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Since 1930 when Frank l in  J .  Meine e d i t e d  an anthology of humor 
of t h e  Old Southwest t i t l e d  ( o r  m i s t i t l e d )  T a l l  Ta les  of t h e  
Southwest, s c h o l a r l y  i n t e r e s t  i n  t h e s e  ante-bellum newspaper 
humorists has grown apace. Not t h a t  publ ic  i n t e r e s t  ended 
a f t e r  t h e  C i v i l  War, f o r  as Wil lard Thorp i n d i c a t e s  i n  an essay  
i n  t h e  present  work, e d i t i o n s  of t h e i r  books were r e p r i n t e d  
u n t i l  t h e  end of t h e  century.  A s  a Harvard undergraduate I 
discovered t h a t  t h e  type on George Washington Harris's Sut 
Lovingood had never been des t royed ,  and t h a t  t h e  pub l i she r s  had 
kept running o f f  a few copies  every year  r i g h t  up t o  1936-0 
f o r t u n a t e l y  f o r  me, f o r  I l o s t  t h e  copy of t h e  1867 e d i t i o n  
loaned me by my t u t o r ,  t h e  formidable Pe r ry  Pv;iller. A t  any r a t e  
t h e  l i t e r a r y  scho la r s  have f i n a l l y  caught up with apprec ia t ive  
r e a d e r s ,  conquered t h e i r  d i s d a i n  f o r  such humble product ions,  
and produced i n  t h e  p a s t  t h r e e  and a h a l f  decades a s h e l f f u l  
of c r i t i c a l  essays and biographies  of ind iv idua l  humorists. 
Now Professor  Inge,  who previous ly  i ssued  new e d i t i o n s  of 
H a r r i s ' s  Sut  yarns and o the r  ske tches ,  has anthologized not  t h e  
o r i g i n a l  humor but  t h e  scho la r sh ip  t h a t  has grown up around t h a t  
humor. 

Inge d iv ides  t h e  volume i n t o  f i v e  s e c t i o n s :  (1) a  t r i a d  of 
gene ra l  essays  on f r o n t i e r  humor, inc luding  two h i s t o r i c a l l y  
important s ta tements  by Keine and Walter Blair: ( 2 )  wr i t ings  
about f i v e  of t h e  b e s t  known humorists;  (3 )  t h r e e  '*folk f iguresq '  
--Mike Hooter, a  N i s s i s s i p p i  bear  hunter  and l a y  preacher ,  
David Crocket-t, and t h e  presumed author  ( c e r t a i n l y  not  a f o l k  
f i g u r e )  of a widely read and r e c i t e d  burlesque sermon, "The 
Harp of a Thousand S t r ings : "  (4 )  a q u i n t e t  of essays  under t h e  
r u b r i c  "Impact on American L i t e r a t u r e , w  r e l a t i n g  t h e  humorists,  
p a r t i c u l a r l y  H a r r i s ,  t o  li'ark Twain and William Faulkner,  and 
o the r  post-bellum southern w r i t e r s  ; and (5)  a well-organized 
comprehensive bibl iography,  inc luding  d i s s e r t a t i o n s ,  t i t l e d  
"Humor of t h e  Old Southwest: A Checkl i s t  of Cr i t ic i sm."  
This  volume t h e r e f o r e  c o n s t i t u t e s  a kind of handbook f o r  t h e  
s tudent  of t h e  s tuden t s  of f r o n t i e r  humor, though it needs 
reinforcement ,  f o r  in s t ance ,  with t h e  excell 'ent  f o u r  annual 
volumes of   he Lovingood papers ,  e d i t e d  by Ben Harris NcClary 
from 1962 t o  1965, which c-ontain o r i g i n a l  a r t i c l e s  on Harris 
and Sut .  The most ce leb ra ted  p iece  r e p r i n t e d  here is Edmund 
Wilson1 s wPoisoned! , " o r i g i n a l l y  published i n  The New Yorker, 
wherein t h e  c r i t i c  expresses  h i s  d i s g u s t  a t  Sut  a s  "a peasant 
s q u a t t i n g  i n  h i s  own f i l t h .   noth her bonus is  Edgar ~ i l e n  
P o e t s  review of Georgia Scenes ( 1 8 3 9 ,  t h e  cornerstone of 



f r o n t i e r  humor. Poe gave t h e  paperbound book an e n t h u s i a s t i c  
sketch-by-sketch summary i n  the waggish, conversa t iona l  style 
of t h e  humor i t s e l f ,  and heralded it as "a sure omen of b e t t e r  
days f o r  t h e  l i t e r a t u r e  of t h e  south ."  (This piece  is  t h e  only 
nineteenth-century essay  r e p r i n t e d  by Inge.) 

Throughout t h e  book c o n t r i b u t o r s  make re fe rence  t o  f o l k l o r e  
and o r a l  s t o r y t e l l i n g .  I n  h i s  In t roduc t ion  Inge w r i t e s :  

. , . a c e r t a i n  f o l k  custom was c r u c i a l  t o  t h e  
a c t u a l  c r e a t i o n  o f  t h i s  l i t e r a t u r e .  Th i s  was ' the 
f a v o r i t e  f r o n t i e r  pastime of t e l l i n g  s t o r i e s .  
Wherever t h e  f ront ie rsman found h imsel f ,  r e s t i n g  
by t h e  campfire ,  t r a v e l i n g  by boat  on t h e  r i v e r ,  
l oa f ing  around the s t a v e  at t h e  l o c a l  t a v e r n  o r  ' 

grocery ,  o r  r e l a x i n g  a t  home before  t h e  fireside, 
he whiled t he  hours away p l e a s a n t l y  engaged i n  
vigorous '*yarnspinningl*. 

Inge then  quotes  Walter Blair t h a t  "much of t h i s  l i t e r a t u r e  had 
i ts  o r i g i n  i n  the g r e a t e s t  American f o l k  a r t - - the  a r t  of o r a l  
s t o r y - t e l l i n g .  ** And where have t h e  f o l k l o r i s t s  been while  t h e  
l i t e r a r y  s c h o l a r s  have been examining and exhuming t h i s  sub- 
l i t e r a t u r e ?  Not one p r o f e s s i o n a l  f olklorist--whom I w i l l  de- 
f i n e  as a person wi th  a Ph.D. i n  Folk lore  who c i t e s  the motif-  
index--appears among t h e  c o n t r i b u t o r s .  In  a b i z a r r e  a c t  of 
i n t e l l e c t u a l  exc lus ion ,  t h e  new journal  S tud ies  & American 
Humor announced i n  i ts  opening e d i t o r i a l  t h a t  it would no t  
accept  a r t i c l e s  on f o l k l o r e .  So t h e  f o l k l o r i s t s  a r e  l o s i n g  
t h e i r  c la im by d e f a u l t .  

The field of  southwestern humor is  a classic e x h i b i t  for t he  
need of  folklore-in-literature exper t s .  A s  the concept of 
American f o l k l o r e  expands t o  cover personal  experience s t o r i e s  
and l o c a l  c h a r a c t e r s  and customs, t h e  rewards f o r  t h e  fo lk -  
l o r i s t  who s c r u t i n i z e d  t h e s e  w r i t i n g s  w i l l  mul t iply.  Forgot ten  
heroes o f  o r a l  legend can be dredged from t h e s e  w r i t i n g s ,  as 
John Q. Anderson, who comes c l o s e s t  t o  f o l k l o r i s t  sta'tus of t h e  
c r i t i c s  represented ,  sugges ts  i n  h i s  a r t i c l e  on ")!like Hooter-- 
The Making of a Myth." But h o s t i l e  c r i t i c s  can den ig ra te  
legend, as James A .  Shackford does i n  "David Crocke t t ,  t h e  
Legend and t h e  Symbol," where he draws a d i s t i n c t i o n  between 
t h e  noble David, t r u e  symbol o f  t h e  pioneer  spirit, and t h e  
spur ious  Davy c r e a t e d  from t h e  " v e r i t a b l e  mare's nest of 
f i c t i o n a l  t a l l  t a l e s w  i n  t h e . C r o c k e t t  almanacs. F o l k l o r i s t s  
who r e a d > t h e s e  select ions--and t h e y  should--will come away 
c ry ing  f o r  a p iece  of t he  ac t ion .  




