
RECORD REVIEW 

Cowboy Songs. Featuring Frances Roberts, Dave Branch, Joe and Bennie 
Rodriguez, and Gail  Gwdner. Commentary by Keith Cunningham. 
Produced by Arizona Friends of Folklore,  Northern Arizona University, 
F lags ta f f ,  1971. 
AFF Limited Edit ion 33-1. $5 .OO t o  non-members of AFF. 

Reviewed by Howard Wight Marehall. 

The first record produced by the  Arizona Friends of Folklore ( s e e  "~rorn 
the  Reviews Edi tor ,  " Folklore Forum, 4 :5, Sept., 1971) i s  a c o l l e c t i o n  - 
of eleven t r a d i t i o n a l - o r  o r i g i n a l  cowboy ba l l ads ,  co l l ec ted  and recorded 
from performers i n  the  F lags ta f f  a rea .  Severa l  of these  ba l l ads  w i l l  be 
f ami l i a r  t o  l i s t e n e r s  versed i n  American cowboy f o l k  music t r a d i t i o n s  
("When the  Work's A l l  Pone This F a l l , "  "Bury Me Not on the  Lone Pra i r i e , "  
"Zebra Dun"), but  a r e  i nves ted  with each performer ' s ind iv idua l  perf  orm- 
ance s k i l l s  and emphasis. 

Gai l  Gardner's "o r ig inc l  pcems s e t  t o  music" a r e  perhaps the  most enter-  
t a i n i n g  c u t s  on the  record,  due t o  Gardner's f o l k  d i c t i o n  and s t rong  
s inging s t y l e ,  and due a l s o  t o  h i s  ballad-making a b i l i t i e s .  "Tying Knots 
i n  the  Devi l ' s  Ta i l "  - a v e r i t a b l e  ca ta log  of cotvboy vocabulary and 
speech - t u r n s  out  t o  be not  simply another va r i an t  of the  ba l l ad  noted 
by Laws ( ~ a t i v e  American Balladry,  p. 141),  b u t  i n  f a c t  i s  apparently t h e  
o r i g i n a l  one, wr i t t en  by Gardner i n  1917. Gardner 's "Cowman ' s Troubles" 
expresses commonplace f o l k  complaints aga ins t  bureaucrats  and meddlers i n  
such verses a s :  

With the  bankers and lawyers and f o r e s t  o f f i c i a l s ,  
The land o f f i c e  men and inspectors  a s  wel l ,  
A-ridin '  t he  cowman a l l  over the  county, 
No wonder h i s  business had a l l  gone t o  Hell. 

and 

There come t o  my ranch house a young f o r e s t  ranger,  
A s l i m  s c i s s o r - b i l l  i n  some l e a t h e r  putees ;  
He had him a natchet  t i e d  onto h i s  saddle,  
And a l l  t h a t  be knew was the  herding of t r e e s .  

The Rodriguez b ro the r s '  cont r ibut ions ,  vocal ly  and ins t rumenta l ly  ( g u i t a r  
and f i d d l e ) ,  add i n t e r e s t  due t o  t h e i r  Mexican-American e thn ic  o r i en ta t ion ,  
and t o  performance i n  S:?anish of " ~ e l i p e "  - a " ~ e x i  can cowboy song.. . j u s t  
l i l re  Anglo cowboy songs." 

A l l  f i v e  performers on the record have e i t h e r  been working cowboys o r  have 
had long and c lose  acquaintance with the  ba l ladry  and l i f e s t y l e  of cowmen. 

A s  ramrod of t h e  recording o u t f i t ,  Cunningham has continued t h e  q u a l i t y  of 
organizat ion and production i n i t i a t e d  severa l  years  ago when he was teach- 
ing  English i n  Moberly, Missouri,  and produced - Sbone County Singing (SCBl, 
Shoestring  ape) from h i s  f i e l d  work i n  the  Arkansas Ozarlrs. A f i f t e e n -  
page booklet accompanies the  well-engineered album, and i s  complete with 
capsule biographies,  photos of performers, and t e x t  t r ansc r ip t ions .  The 
t r ansc r ib ing  was a t  tiriles inaccura te  and jumbled. But t h i s  f a u l t  d e t r a c t s  



- only s l i g h t l y  from t h i s  excel lent  recordinc,  which w i l l  be a welcome addi- 
t i o n  t o  the  f o l k l o r i s t s ' s  record stack.  

Howard Wight Marshall i s  pursuing h i s  Ph.D. i n  B r i t i s h  and American folk-  
l o r e  and f o l k l i f e  a t  the Folklore I n s t i t u t e ,  Indiana University. He i s  
an  a s s i s t a n t  i n s t r u c t o r  of American Folklore,  co-archivis t  of the  Folklore 
Archives, and Reviews Editor  on the  Folklore Forum s t a f f .  His publica- 
t i o n s  include a r t i c l e s  concerning f o l k  heroism i n  Kansas, southern Indiana 
l o g  house construction,  and the  Renfro Valley Barndance. 

If Ambrose Bierce were d i v e  today, and maybe he is, he might include these 
terms i n  The Cynic's Word Book. - -- 

Bath, n., what every fo lk lo re  s tudent  has coming t o  him. - 
M a t e r i d  cu l tu re ,  n., the  growth of material. 
Fakelore, n., washed folklore .  
Oracle, n., see en t ry  f o r  Thompson, S t i t h .  


