

Well, t h e r e  was t h i s  businessman, see ,  and i n  h i s  o f f i c e  he had 
a very p r e t t y  secre tary .  One day, it was h i s  bir thday,  and h i s  
wife forgot  t o  wish him "~appy ~ i r t h d a y . "  A l l  day long he was 
i n  h i s  o f f i c e  growing more and more upset a t  h i s  w i f e ' s  forget -  
fu lness .  By t h e  time evening was approaching, he was q u i t e  
angry. His sec re ta ry  had noticed h i s  i l l - temper and, being a 
good sec re ta ry ,  had done everything poss ib le  t o  calm him. Fin- 
a l l y  he confided i n  her .  "My wife has forgot ten  my bir thday.  
I t ' s  t h e  f i r s t  time ever!" 

"oh, t h a t ' s  r e a l l y  t o o  bad," says the  secre tary .  "1'11 t e l l  
you what, why don ' t  you come round t o  my apartment a f t e r  work 
and have a q u i e t  dr ink before you go home?" 

Wen, t h e  boss was suddenly s t ruck  by the  idea t h a t  it might be 
a good thing.  He real ly was angry with h i s  wife. So a f t e r  
work, they went back t o  her apartment. She poured out dr inks  
f o r  them both and they chatted about t h i s  and t h a t .  The boss 
was growing more and more apprecia t ive  of h i s  sec re ta ry ' s  good 
looks and pleasant  company. Another d r ink  and he was looking 
a t  her wi th  more than mere appreciat ion.  So you can imagine 
h i s  f e e l i n g s  when, with a coy smile, she lowered her eyes and 
s a i d ,  " 1 ' m  going i n t o  t h e  bedroom t o  g e t  i n t o  -- e r  -- some- 
th ing  comf'ortable . " 
He cou ldn t t  get over h i s  good fortune.  H i s  b e a u t i f u l  sec re ta ry  
was making him a bi r thday present  of herself!  Without wasting 
any time he s t r ipped off his clothes and stood i n  eager an t ic i -  
pa t ion before her bedroom door. His excitement rose  t o  fever  
p i t c h  when a langorous voice murmured, "You can come i n  now, 
da r l ing .  " 

With one jump he opens the  door and rushes i n ,  stark naked. 
H i s  wife, chi ldren,  sec re ta ry  and a l l  h i s  s t a f f  are standing 
t h e r e  with a b i g  s ign saying: "~appy Birthday t o  You." 

Worth recording here i s  some of Professor ~homas '  comment on t h i s  va r ian t .  
"The joke obviously made a considerable impression on me s ince  I have kept 
it i n  my own r e p e r t o i r e  ever since.  I th ink  it must be t h e  absurdi ty  of 
the  f i n a l  s i t u a t i o n ,  coupled with t h e  r e l i e f  t h a t  it was not  me i n  t h a t  
s i t u a t i o n  which I found so  amusing . . . p  robably...addressed t o  a mixed aud- 
ience. ... i f  I t o l d  the  joke a s  a s tudent  t o  make f r i ends ,  I would pro- 
bably have included some more scabrous d e t a i l  about the  man's physica l  
s t a t e  before going i n t o  the  bedroom. 

" l . . . donf t  t e l l  the  joke f o r  t h e  same reasons now a s  I used to .  A s  a 
schoolboy, t h e  emphasis was more b l a t a n t l y  on t h e  sexual  encounter, where- 



a s  now it probably l i e s  on the  incongruity of t h e  f i n a l  ac t . "  

But the  r e a l  p r i z e  was given t o  me by Mrs. Berniece T .  m s e r ,  "itinerant; 
Appalachian , "as she b i l l s  he r se l f .  

(col lec ted  by and wr i t t en  down by Mrs. Hiser on her f i r s t  teaching job i n  
August, 1927, i n  Perry County, Kentucky. The footnote i s  a l s o  Mrs. Hise r ' s ,  
a s  i s  the  phonetic spel l ing .  ) 

Well, sir, I a l l u s  knowed t h a t  S i l e  i s  a hot old piece of s t u f f .  
I could a treaded her these  l a s t  ten  years  any time I chose, but 
I d i d n ' t  choose. Not but  what old S i l e  i s  good-looking, and so  
f a t  r a i n  water wouldn't run offen her back, but  she i s  too. o ld  
f o r  me. And, besides,  I woultn ' t  cuckoll%- old Sibo, f o r  me and 
him was ra i sed  together  l i k e  two i n  a bed. 

Other f e l l e r s  weren't  so  p a r t i c u l a r  though. They was one of 
these  here f e l l e r s  a t  works on the  road gang a bu i ld in '  the  
highway up Troublesome from Jackson and fur  p a r t s  t o  Hazard seed 
old S i l e  and f e l l  fur  her  the  wust way, but he c o u l t n ' t  o r  h a t n ' t  
made it t o  f irst  base with here. But one n igh t  old Sibo went, 
a s  he sa id ,  t o  take  the  n ight  with h i s  k in  i n  the  Betty Fork of 
Troublesome i n  Knott County. Hearing of t h i s ,  t h i s  f e r r i n  f e l l e r  
r i d  up and lit a t  S i l e t s  door. 

F e l l  out h i t  was S i l e ' s  b i r thday and she f e l t  l i k e  giving her- 
s e l f  a t r e a t ,  although she kep him on t e n t e r s ,  wouldn't t e l l  him 
f o r  God shore. But she did send the  young uns off  t o  t h e i r  
Granny Corribsls, and b id  t h e  f e r r i n  f e l l e r  s i t  i n  the  f r o n t  room 
before t h e  f i r e  while she cooked t h e i r  supper i n  the  o ther  room. 

She put on t a t e r s  t o  f r y  and heared the  f e l l e r  a-singin ' " ~ i g  a 
hole i n  the  meader." This put old S i l e  i n  t h e  mind of th ings  
so  she s e t  the  t a t e r s  on the  back of t h e  stove s o  they woultn ' t  
burn, and took off  a l l  of her  c lo thes ,  and went i n t o  the  b i g  
house where he s o t  i n  f r o n t  of t h e  f i r e ,  and her naket as a 
b i r d 1 s  eye. 

Now, old Sibo had heared of these  here quare women on Trouble- 
some a-giving s u r p r i s e  b i r thday p a r t i e s ,  s o  he'd got  ane up f o r  
h i s  womarn, asked i n  a l l  her  neighbors and her  Pap and Mom and 
other  r e l a t e s ;  and j u s t  as S i l e  come i n t o  t h e  f r o n t  room naket 
from the  ki tchen house and the  f e r r i n e r  leaped t o  h i s  f e e t  and 
run t o  meet her ,  Sibo and the  company come i n  the  f r o n t  door a- 
h o l l e r i n  ', "surprise! Surprise! " 

That 's why old  Sibo is divorcin ' S i l e .  And t h a t  's the  God ' s  
t r u t h ;  and a man c a n ' t  blame him, ne i the r .  

+"~ucko l l "  i s  a verb i n  the  Kentucky Mountains, pas t  tense  "cuckolled," 
even though a smart a l e c  f e r r i n e r  says "cuckold" i s  never used i n  East  
Kentucky. I n  my f i f t y - f i v e  years there ,  I never heard "cuckold" used a s  a 
noun. 



I th ink  t h i s  i s  a marvelous form of Version A. It i s  so  fab l i au- l ike  t h a t  
one expects t o  f ind  it indexed a t  l e a s t  i n  Thompson's Motif-Index and i n  
Baughman's g r e a t  work The Type and Plotif Index of t h e  Folkta les  of England 
and North America, but  I f a i l  t o  f ind  it i n  e i t h e r  work. Although t h e r e  
i s  c l e a r l y  e x p l i c i t  disapproval  of adul tery ,  a somewhat ambivalent a t t i -  
tude towards sex a s  fun, and an indubi table  i d e n t i f i c a t i o n  of S i l e  a s  the  
i n s t i g a t o r ,  Sibo canes through a s  a f a i r l y  p a l l i d  character ,  and one can- 
not  avoid the  impression t h a t ,  i f  it hadn't  been f o r  those newfangled 
ideas  about su rpr i se  p a r t i e s ,  S i l e  wouldn't have had the  opportunity t o  
cuckold her husband, and j u s t  everybody would have been happier all-around. 
In  o ther  words, Sibo brought it on himself by being unnecessari ly preten- 
t ious .  

A-13 has a l l  t h e  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  of t h e  A version:  t h e  n a r r a t o r ' s  a t t i -  
tude,  however perfunctory, shows disapproval  of adu l t e ry  and of S i l e ' s  
wi l l ingness  and suggests a t  l e a s t  a sympathy f o r  Sibo. The occasion i s  
S i l e ' s  birthday. The aftermath i s  t r a g i c  (divorce was shameful i n  the  
mountains i n  the  '20's). 

Although mountain houeeplans don ' t  allow the  Freudian symbol of the  des- 
cent  of' t h e  s t a i r c a s e  i n t o  the  dark,  t h e  n a r r a t i v e  almost s p e l l s  out a 
Freudian symbolism f o r  "Dig a hole i n  the meader," and perhaps something 
could be made of t h e  preparat ion of a meal on the  stove being in te r rup ted  
by disrobing.  The preacher i s  not present  a t  the exposure scene, but  the  
presence of "pap and  om" would be almost as  shocking. 

There a r e  two more or  l e s s  aberrant  forms of t h e  A Version. 

( Collected i n  Texas i n  1961. ) 

A woman i n  Austin had been complaining of l a t e  t o  her  husband 
t h a t  she had not been getting enough a t t e n t i o n .  On her b i r th -  
day t h e  husband came home e a r l y  t o  make up f o r  h i s  i n a t t e n t i v e -  
ness ,  undressed, and began wandering from room t o  room 02 t h e i r  
we l l -bu i l t ,  rambling, ranch-style house. He opened the  door t o  
t h e  l i v i n g  room t o  f ind  h i s  wife and her  bridge club playing 
cards.  The shock of the  experience caused him t o  have a ner- 
vous breakdown from which he never recovered. He i s  sa id  t o  be 
i n  t h e  Austin S t a t e  Hospital  f o r  the  Insane i n  the  psychopathic 
ward, h i s  h a i r  white, an old man. 

This  pecul iar ,  emphasis-less s t o r y  may imply a b i t  of f a u l t  t o  both t h e  
wife f o r  her  sexual  a p p e t i t e  and t o  t h e  husband f o r  h i s  d e s i r e  t o  prove 
h i s  manhood, but 1 rather th ink  it approves of sex and disapproves of 
bridge clubs t h a t  cause d i s a s t e r .  Certainly,  t h e r e  i s  sympathy f o r  t h e  
male and h i s  i n s a n i t y  i s  understood t o  be a t r a g i c  aftermath. The Freud- 
i a n  symbolism has changed t o  seeking from room t o  room and opening closed 
doors. Again, t h e  occasion i s  a bir thday.  And here t h e  man i s  d i r e c t l y  
t h e  i n s t i g a t o r  of t h e  sexual  ac t ion ,  although i n d i r e c t l y  the  woman with 
her  complaining may be considered the  i n s t i g a t o r .  

Further f r m  the  norm is :  



(Collected i n  1970 i n  Kentucky. ) 

There was t h i s  Bap t i s t  cocple who were r e a l  inipor-tant people i n  
t h e  church. It was the  woman's bir thday and her husband had 
planned a su rpr i se  b i r thday pa r ty  f o r  her. While she was up- 
stairs taking her shower t h a t  n ight ,  the  minis ter  and the  r e s t  
of t h e  church people were l ed  i n  my t h e  husband and hidden be- 
hind cha i r s  i n  the  l i v i n g  room. H i s  wife, upon f in i sh ing  her 
shower, walked down t h e  s t a i r s  and stood naked a t  the  bottom and 
hollered t o  her husband, "come and ge t  it while i t ' s  clean!" 

Brief as t h i s  joke i s ,  the re  can be no doubt of i t s  belonging t o  Version 
A. Pecul iar ly  a n t i - c l e r i c a l ,  t h i s  va r ian t  has the  couple a s  important i n  
t h e  church, has the  minis ter  present  along with t h e  " res t  of the  church 
people," and may be inplying t h a t  the  church i s  responsible f o r  t h e  shame 
or  horror i n  the  s i t u a t i o n  described. Again, the re  i s  the  meudian s t a i r -  
case, the  b i r thday as the  occasion, and the  woman a s  i n s t i g a t o r .  I n t e r e s t -  
ingly ,  it would be poss ib le  t o  bui ld  a case f o r  c lose  bas ic  s i m i l a r i t i e s  
between t h i s  A-15 and the  f a b l i a u  forin A-13. 

The B version,  t h e  F la tu len t  form, e x i s t s  f o r  me i n  only a few var iants .  
The e s s e n t i a l  d i f fe rence  between A and B i s  t h a t  i n  t h e  l a t t e r  t h e  cause 
of embarrassment ( the  su rpr i se  f o r  t h e  s u r p r i s e r s )  i s  t h e  breaking of wind 
r a t h e r  than an appearance i n  t h e  buff.  Other d i f ference  w i l l  be pointed 
out i n  the  discussion of t h e ' s e v e r a l  var iants .  

It i s  tempting t o  suggest bowlerization a s  a cause f o r  t h e  d i f ference ,  but 
it i s  of course conceivable t h a t  a separa te  t a l e  about su rpr i ses  exis ted  
and picked up some elements from our legend. It i s  conceivable but  I 
doubt it. 

( w r i t t e n  down from memory i n  March, 1972, i n  Kentucky by a g i r l  s tudent  
who had heard i t  about s i x  months ear l ie r .  ) 

One night  a g i r l  had a s p e c i a l  b l ind  da te  with a guy t h a t  she 
r e a l l y  wanted t o  impress. He was r e a l l y  n ice  looking and had 
a r e a l  f r i e n d l y  nature.  He and the  g i r l  s a t  i n  her l i v i n g  
room with her parents  f o r  a while t a l k i n g  and having a r e a l  
enjoyable time before they were t o  go out on t h e i r  date. 
Af ter  a hal f  hour or  SO, he stood up and made moves t o  leave,  
shook the  f a t h e r ' s  hand and helped the  g i r l  with her coat .  As 
they went down t h e  g i r l ' s  f r o n t  por th  s t e p s  -- now i n  the  dark -- he t o l d  her t h a t  he r e a l l y  l iked  her family and t h a t  he 
thought she looked r e a l  p re t ty .  The g i r l  got  a l i t t l e  em- 
barrassed,  p a r t l y  because she was glad t h a t  he'd sa id  t h a t  and 
p a r t l y  because she f e l t  a l i t t l e  gas building up. He walked 
her t o  h i s  stationwagon, opened the  door on t h e  passenger s ide  
f o r  her t o  g e t  i n ,  closed it and walked around the  back t o  h i s  
s ide .  The g i r l ,  no t i c ing  h i s  pos i t ion  outside the  ca r ,  promptly 
re l ieved herse l f  and gave him a b i g  smile a few seconds l a t e r  



when he opened the  door. He got i n ,  fooled t o  g e t  the  key i n  
and s t a r t e d  it, ad jus t  the  r e a r  view mirror, and turned t o  t h e  
g i r l ,  saying t h a t  he was sorry ,  but he'd forgot ten  t o  i n t r o -  
duce her t o  the  couples i n  the  backseat.  

Although t h e  "couples i n  the  backseat" a r e  hardly s u r p r i s e r s ,  they a r e  
c e r t a i n l y  surpr ised .  I am t o l d  t h a t  i n  some var ian t s  t h e  occupants of 
the  backseat a r e  the  boy's parents  t o  whom he i s  intending t o  introduce 
h i s  g i r l  f r i end .  The courship theme might be considered a p a r a l l e l  t o  
the  engagement of recent  wedding theme i n  s o  many of t h e  A and C va r ian t s .  
Although the  horror of t h e  anxious g i r l  i s  not mentioned, it is  c e r t a i n l y  
implied and thus might be held t o  be a t r a g i c  aftermath. O f  course t h e r e  
i s  no anniversary theme and the  scene has been s h i f t e d  from the  i n s i d e  of 
a house t o  t h e  ins ide  of a ca r  -- perhaps a s ign of modernization. 

The next v a r i a n t  was supplied by a colleague who had heard me read an A 
var iant .  

( w r i t t e n  down March, 1972, i n  Kentuckj from the  memory of having heard a 
ten-year-old boy t e l l  i t  i n  D e t r c i t ,  Michigan, i n  about 1935 "as a t r u e  
s tory .  ") 

There was a man who was extremely fond of baked beans. He a t e  
them a t  every opportunity, but  he had one g rea t  d i f f i c u l t y :  
whenever he a t e  baked beans, he had g rea t  problems with gas. 
The older  he became, the  g rea te r  the  anount of gas. 

He f i n a l l y  rea l i zed  t h a t  he would have t o  give up h i s  f a v o r i t e  
food i f  he wanted t o  keep h i s  f r i ends .  And s o  .he went f o r  
severa l  years  without e a t i n g  beans. Eventually, he married a 
young and b e a u t i f u l  g i r l .  She was very fond of baked beans, 
too ,  and when she offered t o  fix some f o r  dinner,  he asked her 
not  t o .  He t o l d  her  h i s  sroblem and although she d i d n ' t  
appear t o  bel ieve  him, she agreed not t o  fix the  beans. 

The had been married only a few months when h i s  b i r thday 
a r r ived .  A s  he l e f t  the  house t h a t  morning, h i s  wife t o l d  
him t o  be sure  t o  g e t  home from the  o f f i c e  e a r l y  a s  she was 
planning a s p e c i a l  t r e a t  f o r  him. 

That  day a t  lunch, baked beans were on the  menu, and he almost 
weakened, but  remembering h i s  old problem, he d id  not .  That 
evening, he a r r ived  home promptly and s t a r t e d  f o r  t h e  ki tchen 
t o  see  what h i s  wife was preparing. She shooed him out before 
he could see  and t o l d  him t o  s t a y  i n  the  d ining room. 

Af te r  a while, she came i n  carrying a l a r g e ,  covered casserole.  
She placed it on t h e  t a b l e  and with a warning t o  him not  t o  
peek, she returned t o  t h e  kitchen. H i s  c u r i o s i t y  became too  
g rea t  t o  bear,  and he opened the  casserole.  Beans! Beautiful ,  
baked beans! He couldn' t  s tand it another minute. Looking 
around t o  be sure  t h a t  h i s  wife could not  see  him, he picked 



up a spoon and helped himself t o  a l a r g e  mouthful of beans. 
They were delicious! But a l l  of a sudden, t h e  old f e e l i n g  of 
gas came back upon him. Somehow, he had t o  expel  t h e  gas with- 
o u t  l e t t i n g  h i s  wife r e a l i z e  t h a t  he had been sampling. Look- 
i n g  around, he saw the  window -- and he opened it, turned h i s  
back t o  t h e  outdoors, and re l ieved himself of t h e  gas. He 
closed t h e  window and walked back i n t o  the  center  of the  room, 
looking very innocent. 

But the  beans were t o o  tempting. Again he sampled t h e  beans, 
and again he had t o  go t o  t h e  window. And a t h i r d  time, the  
same. J u s t  a s  he was wondering whether to. t r y  the  beans again, 
h i s  wife came i n t o  the  dining room. She lit the  candles on the  
t ab le .  A s  he prepared t o  s e a t  her a t  t h e  t a b l e ,  he heard a loud, 
"Surprise! " behind him. He turned around t o  see  h i s  parents ,  
c loses t  f r i ends ,  and minis ter  i s sue  f o r t h  from behind the  drap- 
e r i e s  i n  the  dining room. He fa in ted .  

The Pandora's box motif ("don't  peekr1) i s  unique t o  t h i s  va r ian t  of the  
legend. Otherwise, it shares with t h e  o ther  B v a r i a n t s  t h e  motif of un- 
successful ly  concealed embarrassment ( t h e  f l a tu lence) .  And it shares with 
t h e  o v e r a l l  legend mentions of the  wedding and of the  o f f i c e  and, much 
more s i g n i f i c a n t ,  the  themes of the  good in ten t ions  of the  bride-planner 
of the  su rpr i se ,  of the  occasion being a b i r thday,  of t h e  s u r p r i s e r s '  be- 
ing  surprised,  of t h e  min i s te r ' s  presence, and of the  young man's f a i n t i n g  
i n  embarrassment. 

The next va r ian t  was a l s o  inspi red  by m y  reading. I read A-1 i n  a folk- 
l o r e  c l a s s  and one of t h e  s tudents  wrote down her  memory of a s t o r y  t o l d  
by her husband. Very i n t e r e s t i n g l y ,  she was embarrassed t o  t e l l  me t h e  
t a l e  and admitted she thought it " d i r t i e r "  than A-1. 

( w r i t t e n  down i n  Kentucky i n  1971 from t h e  memory of an e a r l i e r  na r ra t ion  
i n  Kentucky. ) 

There's the s t o r y  of t h e  bir thday man who s u f f e r s  acute g a s t r i c  
d i s t r e s s  following a b i g  meal of beans. 

Told t o  s i t  alone i n  a darkened room awaiting a bi r thday sur- 
p r i s e ,  he takes  the  opportunity t o  give vent t o  a long s e r i e s  
of raucous explosions. Then, of course, t h e  l i g h t  i s  switched 
on suddenly, and twenty people begin t o  s ing,  " ~ a p p y  ~ i r t h d a y . "  

The l a s t  B va r ian t  i s  a l i t e r a r y  recording of t h e  legend, which was pointed 
out  t o  me by a colleague. 

( ~ r o m  Carson McCullers, The Heart i s  a Lonely Hunter, Bantam Books, 1970, 
p. 202. The novel was o r i g i n a l l y  published i n  1940 by Houghton-Mifflin 



Company.)  iff Brannon has been reviewing his l i f e  and remembers h i s  
twenty-ninth bir thday when h i s  s is ter- in-law Lucile had inv i t ed  him t o  
drop by her apartment. ) 

He expected from t h i s  some small remembrance -- a p l a t e  of 
cherry  tarts or  a good s h i r t .  She met him at t h e  door and 
blindfolded h i s  eyes before he entered.  Then she s a i d  she 
would be back i n  a second. I n  the  s i l e n t  room he l i s t e n e d  
t o  her  foo t s teps  and when she had rezched the  ki tchen he 
broke wind. He stood i n  the  room...blindfolded and pooted- 
Then a l l  a t  once he knew with horror he was not  alone.. . .  
A t  t h a t  minute Lucile came back and undid h i s  eyes.. . . the 
room was full of people.. . .He wan+,ed t o  crawl up the  wall.... 

Again t h e r e  a r e  t h e  bir thday,  the  well-intentioned s u r p r i s e  pa r ty  t h a t  
mis f i r es ,  and t h e  unsuccessf'ul concealment of embarrassment. There i s  a l s o  
a kind of so r ry  aftermath:  when he discovers he c a n ' t  crawl up t h e  w a l l ,  
t he  embarrassed Bif f  dr inks  a quar t  of whisky. Even the  word apartment 
r ings  an echo from various other va r ian t s .  It i s  i n t e r e s t i n g  t o  conjecture 
whether the re  i s  any influence between B-4 and B-3. Beans, which of course 
a r e  pecu l i a r  t o  t h e  B va r ian t s ,  a r e  c o t  mentioned i n  B-4 and n e i t h e r  i s  t h e  
singing,  o r  shouting, of " ~ a p p y  ~ i r t h d a y , "  but  the  image of t h e  unhappy 
vic t im i s  s t r i k i n g l y  s imi la r  i n  t h e  two var ian t s .  

Version C t e l l s  a s t o r y  very l i k e  t h a t  genera l ly  implied i n  Version A:  a 
young couple (always a couple, r a t h e r  than one of the  two) i s  unintention- 
a l l y  (usual ly)  exposed naked a t  the  beginning of a su rpr i se  p a r t y  and f r e -  
quently the re  i s  a sad aftermath. The Surpr isers  i n  t h e  C-variants a r e  
l e s s  conspicuous than those i n  the  A-variants, but  nevertheless they a r e  
surprised.  The focus i s  more on the  vict ims i n  the  C-variants and a p a r t ,  
a t  l e a s t ,  of t h e i r  a i t i v i t y  i s  invar iably  baby-si t t ing.  The time span of 
t h e  C-variants i s  exact ly  t e n  years -- one-quarter t h a t  of t h e  A- and B- 
va r i an t s  -- and it i s  perhaps because of t h i s  t h a t  more homogeneity e x i s t s  
among the  C-variants than among the others.  Possibly, of course, t h e  C- 
version was once an independent s t o r y  and has received inf luence  from the  
o l d e r ( ? )  t a l e  t h a t  i s  the  A-version. But it i s  my conviction t h a t  C i s  
merely a t imely modernization of A. If it i s  not ,  the  number of p e r s i s t e n t  
d e t a i l s  common t o  both versions i s  phenomenal. 

Regard : 

( ~ i e a r d  i n  1961 i n  Kentucky and recorded a year  l a t e r . )  

A young couple, whose wedding was i n  t h e  near fu tu re ,  were aerked 
t o  s i t  with t h e  boy's b ro the r ' s  chi ldren one evening. They 
agreed t o  keep the  children.  Af ter  ba thing and feeding t h e i r  
charges, t h e  couple put them t o  bed. Af ter  watching t e l e v i s i o n  
f o r  awhile, t h e  boy and g i r l  began pet t ing .  They decided t o  
make the  most of t h e i r  opportunity. They both undressed and 
got  i n t o  bed, not expecting t h e  parents  u n t i l  much l a t e r .  Be- 
f o r e  very long, t h e  telephone rang. The boy got  out of bed and 
answered it. It was h i s  brother ,  t e l l i n g  him t o  check the  fur-  
nace i n  t h e  basement. The brother  had forgot ten  t o  add enough 



coal.  

The boy and g i r l  decided t o  go downstairs together.  They got  
a f l a s h l i g h t  and s t a r t e d  toward the  door. Neither had bothered 
t o  d ress  because they were alone i n  the  house. They opened the  
basement door and s t a r t e d  down the  s teps .  They were g iggl ing 
with excitement and half-embarrassment. When they reached the  
bottom of t h e  s t eps ,  the  basement l i g h t s  f lashed on and the re  
was a shout -- " Congratultltions ! " The famil ies  of t h e  couple 
had thrown a su rpr i se  shower! 

The g i r l ,  completely h o r r i f i e d ,  f a in ted  and t h e  boy dashed up 
the  s teps .  

If the re  was any more ending t o  t h e  t a l e  I don ' t  remember it. 
Also, I ' m  hazy about the  reason the  brother  asked them t o  go t o  
t h e  basement. I th ink  it was t o  check the  furnace. 

The na r ra to r  's f e e l i n g  t h a t  the re  should be more t o  the ending may r e f l e c t  
a forgot ten  t r a g i c  d e t a i l .  Otherwise, the  va r ian t  i s  typ ica l :  sympathy 
f o r  t h e  couple, impl ic i t  d isdain  f o r  a soc ie ty  t h a t  makes sex shameful, 
t h e  Freudian descent i n t o  t h e  dark (again emphasized by desc r ip t ive  d e t a i l  -- giggling,  excitement, embarrassment), and a suggestion t h a t  good inten- 
t i o n s  have gone as t ray .  

The next va r ian t ,  fragmentary (I think) ,  puts  a very heavy emphasis upon 
sympathy f o r  the  couple and an i m p l i c i t  j u s t i f i c a t i o n  f o r  t h e i r  incontin-  
ence. Note again t h a t  t h e  background i s  one of baby-si t t ing.  

( co l l ec ted  i n  Kentucky in 1970.) 

Once the re  was a couple i n  our town wlio had been going with each 
other f o r  a few years ,  but  they had decided they weren't going 
t o  ge t  married u n t i l  t h e  guy had f in ished college.  Well, i t  s o  
happened t h a t  t h i s  one weekend when he was home t o  su rpr i se  her ,  
t h a t  she had promised a neighbor she would baby-sit  f o r  them 
while they went t o  a movie. Being the  n ice  guy t h a t  he was, he 
t o l d  her t h a t  he would s i t  with her while the  neighbors were out. 
A s  the  evening went by, the  chi ldren were sen t  t o  bed, and the  
couple s a t  on the  couch making up f o r  a l l  the  time he had been 
gone. 'FJell, it got t o  t h e  point  t h a t  they decided -- why wai t?  - ,  -- they were going t o  be married i n  a few weeks anyway. Well, 
j u s t  a s  they had undressed, i n  pops the  neighbors with a whole 
gang of people with a big surpr i se  pa r ty  they had planned f o r  
the  couple-to-be. 

This i s  a pecu l i a r ly  unbalanced va r ian t .  It i s  an though the  in t roduct ion 
were given i n  f u l l  and t h e  r e s t  of t h e  t a l e  had collapsed. The only d e t a i l  
t h a t  points  t o  na r ra t ive  s k i l l  i s  the  an t i c ipa t ion  of su rpr i se  i n  t h e  boy's 
reason f o r  coming home from college.  Certainly,  t h e  Freudian symbolism and 
the  denouement have disappeared completely. 



More complete, even though it shows s igns  of has te ,  i s :  

( ~ e a r d  i n  1962 i n  Kentucky.) 

A couple t h a t  had been going together f o r  q u i t e  a while were 
baby-s i t t ing  one night .  While s i t t i n g  on the  couch, the  s i tua -  
t i o n  became q u i t e  involved and one th ing l e d  t o  another. Sud- 
denly t h e  telephone rang. It was the  f a t h e r  of t h e  chi ldren 
with whom they were baby-s i t t ing .  He asked the  couple t o  go - 
down t o  t h e  basement and tu rn  the  furnace up. The boy picked 
up h i s  g i r l  f r i end  and ca r r i ed  her downstairs i n  h i s  arms. 
Both were naked. A s  they reached t h e  bottom of t h e  s t a i r s  the  
l i g h t  was switched on and t h e i r  f r i ends  ye l l ed ,  "~urpr i se !"  
It was the  g i r l ' s  bir thday.  

This i s  t o l d  a s  a c t u a l l y  having happened. The g i r l  i s  supposed- 
l y  i n  a mental i n s t i t u t i o n  as a r e s u l t  of the  shock and humilia- 
t i o n .  

This s t o r y  i s  s o  s k e l e t a l  t h a t  it i s  hard t o  determine the  n a r r a t o r ' s  a t t i -  
tude. - Perhaps the  f i r s t  sentence suggests a sympathy f o r  t h e  couple t h a t  
i s  r e i t e r a t e d  i n  t h e  l a s t  sentence -- a p a t t e r n  t h a t  Axel Olrik would have 
hai led .  The Freudian symbolism i s ,  however, q u i t e  complete. 

Dif fer ing only i n  i n s i g n i f i c a n t  d e t a i l  from C-3 i s :  

(co l l ec ted  i n  1961 ic  Kentucky. ) 

An engaged couple were baby-si t t ing.  It was only a f e w  weeks 
before they were t o  be married; s o  they decided "What t h e  h e l l ,  
why wai t?  J u s t  two weeks. " They both undressed. A l i t t l e  
while l a t e r  t h e  phone rang. It was t h e i r  f r i e n d  f o r  whom they 
were baby-si t t ing.  She sa id  she had l e f t  her washer on i n  the  
basement, and would they go down and t u r n  it o f f ?  Since they 
j u s t  had t o  go t o  the  basement they decided t h e r e  wasn't any 
point  i n  g e t t i n g  dressed,  so  they went down together.  J u s t  as 
they were feeling t h e i r  way down the  s t a i r s ,  the  l i g h t s  went 
on and the  people ye l l ed  " ~ u r p r i s e ! "  

A s  a r e s u l t  the  g i r l  wen t  crazy and l e f t  town. 

The pecu l i a r  double d i sposa l  of t h e  female v ic t im may spr ing from a f a u l t y  
memory of "The g i r l  went crazy and t h e  boy l e f t  town." 

C-5 i s  p a r t i c u l a r l y  graphic i n  the  passage which incorporates the  Freudian 
symbolism t h a t  seems t o  have stuck s o  f i rmly i n  s o  many informants'  
memories. 



(Collected i n  1961 i n  Kentucky. ) 

A young g i r l ,  who was engaged t o  be married,was asked t o  baby- 
s i t  with Ber young cousin. She agreed t o  do so9  and inv i t ed  
her f i ance  t o  s i t  with her. During the  course of the  evening 
they became passionately inc l ined,  took off  t h e i r  c lo thes ,  and 
f ro l icked about t h e  home. Sdhile g iggl ing and pushing one an- 
other around, t h e  boy heaved the  g i r l  on h i s  back i n  piggyback 
s t y l e  and bounced her through the  rooms. Going pas t  the  door 
t o  the  basement, they heard a sound, and the  boy t eas ing ly  sa id  
he was going t o  take her down i n  the  basement wi th  the  spooks. 
He gropingly took her down t h e  s t a i r s  i n  the  dark. When they 
reached t h e  bottom, a l i g h t  came on and t h e  g i r l ' s  parents ,  the  
minister ,  and many prominent people of t h e  community jumped out 
from t h e i r  hiding places and ye l l ed ,  " ~ u r p r i s e ! "  They had 
arranged a su rpr i se  b r i d a l  shower f o r  t h e  couple. The boy drop- 
ped the  g i r l  from h i s  back, ran  up the  s t a i r s ,  grabbed h i s  
c lo thes ,  and f l e d  from the  c i t y .  It was l a t e r  learned t h a t  he 
had joined t h e  Navy, and never again contacted t h e  g i r l .  The 
g i r l  l o s t  her mind, and was committed t o  an asylum. 

Here once more we have the  s t range recurr ing d e t a i l  of the  m i n i s t e r i a l  pre- 
sence, t h a t  somehow makes t h e  horror t h e  g rea te r ,  and t h a t  can only imply 
a l a t e n t  a n t i c l e r i c a l i s m  and a l a t e n t  sympathy f o r  those who y i e l d  t o  the  
temptations of premari ta l  sex. Indeed, I suppose the  a n t i c l e r i c a l i s m  en- 
t a i l s  condemnation of those forces  which made me use temptation ins tead of 
a t t r a c t i o n  or summons i n  t h e  preceding sentence! 

Very similar t o  C-5 except t h a t  it does not  dwell upon the  t r a g i c  r e s u l t s  
of the  double-surprise i s :  

(Collected i n  1970 i n  Kentucky. ) 

This s t o r y  was t o l d  t o  nie by m y  rooinmate l a s t  summer (1970). 
He heard it from a person he had known when he l ived  i n  the  
dorm during t h e  previous spr ing semester here z t  UK [ t h e  
Universi ty of ~en tucky] .  The incident  happened t o  some 
f r i ends  of t h i s  person i n  Northern Kentucky, where he was 
from. It i s  supposedly t rue .  

This couple was engaged t o  be rcarried. They were a t  the  home 
of her  parents .  The parents  were going out somewhere t h a t  
evening and t h e  young lady was supposed t o  baby-si t  f o r  her 
young brother ,  who was a l ready asleep.  She was a l s o  i n s t r u c t -  
ed by her mother t o  take  the  laundry down t o  the  basement and 
put  it i n  the washer. 

Af ter  the  parents  h a d - l e f t ,  the  young couple began t o  enter -  
ta- in themselves, engaging i n  t h e  age-old custom of pet t ing .  
Af te r  a while and a moderate amount of coaxing and persuading, 
t h e  young man convinced h i s  wife-to-be t h a t  s ince  they would 



soon be married and no one would know the  d i f fe rence  anyway, 
the re  would be nothing wrong with making love. 

They went ups ta i r s  t o  her  bedroom, took off  t h e i r  c lo thes ,  
and got  i n  bed. A t  t h i s  point  she remembered t h e  laundry 
her  mother had t o l d  her t o  put  i n  the  washer. She i n s i s t e d  
t h a t  she had t o  do it because her mother would want t o  know 
why it wasn't done i f  she f a i l e d  t o  do it. 

The young man helped her  ca r ry  t h e  laundry basket  down the  
s t a i r s .  Both were s t i l l  unclothed. A s  they approached the  
bottom of the  basement s t a i r s  t h e  l i g h t s  went on and they 
heard someone y e l l  "Surprise!" 

Their pas tor ,  t h e i r  mother and f a t h e r ,  and t h e i r  church youth 
group were giving t h e  couple a su rpr i se  engagement party.  

Again, the Freudian symbol i s  present ,  though made l i t t l e  o f ;  but because 
of i t s  pos i t ion  both close t o  t h e  end of the  s t o r y  and y e t  f i r s t  i n  a 
s e r i e s ,  the  m i n i s t e r i a l  presence i s  given extraordinary,  i f  unknowing, 
s igni f icance  and again must ind ica te  an t i c le r i ca l i sm.  

The next aberrant var ian t  had strange and ambivalent a t t i t u d e s  t h a t  may 
spr ing from two f a c t s :  1. it was col lec ted  from a non-Mormon Utah nat ive;  
2. the  informant, a t  the  age of ret irement,  s t rugg les  v a l i a n t l y  t o  empa- 
t h i z e  with the young "in" generation. 

(collected i n  1970 i n  Kentucky.) 

I n  a small town i n  Utah, the  s t o r y  goes, the  daughter of a 
Mormon minis ter  volunteered t o  baby-sit  her younger s i s t e r  
while her parents attended a church ce lebra t ion.  

Although members of t h i s  f a i t h  a r e  very s t r i c t  about misus- 
ing  t h e i r  bodies, t h i s  teenage g i r l  d id  not  seem t o  maintain 
the beliefs which were taught  t o  her by her parents .  

Af te r  her  parents  l e f t  t h e i r  home, the  g i r l  decided t o  in-  
dulge i n  a few of t h e  hab i t s  which her parents  disapproved of 
s trongly.  She smoked numerous c i g a r e t t e s ,  drank severa l  
beers  and inv i t ed  her boy f r i end  over t o  e n t e r t a i n  her while 
her parents  were gone. 

The g i r l  became q u i t e  drunk and forgot  a l l  about her  baby- 
s i t t i n g  chores, but  she d id  remember her boy f r iend.  Around 
10:30 P.M. she decided t o  go t o  bed, accompanied by her boy 
f r i end .  

Her parents  came home about 11 P.M. and found t h e i r  daughter 
i n  bed wi th  her boy f r i end .  Although the  couple had done 
nothing morally wrong, the family became extremely humiliated 
and consequently, l e f t  town within twenty-four hours. 



This r a t h e r  s t a r t l i n g  va r ian t  does, I think,  belong t o  Version C: t he  
baby-si t t ing,  t h e  unconcealed an t i c le r i ca l i sm,  and t h e  sympathy f o r  the  
r e v o l t  aga ins t  the  Establishment, a l l  bespeak r e l a t i o n s h i p  t o  the  C Ver- 
s i o n  of t h e  Surpr iser  Surprised. I suppose t h e  shame and t h e  disappear- 
ance of t h e  family a r e  de te r io ra ted  remains of what usual ly  appears as a 
t r a g i c  ending f o r  the  g i r l  and t h e  boy. 

The seven preceding va r ian t s  of C a l l ,  I a s s e r t ,  belong t o  young aud- 
iences :  baby-si t t ing,  sympathy with passion, anti-Establishment implica- 
t i o n s ,  an t i c le r i ca l i sm,  b i t t e r n e s s  with postponement of l i v i n g  an adult 
l i f e ,  t a c i t  approval of premari ta l  sex, complaint about bad luck i n  the  
way of l i f e  -- a l l  a r e  p a r t  of the  existence of youth. 

The l a s t  two var ian t s  belong t o  a very d i f f e r e n t  audience, an audience 
t h a t  employs baby-s i t te rs ,  t h a t  i s  suspicious of youth, t h a t  has no sym- 
pathy with excuses f o r  premari ta l  sex, t h a t  h e s i t a t e s  t o  t r u s t  i t s  babies 
t o  the  care  of " i r responsible"  youth. 

(Col lec ted  i n  Kentucky i n  1970 from an informant who had learned i t  while 
wi th  t h e  U.S. Army overseas. ) 

Once upon a time, I knew of a baby-s i t te r  who got caught red- 
handed. This young chick was a baby-s i t te r  i n  order t o  earn 
a l i t t l e  money s o  she could go t o  school. She worked week- 
n igh t s  and every weekend. One Saturday night  she was baby- 
s i t t i n g  and thought t h a t  it would be a good idea  t o  i n v i t e  her 
boy f r i end  over t o  spend the evening with her .  She gave him 
a buzz on the  telephone and asked him t o  come over. 

The young lover  wasn't very long i n  g e t t i n g  there .  She t o l d  
him t o  make himself a t  home. He went s t r a i g h t  t o  the  icebox. 
He got  himself a small  snack and returned t o  watch some t e l e -  
v is ion.  Well, he and the  chick were watching the  t e l e v i s i o n  
and one th ing  led t o  another. They decided t o  make love be- 
cause they were going t o  be married next week and besides,  
t h i s  wasn't something new t o  them. They took each o t h e r ' s  
c lo thes  off  and s t a r t e d  t o  g e t  with it when the  telephone 
rang.. It was t h e  woman who was having the  young g i r l  t o  baby- 
s i t  f o r  her. She sa id  t h a t  she had l e f t  the  heater  of f  i n  the  
basement and was a f r a i d  t h a t  her  pipes would f reeze  up. So 
the  young chick sa id  t h a t  she would go downstairs and t u r n  it 
on. The young man sa id  t h a t  he ~ ~ o u l d  go with her t o  keep her 
warm. So off  they went. When- got  t o  t h e  top  of t h e  base- 
ment s a i r s ,  they turned on the  l i g h t .  Surprise!! There was 
the  preacher, t h e  doctor,  her parents ,  h i s  parents ,  and a bunch 
of f r i ends .  They had a l l  come t o  give t h e  young couple a sur- 
prise br ida l  shower because they were so  nice. The young chick 
went insane and the  young lover  Left  town and was never heard 
of again. 

C-8 gives  a unique twist t o  some of t h e  p e r s i s t e n t  d e t a i l s  common t o  t h e  
va r ian t s  of the  Surpr iser  Surprised. Although t h e  couple i s  long engaged, 
the  na r ra to r ' s  a t t i t u d e  sours a$ he remarks sardonical ly  on t h e i r  sexual  



experience and upon t h e i r  being "so nice."  The Freudian symbol i s  twis ted  
i n t o  t h e  bad dream i n  which the  nude couple a r e  framed i n  t h e  l i g h t  a t  the  
t o p  of t h e  stairway looking down a t  a sea of' shocked faces.  The minister-  - 
i a l  presence merely re in fo rces  the  r ighteous moral disapproval  e x p l i c i t  i n  
t h e  idiom "caught red-handed." And the  t r a g i c  ending, seemingly a n t i c l i -  
mactic, may be j u s t  r e t r i b u t i o n  r a t h e r  than tragedy. 

C-9 i s  kin t o  C-8 i n  its r e c t i t u d e ,  but  has l o s t  the  element of t h e  double 
su rpr i se .  I n  C-9 t h e  s u r p r i s e  i s  a t r a p  and the  s u r p r i s e r s  have t h e i r  
suspicions f u l f i l l e d .  Again, it i s  obviously a s t o r y  f o r  the  o lder  genera- 
t i o n  and l i k e  C-8 i t  leaves a bad t a s t e  i n  t h e  mouth. 

( co l l ec ted  i n  1961 i n  Kentucky.) 

One night  a g i r l  was baby-s i t t ing ,  and she ca l l ed  her boy 
f r i e n d  t o  come over. When he a r r ived ,  they went t o  the  bed- 
room u p s t a i r s  and undressed. Suddenly, t h e  g i r l  remembered 
t h a t  the  woman had t o l d  her t o  put  the  c lo thes  out of the  
washing machine and i n t o  t h e  dryer.  So, she t o l d  her boy 
f r i e n d  t h a t  she would have t o  go t o  the  basement aria take  
care  of t h e  c lo thes .  He i n s i s t c d  on going with her  because 
i t  was dark. So she t o l d  him he could. A s  they s t a r t e d  
down the  basement s t eps ,  he picked her up and ca r r i ed  her 
because the  s t e p  a t  the  bottom was loose  and the  g i r l  might 
f a l l .  When they reached the  bottom s tep ,  she reached up and 
turned on the  l i g h t  and suddenly they heard, "surprise!" 
They looked around, and the re  were a l l  t h e  f r i e n d s  of' t he  
people who l i v e d  i n  t h a t  house. They had planned t h i s  t o  
see  i f  t h e i r  suspicions of the  babys i t t e r .were  t r u e .  

This was s u p p o s e  t o  have a c t u a l l y  happened i n  Mayfield, 
Kentucky . 

We can hope t h a t  t h i s  malicious l i t t l e  na r ra t ive  i s  a badly decayed form 
of t h e  Surpr iser  Surprised. It could, of course, be an e a r l y  vers ion of 
an independent s t o r y  t h a t  got  sucked i n t o  the  pa t t e rn  of the  longer- 
es tabl ished,  more common t a l e  t h a t  I have designated Version A. But t h e  
d a l l i a n t  baby-s i t te r ,  the  naked descent of the  couple t o  the  basement 
( t h i s  time down two f l i g h t s  of s t a i r s ) ,  the  shout of " ~ u r p r i s e , "  a l l  be- 
long t o  t h e  Surpr iser  Surprised,  and without these  d e t a i l s  t h e r e  wouldn't 
be much t o  C-9; therefore ,  I choose t o  th ink  of C-9 a s  a d i s t a n t  form of 
t h e  same t a l e  t h a t  gives us va r ian t s  C - 1  through C-8. 

I n  summary, we have twenty-eight va r ian t s  ( s i x  of thern q u i t e  not iceably  
d ivergent)  t h a t  d iv ide  i n t o  t h r e e  vers ions :  A,  with f i f t e e n  v a r i a n t s ;  B, 
wi th  four  v a r i a n t s ;  and C,  wi th  nine. S t a t i s t i c a l l y ,  the  twenty-eight 
t e x t s  have t h e  following fea tu res  a s  na r ra t ives :  

I n  most of them, more than one a t t i t u d e  i s  implied on t h e  p a r t  of t h e  
na r ra to r .  Perhaps su rpr i s ing ly ,  t h i r t e e n  of the  t e x t s  imply an approval 
of sex as fun; t en  t e x t s  suggest a sympathy f o r  the  f l a g r a n t  couple be- 
cause t h e i r  marriage has been postponed. Ten na r ra t ives  express dismay 
a t  t h e  unhappy outcome of t h e  good i n t e n t i o n s  with which the  s u r p r i s e  



p a r t y  had been planned. Five va r ian t s  imply o r  express d iscontent  with 
p u r i t a n i c a l  s tandards t h a t  hold nakedness or  sex  as lewdness. However, 
s i x  express condemnation of the  unbridled passion of one o r  both members 
of t h e  exposed couple. Five imply t h a t  the  defeat  of good in ten t ions  i s  
one of the  ''ways of the  world" -- c ' e s t  l a  vie.  Three give warnings 
about the  i r r e s g o n s i b i l i t i e s  of baby-s i t te rs .  One expresses sympathy with ' 

t h e  point  of view t h a t  lone l iness  i s  ample j u s t i f i c a t i o n  f o r  an i n v i t a t i o n  
t o  i l l i c i t  sex, and another one sympathizes with the  awkward shyness of a 
newly-wed couple vis-8-vis each other.  

The occasion f o r  the  pa r ty  e s s e n t i a l  t o  the  t a l e  i s  i n  f i f t e e n  ins tances  a 
b i r t q g h t  times the  g i r l ' s ;  seven times the  man's); i n  nine accounts 
( i n  one of them it i s  a l s o  t h e g i r l ' s  b i r thday)  it i s  a pre-wedding "show- 
er"; i n  two ins tances  it i s  a housewarming; i n  one, a t r a p  f o r  feckless  
baby-s i t te rs ;  i n  one, a b l ind  date ;  and i n  one it i s  not speci f ied .  

The aftermath when speci f ied  -- i n  eleven t e x t s ,  it i s  not  speci f ied  -- 
i s  t r a g i c  i n  varying degrees. In  seven ins tances ,  the  g i r l  goes insane;  
i n  one, she f a i n t s ;  i n  one, her  family disappears;  i n  one, her engagement 
i s  broken; i n  another, she l o s e s  her  husband v i a  divorce;  i n  one, she loses  
her  job. In  four ins tances ,  the  male disappears,  jo ins  the  navy, runs 
away; i n  one, he becomes insane;  i n  another, he becomes drunk; and, i n  an- 
o ther ,  he f a i n t s .  

J?requently, the na r ra t ive  i s  q u i t e  e x p l i c i t  about the  i n s t i g a t o r  of the  
sexual  play which leads  t o  the  embarrassing exposure of the  naked person 
o r  the  naked couple. Although i n  nine instances the  na r ra t ive  i s  not ex- 
p l i c i t  on t h i s  point ,  i n  e i g h t  ins tances  the  g i r l  i s  c l e a r l y  the  aggressor, 
a n d - i n  seven the  i n s t i g a t o r  i s  the  male. I n  the  B version,  of course, t h i s  
determination does not  apply. 

And, f i n a l l y ,  the re  were the  p e r s i s t e n t  minor d e t a i l s .  The i n t r i g u i n g  
descent  of a s t a i r c a s e  down i n t o  darkness occurs i n  f i f t e e n  of the  va r ian t s ,  
and i n  f i v e  t h e r e  i s  the  motif i n  which the  naked lover  c a r r i e s  or  "piggy- 
backs" h i s  naked sweetheart t o  the  unexpected exposure. And i n  seven of 
t h e  va r ian t s ,  a preacher i s  speci f ied  a s  one of those present .  I n  all but 
two of these  ins tances ,  the  m i n i s t e r i a l  presence i s  a kind of key t o  an 
a n t i c l e r i c a l i s m  i n  the  va r ian t .  

The Surpr iser  Surprised has been checked against tb Thoffipson Motif-Index of 
Folk-Literature, the  Baughman Type and Motif-Index of t h e  Folkta les  of 
England and North America, the  Christ iansen Migratory Legends, and the  
Dorson Folk Legends of Japan. To the  bes t  of my knowledge it does not 
appear i n  any of these.  

I should l i k e ,  i n  closing,  t o  propose a s  poss ib le  motifs f o r  the  A and C 
vers ions  of t h e  Surpr iser  Surprised: 

F 1.041.8.15+ Madness from exposure while naked. 

N 384.0.1.4* Madness from embarrassment. 

Q 241.5* Adultery (o r  pre-mari tal  eexual in tercourse)  
revealed acc iden ta l ly  during good-intentioned 
surpr ise .  



Q 495.4* or  Q 589.6* Naked appearance before f r i e n d s  a s  
punishment f o r  dal l iance .  

U lgO.* The f r u s t r a t i o n  of good in ten t ions .  

~ 5 6 0 s  Good in ten t ions  have evil r e s u l t s .  

Last ,  and most important of a l l ,  l e t  me thank most profusely those who 
supplied the  bas ic  mater ia ls  y o n  which t h i s  meditation has been based: 
my colleagues pas t ,  David Thomas, and present ,  Mrs. Kathleen A. Smith and 
Herbert B i l l i l a n d ;  my f o l k l o r i s t  peers Mrs. Berniece T. Hiser, Alan Dundes, 
and Gerald Thomas; and my informants and former s tudents  of the  last  t e n  
years  whose names a r e  arranged i n  a lphabe t i ca l  order:  Helen Graham Baugh- 
man, Carol Beesley, B i l l i e  K. Broaddus, Dora June Burgess, Robert B. Eid- , 

son, Nancy Gilpin,  Don Graham, Susanna Hall ,  Mary Ann Harris ,  Ovida R. 
Head, Linda Hoffman, Sue Illman, Ann Kennedy, Jeannie Leedom, Dorothy 
Mason, Mary Ann Moody, Corley Revell,  Carmen Rodriguez, Thomas N. Sanders, 
Susan Vessels, Sharon Welter, and Betty J o  Webb. Without them,there could 
have been no paper. 


