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For s i x  months during 1975 and 1976 t h e  National  E n -  
dowment f o r  t h e  Humanities was t h e  fund source t h a t  s e n t  
nine f o l k l o r i s t s  ( t h e  team, c o n s i s t i n g  of Dr. Dorson and 
e i g h t  graduate  s tudents  came t o  be known a s  t h e  "Gary Gangf1) 
from t h e  Folk lore  I n s t i t u t e  a t  Indiana Univers i ty  i n t o  t h e  
i n d u s t r i a l  urban conurbat ion of Northwest Ind iana .  Their  
concerted e f f o r t  aimed t o  d i scover  what forms of f o l k l o r e  
were generated b y  groupings of people i n  a  p resen t  day urban 
c o n t e x t .  For Dr. Dorson the  urban f ie ldwork exper ience  
proved t o  be a  cha l lenge  t o  h i s  views of what f o l k l o r e  i s :  
what types  of people produce i t ,  and where. Dr. Dorsonls  
t h e o r e t i c a l  no t ions  of t h e  f o l k  and t h e i r  c u l t u r a l  p roduc ts  
had a  p r a c t i c a l  r e f l e c t i o n  i n  h i s  f ie ldwork and w r i t i n g s  
of t h i r t y  years ,  t h a t  s e n t  him, and o ther  c o l l e c t o r s  such 
as  Cec i l  Sharp, John Lomax, Vance Randolph and Harry Hyat t ,  
i n t o  t h e  American hinherland t o  cap ture  remnants of t h e  
f o l k  p a s t .  The N E H  sponsored p r o j e c t  represen ted  a  f o c a l  
s h i f t  f o r  Dorson from t h e  r u r a l  environment t o  an urban 
one, and c o n t r i b u t e d  t o  a t  l e a s t  one new c u r r e n t  i n  f o l k l o r -  
i s t i c s - - t h e  r e d i r e c t i o n  of f i e l d  i n q u i r i e s  from t h e  country 
t o  t h e  c i t y ,  from t h e  marginal t o  t h e  mainstream, and from 
the pas t  t o  t h e  p r e s e n t .  In recen t  years  Dorson found i t  
d i f f i c u l t  t o  ignore t h e  impact of Young Turk f o l k l o r i s t s  
Goffmanesquely micro-analyzing performance, computer izing 
f o l k l o r e  d a t a ,  s e l l i n g  t h e i r  s e r v i c e s  i n  t h e  p u b l i c  s e c t o r ,  
and socio-analyzing mainstream (even popula r )  c u l t u r e .  An 
i n v e t e r a t e  r e a l i s t ,  Dorson n e i t h e r  ignored t h e  new t r e n d s  
nor b l i n d l y  h i tched  h i s  wagon t o  them. He took t h e  cha l lenge  
of t h e  new s c h o l a r s h i p  and plunged i n t o  a  f i e l d  s i t u a t i o n  
he knew would r a i s e  ques t ions  concerning t h e  way f o l k l o r i s t s  
have t r a d i t i o n a l l y  exerc i sed  t h e i r  c r a f t .  And he knew t h a t  



by mov ing t h e  i n t e l l e c t u a l  conce rn  f r o m  t h e  p a s t  t o  t h e  
p r e s e n t ,  we f o l k l o r i s t s  wou ld  see " . . . that  we have done 
v e r y  l i t t l e  t o  c o l l e c t  o u r  own f o l k l o r e ,  o r  even t o  recog -  

n i z e  i t s  formsI i  ( p .  2 ) .  Land o f  t h e  H i l l r a t s  i s  a  r e c o r d ,  
m a i n l y  i n  t h e  f o rm o f  n a r r a t i v e s ,  o f  D o r s o n ' s  t r e k k i n g  

t h r o u g h  an i n d u s t r i a l  m e t r o p o l i s  i n  p u r s u i t  o f  contemporary  

fo rms o f  f o l k l o r e  wh ich  e v e n t u a l l y  answers h i s  q u e s t i o n ,  
"1s t h e r e  a  f o l k  i n  t h e  c i t y ? "  

I n  o r d e r  t o  u n l o c k  t h e  h i s t o r i c a l  and s p i r i t u a l  con- 
s t r u c t s  o f  f o l k  c u l t u r e  i n  t h e  Calumet Reg ion o f  I n d i a n a ,  
Dorson used concep ts  t a k e n  f rom r e g i o n a l  t h e o r y .  The n o t i o n  
o f  a  f o l k  r e g i o n  f o r  Dorson had been r e s t r i c t e d  i n  t h e  p a s t  
t o  a  p r o v i n c i a l  l o c a l i t y  w i t h  i t s  common p o i n t s  o f  r e f e r e n c e  
t h a t  s e t  bounda r i es  f o r  s o c i a l  and c u l t u r a l  e x p r e s s i o n .  
I n  t h e  urban env i ronmen t  ( seeming l y  more complex t h a n  t h e  
urban one)  Dorson sea rched  a g a i n  f o r  d i s t i n g u i s h i n g  cha rac -  
t e r i s t i c s  t h a t  t h i s  t i m e  would d e l i m i t  an urban f o l k  r e g i o n ,  
t h a t  i s ,  i t s  imagery ,  p h y s i c a l  d imens ions,  component p a r t s ,  
and t h e  r e s i d e n t s i  p e r s p e c t i v e s  and d a i l y  o r b i t s  o f  i n t e r -  
a c t i o n .  The sum t o t a l  o f  t hese  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  would u n f o l d  
a  c o g n i t i v e  map o f  commonly sha red  p e r c e p t i o n s  ( o f  i n d u s t r y ,  
r ace ,  c r ime ,  c o r r u p t i o n ,  h i s t o r y ,  geog raph i c  bounda r i es ,  
e t c . )  g u i d i n g  t h e  d w e l l e r  t h r o u g h  t h e  u rban  j u n g l e  o f  
Nor thwest  I n d i a n a .  The men ta l  and p h y s i c a l  bounda r i es  s h i f t  
as t h e  s o c i a l  ne two rks  ( w h i c h  m a i n t a i n  f o l k w a y s  and symbols)  
reshape themselves i n  an e f f o r t  t o  p r o l o n g  group cohes i ve -  
ness a c c o r d i n g  t o  t h e  r e a l i t i e s  o f  t h e  day. The c o g n i t i v e  
bounda r i es  appear as human concerns ,  a n x i e t i e s ,  and a s p i r a -  
t i o n s  i n  t h e  n a r r a t i v e s  t h a t  Dorson p r e s e n t s  i n  Land o f  
t h e  H i l l r a t s .  

Dorson marked o u t  f i v e  t a r g e t s  f o r  h i s  f i e l d w o r k  and 
a n a l y s i s  o f  f o l k  e x p r e s s i o n  i n  t h e  u rban  Calumet Region, 
and named t h e  c h a p t e r s  r e s p e c t i v e l y :  Mys t i que  o f  t h e  Region, 
t h e  F o l k l o r e  o f  S t e e l ,  a  Spectrum o f  E t h n i c s ,  B lack  
Ou t l ooks ,  and C r i m e l o r e .  I n  each a r e a  he p r e s e n t s  n a r r a t i v e s  
wh ich r e f l e c t  contemporary  s o c i a l  c o n d i t i o n s .  F o r  example, 
i n  t h e  c h a p t e r ,  I1Myst ique o f  t h e  Region,i i  we l i s t e n  t o  f o u r  
i n f o r m a n t s  who g i v e  us t h e i r  v i ews  o f  t h e  Reg ion i s  h i s t o r y  
and c u r r e n t  s i t u a t i o n .  T h e i r  n a r r a t i v e s  p o i n t  t o  some of 
t h e  f o r c e s  t h a t  have shaped t h e  Region i n  t h e  p a s t  and t h e  
p r e s e n t :  t h e  s t e e l  economy and e t h n i c  makeup. These f o r c e s ,  
o r  common p o i n t s  of  r e f e r e n c e ,  i n f l u e n c e  b l u e  c o l l a r  and 



and r a c i a l  a t t i t u d e s  wh ich  emerge as conce rns  i n  t h e  n a r r a -  
t i v e  f o l k l o r e .  I n  t h e  c h a p t e r ,  l1Black Outlooks;" Dorson 
uncove rs  a  c u r r e n t  f o r m  o f  f o l k l o r e  and a  new genre  f o r  
B lacks - - t he  p e r s o n a l  success s to ry - -an  a u t o b i o g r a p h i c a l  
n a r r a t i v e  shaped by t h e  American c u l t u r a l  myth o f  t h e  upward 

c l i m b .  T h i s  genre,  t hough  new t o  u rban  B l a c k  f o l k l o r e ,  i s  
n o t  new t o  o t h e r  e t h n i c  groups who no l o n g e r  see t h e  u rban  
w o r l d  as h a v i n g  a  v i a b l e  f u t u r e .  J u s t  as w h i t e  e t h n i c s  (now 
i n v o l v e d  i n  a  f l i g h t  t o  t h e  subu rbs )  i n  t h e  p a s t  saw t h e  
Region as t h e  p rom ised  l a n d ,  t h e  B l a c k s  ( e s p e c i a l l y  i n  Gary)  
do so now by p r o j e c t i n g  t h e i r  conce rns  f o r  a  g o v e r n a b l e  
f u t u r e .  Whi te  a n x i e t i e s  and B l a c k  a s p i r a t i o n s  a r e  m i r r o r e d  
i n  t h e  n a r r a t i v e s  as s h a r e d  p e r c e p t i o n s  o f  two groups o f  
u rban  d w e l l e r s .  

Through n a r r a t i v e s ,  Dorson shows how, f o r  example, 
b l u e  c o l l a r  work c u l t u r e  i n  t h e  Reg ion i s  h e l d  t o g e t h e r  
by r e f e r e n c e  t o  s t e e l  m i l l s  and r e f i n e r i e s ,  and how t h i s  
g i v e s  t h e  a r e a  a  common language and s p e c i a l  c h a r a c t e r .  
Bu t  t h e  c h a r a c t e r  i s  s h a r e d  by  o t h e r  c i t i e s  i n  t h e  U n i t e d  
S t a t e s  a l s o  t r y i n g  t o  cope w i t h  prob lems o f  i n n e r  c i t y  decay, 

c r ime ,  race ,  c o r r u p t i o n  i n  p o l i t i c s ,  unemployment, and 
ted ium i n  t h e  work p l a c e .  I n  t h e  n a r r a t i v e ,  d r a m a t i s  
personae appear i n  t r a d i t i o n a l  poses as t r i c k s t e r s ,  o r  
v i l l a i n s ,  o r  he roes  s y m b o l i z i n g  s o c i a l  a t t i t u d e s  as l o c a l  
v e r s i o n s  o f  n a t i o n a l  p rob lems.  As g r e a t  as t h e  p rob lems  
are ,  t h e y  do n o t  seem g r e a t  enough t o  engender b o d i e s  o f  
f o l k l o r e  as r i c h  as t h o s e  f o u n d  among l u m b e r j a c k s  o r c ~ w b o ~ y s .  
F o l k  heroes,  such as G i b  Morgan o r  Casey Jones, a r e  n o t  
produced among t h e  s t e e l w o r k e r s  o f  t h e  Region, o r  a t  l e a s t  
Dorson was n o t  a b l e  t o  f i n d  any. To e x p l a i n  t h i s  l a c k ,  
Dorson su rm ises  t h a t  m o b i l i t y  and t u r n o v e r  o f  t h e  l a b o r  
f o r c e ,  a l o n g  w i t h  work c o n d i t i o n s  i n  t h e  m i l l s ,  d i s c o u r a g e  
t h e  development o f  c l o s e  r e l a t i o n s h i p s ,  and, t h u s ,  t h e  k i n d  
o f  f o l k l o r e  f o u n d  i n  c l o s e k n i t  communi t ies .  Do rson l s  con- 
c l u s i o n s  r e g a r d i n g  commun i t i es  and r e l a t i o n s h i p s ,  as w e l l  
as h i s  f i e l d w o r k  approaches, a r e  open t o  q u e s t i o n ,  b u t  h i s  
u n d e r s c o r i n g  o f  t h e  f u n c t i o n a l  b a s i s  o f  f o l k l o r e  t h r o u g h o u t  

Land of t h e  M i l l r a t s  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  
s c h o l a r s h i p  o f  s o c i a l  based u rban  f o l k l o r e .  

As i n t e r e s t i n g  as Land o f  t h e  M i l l r a t s  i s ,  t h i s  

work i s  n o t  w i t h o u t  prob lems.  Do rson l s  h a n d l i n g  of  t h e  
e t h n i c  spect rum p roduced  some unexpected comments r e g a r d i n g  
e t h n i c  demeanor- -a l l  t h e  more s u r p r i s i n g  when coming f r o m  



a  s t u d e n t  o f  c u l t u r e .  Dorson says he wants t o  v iew e t h n i c  
f o l k s t y l e s  t h e  way t h e y  a re ,  u n f o l d i n g  i n  new s e t t i n g s  and 
even d e p a r t i n g  f r o m  O l d  Wor ld  p r a c t i c e s .  Yet p r e c o n c e p t i o n s  
o f  t h e  l l f o r e i g n e r t l  emerge wh ich  expose Dorson l s  unease a t  
b e i n g  i n  t h e i r  p resence.  The r e s u l t  can be t a k e n  as an i m -  

p l i e d  c o n t r a s t  t o  some k i n d  o f  imag ined  w o r l d  o f  normalcy ,  
t h a t  sees e t h n i c s  as s t r a n g e  i n t r u s i o n s .  "They a c t  on t h e i r  
t r a d i t i o n a l  s e n t i m e n t s  i n  ways s u r p r i s i n g  t o  t h e  dominant  
c ~ l t u r e , ~ l  (p.129) and somehow undeveloped. He f i n d s  i t  
d i f f i c u l t  t o  comprehend t h e  " e t h n o c e n t r i c  m a t t e r s "  (p.1121 
o f  t h e s e  " m i l i t a n t  and c o n t e n t i o u s  men" (p.110) who Itdo 
b a t t l e  w i t h  t h e  f o r c e s  o f  da rkness "  (p.238),  whose O l d  
Coun t r y  l o y a l t i e s  and h o s t i l i t i e s  s t i l l  dominate  t h e i r  emo- 
t i ons ! !  (p.110) t h r o u g h  " i n w a r d  l o o k i n g   observance^^^ (p.112) 
and " i n w a r d  l o o k i n g  communal r i t u a l s T 1  (p.116) p roduced  b a s i -  
c a l l y  as c rowd p l e a s i n g  s p e c t a c l e s .  As an e t h n i c  f r om Gary, 
I am o f f e n d e d  by t h e  above d e s c r i p t i o n s  wh ich can be a p p l i e d  
j u s t  as e a s i l y  t o  t h e  s o - c a l l e d  I tdominant c u l t u r e " ;  and 
as a  s c h o l a r  I am dismayed by such an open d i s p l a y  o f  sub- 
j e c t i v i t y  i n  an e t h n o g r a p h i c  work. T h i s  e t h n o c e n t r i c  spec- 
t a c l e  i s  t h e  b o o k ' s  d a r k e s t  moment. 

D u r i n g  t h e  academic yea r  1978-79, a  f e l l o w s h i p  from 
t h e  N a t i o n a l  Human i t i es  Cen te r  a l l o w e d  Dorson t o  w r i t e  up 
t h e  Reg ion m a t e r i a l  a t  t h e  Research T r i a n g l e  Park ,  N o r t h  
C a r o l i n a .  Dorson e v e n t u a l l y  p roduced  a  m a n u s c r i p t  o f  about  
500 pages which i n c l u d e d ,  a l o n g  w i t h  t h e  n a r r a t i v e s ,  de- 
s c r i p t i o n s  o f  h i s  f i e l d w o r k  e x p e r i e n c e s  and t h o s e  o f  t h e  
g radua te  s t u d e n t s  i n v o l v e d  i n  t h e  p r o j e c t .  Dorson was con- 
s c i e n t i o u s  i n  k e e p i n g  a  d i a r y  d u r i n g  t h e  u rban  f o r a y .  He 
spen t  h i s  even ings  g o i n g  ove r  t h e  e v e n t s  o f  t h e  day and 
r e c o r d e d  h i s  o b s e r v a t i o n s  and t h o u g h t s  i n  notebooks.  B u t  
a t  H a r v a r d  Press  a  d e c i s i o n  was made t o  d e l e t e  t h e s e  p o r -  
t i o n s  wh ich d e a l t  w i t h  f i e l d w o r k  expe r i ence ,  and as a  r e s u l t  
t h e  book was s h o r t e n e d  t o  250 pages. A p p a r e n t l y  t h e  d e c i s i o n  
was based on t h e  f a c t  t h a t  p r e v i o u s  p u b l i c a t i o n s L  had a l -  
ready c a r r i e d  h i s  r e f l e c t i o n s  on t h e  s u b j e c t  o f  d o i n g  f i e l d -  
work i n  t h e  Region. The u n f o r t u n a t e  r e s u l t  i s  t h a t  Dorson ls  
summation s ta temen t  o f  t h e  p r o j e c t ,  though g i v e n  t h e  t i m e  
f o r  r e f l e c t i o n  and t h e  p e r s p e c t i v e  o f  h i n d s i g h t ,  w i l l  r ema in  
s c a t t e r e d  and i ncomp le te .  

From t h e  n o s t a l g i c  p e r s p e c t i v e  o f  t h i s  r e v i e w e r  as 
p a r t i c i p a n t - o b s e r v e r  t o  t h e  p r o j e c t ,  what i s  l a c k i n g  i n  
Land of t h e  H i l l r a t s  i s  any sense o f  t h e  l i f e  o f  t h e  



p r o j e c t - - a n  e x c i t i n g  a d m i x t u r e  o f  p l a c e ,  f i e l d w o r k e r s ,  and 

even ts .  Land o f  t h e  M i l l r a t s  was t h e  t i m e  and p l a c e  t o  
p u t  i t  a l l  t o g e t h e r ,  t o  make t h e  work i n t o  some th ing  more 
t h a n  j u s t  ano the r  e s o t e r i c  c o l l e c t i o n  o f  s t o r i e s  f r o m  y e t  
ano the r  e s o t e r i c  p l a c e ,  so o f t e n  t h e  p rob lem w i t h  book pub- 

l i c a t i o n s  i n  f o l k l o r e  s t u d i e s .  I n s t e a d ,  i t  c o u l d  have been 
a  document and c h r o n i c l e  o f  t h e o r y  a p p l i e d  t o  p r a c t i c e .  
Team f i e l d w o r k  i s  a  r a r i t y  among f o l k l o r e  depa r tmen ts  i n  
American u n i v e r s i t i e s ,  a l t h o u g h  commonplace, f o r  example, 
i n  Europe. An i n - d e p t h  d i s c u s s i o n  o f  t h e  p r o j e c t ' s  f i e l d -  
work approaches and accompl ishments ,  wh ich  i n c l u d e d  t h e  
e x a m i n a t i o n  of  o f  a l l  f o rms  o f  f o l k l i f e  and n o t  j u s t  o r a l  
t r a d i t i o n ,  wou ld  have made Land o f  t h e  M i l l r a t s  c l o s e r  t o  
an e thnography o f  t h e  Reg ion which wou ld  have been a  s t r o n g  
s ta temen t  i n  s u p p o r t  o f  f u r t h e r  r e s e a r c h  i n  f o l k l o r e  u s i n g  
a  u n i v e r s i t y  based team o f  f i e l d w o r k e r s .  

The f o r a y  i n t o  I'De Region"  was a l s o  Do rson ' s  l a s t  f o r a y  
i n t o  any r e g i o n .  On September 11, 1981 Dorson d i e d  i n  
B looming ton ,  I n d i a n a  a t  t h e  age o f  s i x t y - f i v e .  Land o f  
t h e  M i l l r a t s  was h i s  l a s t  p u b l i c a t i o n  ( o u t  o f  a  t o t a l  o f  
t w e n t y - f o u r  books and ove r  two hund red  a r t i c l e s )  and w i l l  
s t a n d  as a  c u l m i n a t i o n  o f  s c h o l a r l y  p e r s p e c t i v e s  t h a t  t o o k  
Dorson f r o m  t h e  s t u d y  o f  a n t i q u i t i e s  t o  t h e  a n a l y s i s  o f  
contemporary  p a t t e r n s  o f  American f o l k l o r e .  

NOTES 

1. I n d i a n a  F o l k l o r e  10 (1977) .  e n t i t l e d  Land o f  t h e  
N i l l r a t s :  F o l k l o r e  i n  t h e  Ca lumet  Reg ion ( r e p r i n t e d  i n  hard-  
cove r  by Arno Press,  New York, 1980);  F o l k l o r e  Forum 11 
(1978).  s p e c i a l  i s s u e  e n t i t l e d  F o l k l o r i s t s  i n  t h e  C i t y :  
The Urban F i e l d  Expe r i ence ;  and Dorson ' s  a r t i c l e ,  "Team 
F ie ldwork , I 1  F a b u l a  20 (1979 ) :  69-78, and a g a i n  as "Team 
F i e l d w o r k  i n  Mor thwest  I n d i a n a "  i n  a  F e s t s c h r i f t  f o r  Max 
L u t h i .  




