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I n  Char les ton  B lacksmi th  John Vlach p resen ts  an i n -  
depth p o r t r a i t  of P h i l i p  Simmons and the  d e c o r a t i v e  i r o n -  
work which Simmons f a b r i c a t e s  i n  Char leston,  South Caro- 
l i n a .  Combining m a t e r i a l s  f rom h i s  e x t e n s i v e  f i e l d  notes, 
q u o t a t i o n s  from persona l  i n t e r v i e w s  w i t h  Simmons, and 
occas iona l  h i s t o r i c a l  r e c o n s t r u c t i o n s  used t o  f i l l  t h e  
gaps, Vlach examines s e v e r a l  d i f f e r e n t  aspects  o f  the  man 
and h i s  c r a f t .  I n  seven chap te rs  Vlach exp lo res  s u b j e c t s  
such as P h i l i p  Simmon's p re -b lacksmi th ing  boyhood on t h e  
Sea Is lands ,  h i s  a p p r e n t i c e s h i p  t o  a a s t e r  smi th  Peter  
Simmons, h i s  s o c i a l  s t a n d i n g  i n  t h e  community and h i s  fami- 
l y  h i s t o r y ,  and h i s  r o l e  i n  t h e  c o n t i n u a t i o n  of t h e  Charle- 
s t o n  wrought i r o n  t r a d i t i o n .  One chapter ,  combin ing numer- 
ous photographs w i t h  a r c h i t e c t u r a l  d e s c r i p t i o n s ,  g i ves  
a  p o r t f o l i o  of Simmons d e c o r a t i v e  work. Another consi -  
ders v a r i a b l e s  l i k e  t h e  t r a d i t i o n  o f  d e c o r a t i v e  i ronwork,  
t h e  customer 's  a e s t h e t i c s ,  and the  s p e c i f i c  purpose t h a t  
a  p iece  i s  t o  serve, a l l  o f  which determine t h e  f i n a l  de- 
s i g n  adopted by Simaons f o r  each i t e m  t h a t  he produces. 
I n c l u d e d  i s  a  s h o r t  appendix d e a l i n g  w i t h  a  few o f  t h e  
t e c h n i c a l  aspects o f  b lacksmi th ing ,  a  g lossary  of terms, 
and a  b i b l i o g r a p h i c  essay. 

Vlach depar ts  f rom t h e  usua l  format  o f  h i s t o r i e s  o f  
technology l i k e  B e a l e r t s  The A r t  o f  B l a c k s m i t h i n g  and Wat- 
son 's  The V i l l a g e  Blacksmi th,  as w e l l  asfrom t h e  "how-to 
f o r  t h e  hobby is t "  t rea tments  l i k e  Andrews'  Edge o f  the 
A n v i l  o r  Tucker 's  P r a c t i c a l  P r o j e c t s  f o r  t h e  Blacksmi th.  
Ins tead ,  Char les ton  B lacksmi th  o f f e r s  a  more h o l i s t i c  
approach t o  t h e  s tudy o f  a  p a r t i c u l a r  s m i t h  and h i s  i r o n  
work. For  example, Vlach r a i s e s  some very i m p o r t a n t  
ques t ions  concern ing such t o p i c s  as t h e  i n f l u e n c e  o f  A f ro -  
American s t y l i s t i c s  on Simmons' work, how Simmons' s t a t u s  
i n  t h e  community and r e p u t a t i o n  as a  craf tsman h e l p  him 
i n  the  a c q u i s i t i o n  o f  c e r t a i n  t ypes  o f  jobs,  and Simmons' 
r o l e  as bo th  bearer  o f  and i n n o v a t o r  w i t h i n  Char les ton 's  



i r o n w o r k i n g  t r a d i t i o n .  Though one c o u l d  w i s h  h e  h a d  ex-  

p l o r e d  t h e s e  q u e s t i o n s  f u r t h e r ,  V l a c h l s  a t t e m p t  t o  a t t a i n  
some s o r t  o f  b a l a n c e  i n  h i s  p r e s e n t a t i o n  o f  Simmons and  
h i s  c r a f t  i s  e x c e l l e n t  a n d  i s  p e r h a p s  t h e  b o o k s  m a j o r  

s t r e n g t h .  The i n t e g r a t i o n  o f  t h e  c r a f t ,  t h e  c r a f t s m a n ,  

a n d  h i s  p r o d u c t  p a r a l l e l s  d e v e l o p m e n t s  i n  f o l k s o n g  s c h o l a r -  
s h i p  w h i c h  assume t h e  i m p o r t a n c e  o f  v i e w i n g  t h e  s o n g  a n d  
i t s  s i n g e r  a s  p a r t s  o f  an  a l m o s t  i n s e p a r a b l e  w h o l e ,  a n d  
r e c o g n i z e s  t h e  v a l u e  o f  i n t e r p r e t i n g  one p a r t  i n  t e r m s  
o f  a n o t h e r .  Charleston Blacksmith i s  an i m p o r t a n t  a d d i t i o n  
t o  t h e  l i t e r a t u r e  o f  b l a c k s m i t h i n g ,  a n d  a l s o  t o  t h e  b r o a d e r  
s u b j e c t  o f  f o l k  a r t s  and  c r a f t s .  I t  i s  t o  be  h o p e d  t h a t  
t h i s  i n n o v a t i v e  work  w i l l  s e r v e  as a  m o d e l  f o r  f u t u r e  s t u -  
d i e s  of  o t h e r  c r a f t s m e n  a n d  o t h e r  c r a f t s .  
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F o l k l o r e  and  o r a l  h i s t o r y  e m p l o y  t w o  v e r y  s i m i l a r  
m e t h o d o l o g i e s .  D a t a  i s  c o l l e c t e d  i n  a  p r o c e s s  w h i c h  h a s  
been  g l o s s e d  as " t h e  i n t e r v i e w . "  Even t h e  i n f o r m a t i o n  
c o l l e c t e d  o r a l l y  b y  b o t h  o f  t h e s e  d i s c i p l i n e s  a n d  ap- 
p r o a c h e s  i s  somewhat s i m i l a r  and  i n d e e d  on  some o c c a s i o n s  
o v e r l a p p i n g .  When y o u  ask  a b o u t  a  p a r t i c u l a r  i n d i v i d u a l  
o r  p l a c e  i n  a  t o w n  w h i l e  c o n d u c t i n g  an o r a l  h i s t o r y  i n t e r -  
v i e w ,  t h e  r e s p o n s e  m i g h t  be  a  f u l l y  b e l i e v a b l e  e x p l a n a t o r y  
s t o r y  w h i c h  i n  f a c t  i s  l e g e n d a r y  i n  q u a l i t y  a n d  c o n t e n t ,  
s o  t h a t  w h i l e  c o l l e c t i n g  h i s t o r i c a l l y  o r i e n t e d  d a t a ,  y o u  
a t  t h e  same t i m e  may be c o l l e c t i n g  f o l k  n a r r a t i v e s .  B u t  
t h e  p r o b l e m  l i e s  i n  t h e  ~ ~ g l o s s i n g ~ ~  o f  t h e s e  t w o  d i s c i p l i n e s  
and  t h e  c o n f u s i n g  o f  t h e i r  m e t h o d o l o g i e s  w h i c h  i s  t a c i t l y  
e n c o u r a g e d  b y  s t a t e  and  f e d e r a l  f u n d i n g  a g e n c i e s  w h i c h  
s u p p o r t  l o c a l  h i s t o r y ,  o r a l  h i s t o r y ,  s o c i a l  h i s t o r y ,  f o l k -  

l o r e  and  f o l k  a r t s  p r o j e c t s .  W h i l e  t h e  o r a l  h i s t o r i a n  may 
u n k n o w i n g l y ,  o r  ~ u r p o s e f u l l y ,  c o l l e c t  f o l k l o r e  and  t h e  
f o l k o r i s t  i s  d e e p l y  i n t e r e s t e d  i n  h i s t o r i c a l  d a t a  - i n  


