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BEADED ADIDAS

A pair of beaded Adidas sits on

the shelf across my office. With them,
a beaded cigarette lighter case, a
beaded ballpoint pen, a beaded Bingo
dauber (Magic Marker), sitting on a
ribbonwork bag made to hold bingo
paraphernalia. Some of the beads on
these artifacts are glass; other plastic.
Above these objects, three baseball or
“gimme” caps with the rims beaded in
various designs hang from a hook. Be-
side them on the wall, a painting by
Harry Fonseca, a Maidu artist, fea-
tures a large Coyote, dressed in an
Uncle Sam suit of red, white and blue.
He is dancing in a pair of saddle ox-
fords, and the entire four-sided rim of
the painting is edged by buffaloes. The
title of the painting is “Shuffle off the
Buffalo, or, Portrait of the Artist as a
Young Coyote.” These objects scream
“Change.” They bang down the door
that says “stay back.”

This tableaux forms the votive
shrine for my office. Scattered around
it are other, “traditional” objects of
Native American manufacture. Chero-
kee baskets made of honeysuckle
twigs, seal-fur Mukluks from the
Aleutian Islands, a Creek rattle, a
wooden lacrosse stick, and Seneca
basswood corn soup ladle, a Makah
cedar salmon club, a very early
Abnaki fishing creel, a Zuni gourd
rattle painted with various images and
symbols. but closer examination re-
veals that the basswood ladle and
salmon club were carved with metal
knives and smoothed by sandpaper,
the lacrosse racket’s basket made of
synthetic webbing, the Mukluks
beaded with Czechoslovakian beads.
The gourd rattle painted with acrylics
and the Creek rattle made form a co-
conut shell! Even the “traditional” ob-
jects make surprising statements about
“traditionality,” though in different
ways. But these objects tell the story of
change and transformation over
time—little increments, smaller move-
ments, nothing so obvious as beaded
Adidas. But the changes are there, and
Indians always made those changes as

the opportunities presented them-
selves for transformation. Stone to
metal knives, ceramic to glass beads,
polishing stones to sandpaper, mineral
paints and hide strings to synthetic
ones and so on. Some represent
changes made in the 17th and 18th
centuries; others ones effected in the
19th century; still others, like the
World War II Pacific Island Oklahoma
Creek soldier coconut shell replace-
ment for what was once a gourd, an
innovation of the 20th century. But,
these innovations blended with the
old practices and objects; they don’t go
far from old objects just like them,
ones I could find next door in the Mu-
seum of Natural History collections
and exhibitions. These objects whisper
of change to come.

The Beaded Adidas tell me about
the recapturing of identity, an active
Indian attempt—in the sneaker’s case,
a Sioux or Dakota attempt—at owning
identity. They say “I am Indian, but on
my own terms.” The coconut shell
rattle tells me about necessity and the
unquenchable spirit of Indian-ness, of
things that won’t go away, like the
need to sing stomp dance songs even
when Japanese soldiers, not Jackson’s
bluecoats, are just over the Filipino
hill. They all tell me about Survival,
about the refusal to accept loss, assimi-
lation, Removal and Relocation by the
government, even analysis by scholars
who want Indians to stay fixed in
time, in place, in the past. These ob-
jects don’t always insist on their legiti-
macy as loudly as do the sneakers;
most of the changes that occurred in
their transformation from the chrysalis
of their origin were not defiant or even
deliberate. In some instances, the
changes just represented choices that
made sense like stone to metal blades.
In others, they made good artistic
sense too, along with convenience and
time-saving, like the switch from ce-
ramic beads to glass ones.

But some changes were conscious,
defiant, irresistible, and even, well,
traditional in spite of what they
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. seemed. Of course, Coyote, the
. Changer, the Transformer, the Trick-

ster, shows up in Uncle Sam suits in
New York penthouse cocktail parties
and in leathers and studs in California

- art gallery walls. He cannot be con-

tained within the covers of a collection
of Trickster tales. He needs to play just
one more trick. But this time, the joke
is on folklorists, on anthropologists.
Because they never really believed in
him, they are surprised when he ap-
pears in poems and leaps out of char-
acter, just as they are usually disap-
pointed when plastic beads replace
glass which replaced ceramic which
replaced shells which replaced. . . . As
Coyote, or Rabbit, or Raven shifts, so

' do the Native artists who never accept

any reality as final; any boundary as

 fixed. They respect the traditions, but

they chose to exercise their respect in
different ways, sometimes by faithful
iteration, often by creative variation.
They are, after all, artists, not just ma-
chines that replicate the same item
over and over and over.

And so it goes with songs and

. dances as with art and stories. Indians
- on the Plains saw whites dancing in

- couples and developed what was to be
. a pow-wow favorite, the Rabbit dance,
- or Oklahoma Two-Step. At Pow-

Wows now, everybody sings “pan-In-
dian” songs like "49s or Gourd dance
songs. They may sing “Southern” or
“Northern” (as in Plains) styles, but
they know more songs together now,
no matter which style they started out
singing. The women may all make the
vocal ululation called “lu-lu-ing”
nowadays. The Poncas still sing Ponca
songs, and nobody but Zunis sing or
dance Zuni style. But a Ponca Warrior
Society song might have been the 49

. that says “It’s party time tonight.”
~ Maybe the Zuni clowns will feature a

Bingo Mudhead this year. They’ve
had a Mickey Mouse kachina in the
pueblos since the forties. Indians, like

- Coyote, are full of surprises. Maybe
- they’re trying to teach us that Indians

have the right to be tacky too. Every-



thing that emanates from the sacred
category of “folk culture” isn’t stun-
ningly beautiful and heartbreakingly
precious. To me, however, and to the
Indian “folk” who thought up the
beaded baseball caps, sneakers, ball-
point pen holders, and Uncle Sam
Coyotes, they're as traditional as a
good joke, and as heartwarming as a
“Mother Goose” rhyme. And just
about as important for the preserva-
tion of cultures which refuse to be
loved to death. This American Indian/
German Jewish folklorist is going to
study them too, but not too hard. In
my office votive shrine, they serve
their purpose of prayers and applause
for the future good health of tradition
among the Native peoples of North
America.

Rayna Green

American Indian Program
Smithsonian Institution
Washington, DC

Tin panel of “Sunflower Pattern”
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THE COMMERCE
IN PIE SAFES

On a beautiful spring day in 1988,

I stood with a fifteen-state crowd of
auction-goers at the Huddle home-
place in the Back Lick section of
Wythe County, Virginia. I was not
there to bid but rather to witness the
sale of what had been nationally ad-
vertised as the premiere Wythe
County pie safe. Many were predict-
ing a new record price for punched
tin-decorated furniture, and mine was
more than a passing interest. | knew,
as did several of the bidders around
me, that the rising values of this par-
ticular style of furniture was at least
partially a result of my professional re-
search into the distinctive cabinetry
traditions of the surrounding area.

As the crowd waited for the safe to
come up for bid, I watched many fine
pieces leave Wythe County in what
was to me a sad testament to the late
Lydia Huddle. Mrs. Huddle, a county
native, had spent years collecting as
many items of furniture connected to
her family as she could find. She treas-
ured these pieces as Huddle legacy,
and naturally she willed them to her
relatives. Yet after Lydia’s death the
Huddle heirs sold practically the en-
tire collection in a single auction. The
Huddle pie safe, made, according to
family history, by Lydia’s grandfather
and wonderfully decorated with a
combination of German-American de-
sign variants and the distinctive re-
gionally-traditional urn-and-grape
motifs punched into large tin panels,
brought over $11,000. $100 would
have easily purchased a similar safe
when [ first began researching the
decorative arts traditions of Southwest
Virginia twenty years earlier. Obvi-
ously there was more at work here
than mere inflation.

The Huddle auction serves as a
worthy backdrop for a few thoughts
on the interplay between those whose
profession it is to document regional
folk traditions—including the material
artifacts which are manifestations of
such traditions—and those who com-
prise a rapidly growing market for



collectible folk and decorative art
pieces. The movement of folk artifacts
away from their region of origin has
always been a part of changing tradi-
tions and human intercourse, and as
they always have done and will con-
tinue to do, collectors and dealers of
antiques make an undeniable impact
upon the body of culturally-significant
artifacts to be found in a given re-
gion—witness the successful bidders
who drove away from the Huddle sale
with Wythe County furniture or the
Mennonites of the Shenandoah Valley
who annually sell locally-made antique
quilts to collectors from across the na-
tion in their church relief sale. Object
migration has quickened in step with
the increasing pace of society overall,
and whether in the mountains of Vir-
ginia or on a Navajo reservation in the
southwest, the folklorist studying tra-
ditions tied to collectibles has no choice
but to recognize (and can sometimes
utilize) the activities of those who col-
lect. Equally important the folklorist
must also understand his/her own in-
evitable impact upon both the owner’s
and the collectors’ perceptions of the
specific object under study.

If we might vastly generalize, those
of us who research collectibles and the
traditions they represent can identify
no less than four major players in the
process of object migration. The first is
the original owner (or more likely with
antiques today, the heirs of the original
owner), for whom the object reflects
not only community tradition but also
a family legacy. In my Wythe County
research I was most pleased when I
discovered the pieces still in use in
family homeplaces. As Lydia Huddle
appreciated, the total of household or
“family objects” constitutes a collection
in itself, all bound together by oral his-
tory and sentimentality. Often the atti-
tude of the family toward a specific
piece is based upon heritage (who
made it, where, what was their familial
relationship, how has the piece been
used over the years, etc.) rather than on
the perception of the object as some-

thing of monetary value on the an-
tiques market or of artistic value within
an identifiable regional aesthetic.

When any outsider—dealer, collec-
tor, folklorist, UPS driver, or what-
ever—gives more than passing interest
to a family object, owners’ attitudes
can change. If that outsider has the cre-
dentials of a researcher or the flashing
cash of the antique “picker,” the trans-
formation of attitudes is likely to be all
the greater; within the family the his-
tory surrounding the object and usu-
ally the object’s use will remain stable,
while the fact that their possession is
now of interest to the scholar or collec-
tor is frequently translated by the own-
ers into a new perspective of value. For
some the result will be an even
stronger family tie to the piece, a sense
that it is something that should be
kept, handed down to the children,
and parted with only under difficult
circumstances. Similarly the family
might come to view their possession as
worthy of placement in a regional mu-
seum. On the other hand, like Lydia
Huddle’s survivors, the family may
place more emphasis on economics
than on sentimentality and eagerly sell |
the objects of their heritage to the high-
est bidder. The attitude of the folklorist |
can affect the development of owner
perceptions, though as Lydia Huddle
may be saying from on high, one can
never predict the final outcome.

Once an object does leave the family
(and the traditional contexts of use as
defined by the “original owners”” envi- |
ronment), the other participants in ob-
ject migration now take center stage.
Again, vastly oversimplifying, we
might tag one, the dealer, as the indi-
vidual who by the nature of his busi-
ness views objects as commodities to
buy and sell. The dealer may well ap-
preciate regional traditions and a given
object’s place within those traditions,
particularly when those traditions af-
fect the object’s sale price. (Naturally
such information can be misused, and
since the publication of my research on
Wythe County punched-tin furniture, I
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have seen several overpriced pie safes
in shops in Virginia and Tennessee in-
correctly labeled as being of Wythe
County origin.) Similarly the “door
knockers” who search for pieces on the
folk level may have been told the fam-
ily history surrounding a piece, but in
my experience such information is
rarely recounted and even more rarely
recorded by them unless this lore
makes the piece more salable. Unfortu-
nately, stripped of their oral history
and provenance, objects often lose
much of their documentary value to
the researcher.

Similar to the dealer, a second per-
sonality in the process of object migra-
tion is the “fad” collector whose inter-

- estin a piece lies in its collectibility.

With the appearance of my article in
The Magazine Antiques, Wythe County

~ safes suddenly grew in popularity, and

while practically everyone appreciates
the beauty of this form of furniture’s
fine punched-tin decoration, many of
the current buyers appear to be moti-
vated simply by a desire to own what
is “hot.” Demand among such collec-
tors is fed by publications; for them a
picture in print gives an object credibil-
ity and desirability, and prices rise ac-
cordingly. Again, for these collectors

. an appreciation and awareness of an
© object’s place in regional tradition only

comes with glossy photos and is
quickly given a secondary (or lower)
status when the bidding becomes

| rapid.

The collector-research, a third player
in the migration game, is a bit more

" unusual in the collectibles world, but
- such individuals are valuable assets to
~ the folklorist studying material culture.

As with anyone with the collecting
mentality, the collector-research ac-

' quires many examples of the things

which intrigue him, yet this person
also delights in the appreciation of his
possessions as part of regional culture

- and heritage. His knowledge and expe-
| rience can be vast, strengthened by ex-

tensive reading and personal historical
research. Museums frequently rely




upon such individuals when putting
together shows, and many are the mu-
seums whose significant holdings are
built around the donation of a large
collection by a single “amateur” collec-
tor. For the folklorist, the collector-re-
searcher can serve as a guide, resource,
and critic, and the folklorist does well
to cultivate a “documentary” attitude
among all who collect or deal in cultur-
ally-significant artifacts. It was through
collector-researchers that I heard of
and was able to get in to document
many of the Wythe County pieces I
was seeking, and [ am pleased to still
be receiving calls from antique dealers
and collectors who have turned up
new examples of Wythe County safe
and who are glad to allow me the op-
portunity to come photograph and
measure their finds.

Obviously few persons fit neatly
into any of the above categories, and a
great number of those, myself in-
cluded, with an academic interest in
material culture are collectors them-
selves. It bears repeating that the folk-
lorist—like the physicist—by measur-
ing and observing, alters what is meas-
ured and observed. We often take satis-
faction when a “dying” craft is revived
or at least stabilized through our ef-
forts to celebrate it before a larger audi-
ence; we enjoy seeing the previously-
overlooked traditional potter, basket
maker, blacksmith, bluesman, or what-
ever do well. It is ironic that our same
efforts in presenting the material mani-
festations of historic crafts often results
in a rapid movement of those manifes-
tations out of their traditional contexts
and regions of origin. If I ever want to
take another look at Wythe County’s
punched tin decorative tradition, I will
now have to travel ten times farther to
see pieces which were once just three
counties away. And I will have to de-
pend upon dealers and collectors to
guide me.

J. Roderick Moore
Blue Ridge Institute
Ferrum, Virginia

FOLKLORISTS
AND COWBOY POETRY

Elk arts coordinators, many new
to jobs still undefined, met around a
large table at the Library of Congress
in the spring of 1978. There we
struggled to discover what folk arts
might mean in a new environment of
political structure and taxpayer sup-
port. A few of us from the West con-
gregated during a break in a courtyard
within the Library. Overhead sculpted
faces looked down as we tried to ex-
press the separateness we felt in com-
ing from places whose populations
had arrived relatively recently and
were still in the process of discovering
the occupational, ethnic, religious and
regional bases for their traditions. We
felt that the definitions of folk art we
had learned were indebted to older
folk cultures, solidified through the
studies of another generation of
folklorists. Was the West we repre-
sented made up of shallow derivative
traditions, shadows of older home-
lands? Had the West produced any
distinctive folk arts beyond those of
cowboys, Indians, and older hispanic
traditions? How did the arbitrary po-
litical boundaries of our states make
sense within the continuing dynamic
of the West's folk groups? and how
did we fit into the new ways of lend-
ing official support and recognition to
the nation’s folk arts?

We had in common a love for the
West, a love for folk expression, and to
varying degrees an academic back-
ground in folklore. As folklorists, we
were in a sense defined by these ques-
tions, so after that meeting we re-
solved to stay in touch to combat the
feeling of isolation inherent in the
wide-open spaces of our region. And
we began to consider the merits of a
regional project, unconfined by state
boundaries, something overdue for
documentation and recognition, some-
thing which would help us discover
and define the folk arts of the West.
Jim Griffith of Arizona suggested cow-
boy poetry.

The next year, 1979, public sector
folklorists from the West began a se-
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ries of annual meetings at the Fife
Folklore Conference held in June at
Utah State University. For several
years after that we discussed the mer-
its of various regional projects. Cow-
boy poetry continued to come up as a
possibility. More and more we began
to report the discovery of working
cowboys who wrote or recited poetry.

We found that the portrayal of cow-
boys in America had been one of ma-
nipulation and falsehoods, and our in-
terviews showed that working cow-
boys were adamantly suspicious of
any and all interpretations of their cul-
ture by outsiders. In response, the
Western folk arts coordinators began
to plan an event that would attract
people actually working in the cattle
culture both as participants and spec-
tators. We decided on Elko, Nevada as
the site because it was an old-style
cowtown and a center for buckaroo
culture. It had, too, a new convention
center, a community college, a mu-
seum, and a number of interested sup-
porters of folklore. We decided to hold
the event at the end of January, since
this was a time when ranchwork was
at its slowest. We obtained a mailing
list of ranchers and cowboys from Ca-
priola’s, a large Elko saddlery. We
even moved our room reservations
from one hotel/casino in town to an-
other because the first wouldn’t hire a
band which we thought would appeal
to cowboys.

In retrospect, it seems that by trying
so hard to appeal to cowboys, we were
also departing from the folk festival
format we had become comfortable
with having worked as staff for the
Smithsonian Institution’s Festival of
American Folklife. Rather than show-
casing representative aspects of folk
culture for a general public, primarily
middle-class and urban, we were
trying to develop a new brand of in-
sider’s celebration. We were fearful of
the outcome of this experiment, since
many of our cowboy informants told
us plainly that cowboys would never
recite their poetry in public. To us that



sounded like some immutable cowboy
code. Happily they were wrong.

The poets were located primarily
through letters to the editors of small
newspapers throughout the West, a
tactic that was moderately successful
when combined with intensive
fieldwork. Participating state folk arts
coordinators met a day early at the
1984 American Folklore Society meet-
ings in San Diego to develop a roster
of cowboy poets to be invited to the
first event. We decided on nearly fifty
poets representing eighteen states.

I had taken a year’s leave of ab-
sence from my position at the Utah
Arts Council to develop the project
under a grant from the National En-
dowment for the Arts sponsored
through the Institute of the American
West. Additional grant funds went to
pay for the transportation, room, and
board of the invited poets. In fundrais-
ing for the event, however, I had little
success. Most corporations, founda-
tions and individuals I approached,
including all the major cowboy cloth-
ing and gear companies, found it
laughable that cowboys could be
poets. But as I began studying this
genre, I found a rich publishing tradi-
tion in cowboy poetry dating back to
the 1880s. Many of these books had
been self-published and only locally
distributed. I obtained a grant from
the L.]. Skaggs and Mary C. Skaggs
Foundation to purchase as many of
these books as possible. The collection,
initially over one hundred books, was
donated to Utah State University,
which already held a large archive of
cowboy material collected by Austin
and Alta Fife.

Simultaneously, contacts were
made with journalists at major maga-
zines, newspapers, and radio and TV
networks. I saw that if we were to gain
support for this festival we would
need considerable public exposure.
Our thinking was that we could create
an event primarily for cowboys but
also use the format of the event as a
way of relating to a larger public audi-

ence. In inviting the press we set
tough ground rules, making it clear
that this was an event for and about
cowboys. The press became intrigued.
When we arrived at Elko reservations
were waiting from the New York Times,
the Wall Street Journal, People,
Newsweek, the L.A. Times and many
others.

Since that first Gathering in 1985,
four more events have been held. Ten
to fifteen state cowboy poetry gather-
ings plus dozens of festivals have
sprung up. As a partial result of the
public exposure gained by the Gather-
ing the state of Nevada created a state
folk arts program. After the first year,
the Western Folklife Center—a private
non-profit regional center—became
sponsor; the event has continued to be
the most time-consuming project for
the Center and now employs two full-
time and several part-time staff, not to
mention hundreds of volunteers who
work at the event. The Center has also
sponsored a documentary film on
cowboy poets and has produced a
number of recordings and books of
cowboy poetry.

The spirit of commonality shared
by cowboy poets—the same people
who five years ago were astonished to
find that there was anyone else who
practiced this art—has been compared
to the fervor of an emerging artistic
movement. Within the cattle culture
the Gathering has become the cultural
event of the year not only as a show-
case for poetry but for music and craft
as well. It has increasingly become a
kind of family reunion for those who
find value in the expressive life of the
cowboy.

Cowboy culture has enjoyed a spe-
cial status in the U.S. since the nine-
teenth century. Though cowboys in-
variably demand authenticity in the
portrayals of themselves and are hy-
percritical about the skills of their fel-
lows, they are also intrigued and nur-
tured by films, TV shows, novels and
other productions that idolize their
lives. On the other hand, cowboy po-
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etry has been a private tradition, a

- long-term tradition. But the cowboy’s

. role in popular culture had dimin-
ished in recent years. Cowboy poetry,
~ in retrospect, was ready to emerge. No
- longer eclipsed by the wave of west-

- ern movies, and TV shows or by high-
' powered cowboy bands, cowboy po-

etry can now, finally, be heard.
Since the success of that first Gath-

ering the performance of cowboy po-

etry has changed. Previously a perfor-
mative tradition that relied on recita-
tion in small closely knit social groups
was the norm. Suddenly poets and re-
citers who had been to Elko became
sought after as entertainers for cattle
association meetings, church pro-
grams, and country and state fairs.
Overnight, cowboy poetry became a
popular form of performance in the
local arena, drawing in part on the
twin traditions of the cowboy humor-
ist and philosopher exemplified by
Will Rogers and the singing cowboy of
Hollywood fame, but asserting its
own validity and time-tested impor-
tance as well. The number of publica-
tions of cowboy poetry has geometri-

- cally expanded; as many books of

cowboy poetry have been published in
the past five years as were published
in the hundred years before. The qual-
ity of the poetry has improved too, the
result of increased interactions among
poets. There is a heightened aware-
ness of the history of cowboy poetry,
acknowledgment of those who wrote
the classic poems who heretofore had
passed through tradition in anonym-
ity. A number of books by Bruce
Kiskaddon, Badger Clark, Curley
Fletcher, Gail Gardner and others have
been reissued as well as several an-
thologies.

The danger of the event’s popular-
ity is that it may turn a cooperative
tradition into a competitive, individu-

 alistic one. To lessen this tendency we

have avoided prizes and rankings, al-
though many in the media have per-
sisted in referring to the Gathering as
a competition or contest. To avoid un-



due emphasis on the creative and
original we give the recitation of his-
toric poetry equal importance with
original composition. Naturally a
number of marginal practitioners have
emerged who sometimes have little
background in ranching and yet read
their poetry insistently. Though all are
welcome to read in open sessions at
the Gathering, poets and reciters sub-
mit poetry to a selection committee
made up of cowboys and folklorists
who determine who is to be invited to
perform each year. Included with po-
etry submittants must give their back-
ground in the occupation as well as
tapes of their poems. New fieldwork
also brings new and diverse cowboy
poets into the arena.

Through the Western Folklife Cen-
ter, proceeds from the event, from
publication and recording sales are
put back into creating new programs
to broaden awareness for our constitu-
ency. In 1988 for example, we featured
Lynn Martin’s exhibit of Hawaiian
cowboy gear and brought over Pan-
iola performers. The 1990 Cowboy Po-
etry Gathering will feature a cultural
exchange with stockmen poets from
Australia.

As folklorists, we have had a sig-
nificant impact on this tradition. Not
all has been positive. We have seen a
few lives turned upside-down by star-
struck aspirations. An internal com-
petitiveness with cowboys has put
pressure on the performance of po-
etry. Some cowboys have retreated to
reciting in informal ranch settings due
to this competitive pressure. Along
with quality poetry being written
there is an inordinate number of
poems being written from jokes, reli-
ant on the rhymed punchline. Also
some poetry makes public stereotypes
and prejudice that many would rather
have kept private. All are issues which
affect the future of this tradition. Hav-
ing worked with cowboys now for
several years I am amazed at the resil-
ience of their expressive traditions. In
an age where America seriously con-

siders the future of its last open lands,
traditionally grazing lands; when
drought, low cost imported beef, and
high cost of operation has caused
many ranches to go out of business
many cowboys find joy in composing
a poem or singing a song. Let’s face it,
changes in the poetic traditions of
cowboys are not the real pressures on
the occupation. Historically, the influ-
ence that the Hollywood singing cow-
boy has had still has not killed the folk
song tradition of cowboys who might
sing “Happy Trails” but acknowledge
the depth of tradition in a song like
“Little Joe the Wrangler.”

Trying to keep up with the energy
and power of this movement has been
dizzying. To all of us who have
worked with cowboy poetry it has
seemed an important and vital work.
Our training as public sector
folklorists has helped us give care and
integrity to the project that the com-
mercial world might not have pro-
vided. When we began this project
none of us anticipated its successes
nor its failures. To use a cowboy meta-
phor: You really don’t know the horse
is going to buck till you get on him.
We've gone for quite a ride. So at this
point, folklorists share a partnership
with cowboy poets which, I think, is
mutually beneficial.

Something else has happened.
Many of us have come to share in a
quest, a quest that partially coincides
with the folklorist’s concern for cul-
tural parity. Cowboys point out that
rural people in America are increas-
ingly viewed by the popular press and
media as fools, characters on Hee-
Haw. Cowboys themselves want to
speak to America for the traditional
values of agrarian life, for the reality
of cowboy tradition. The cowboy has
been misrepresented to the American
public by artists, writers, movie direc-
tors, environmentalists, bureaucrats,
and even folklorists. We in America
have set this one occupation apart. We
have given the cowboy a primary role
in our mythology. We dub the cowboy
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hero, we call the poet prophet. The di-
chotomy between the job—endless
hours combing wild land for cattle—
and the mythical life as prophetic hero
is being taken seriously by cowboy
poets. These poets see a larger role for
their poetry than just an expression of
their occupation. They see it as a pri-
mary vehicle for expressing the reality
and value of their lives.

Perhaps cowboy poetry is eventu-
ally destined to evaporate into time,
but I'm still convinced at this point
that cowboy poems are an important
folk literature, and that future genera-
tions looking back at our time will see
this poetry as significant in under-
standing our age. Cowboy poetry is a
continuing part of American literature,
both written and oral. Its appeal sym-
bolizes the quest of ordinary people to
be heard, to express their sense of
themselves, to lend their voices and
their visions to shaping the future.

As folklorists contemplate the cen-
tennial of the American Folklore Soci-
ety it seems that our quest for identity
and respect often leads us to put the
greater value on our own theories, our
own idiosyncrasies. Not to say that we
shouldn’t value experimentation and
creative growth. But we too often ne-
glect our duty as a medium for the un-
empowered, giving their traditions or-
der, preserving and giving honor to
their creativity and ingenuity, fighting
against the kind of elitism that acts to
exclude groups, or to set barriers be-
tween people. Our strength lies in our
ability to find a broader world and
give it meaning. I picked folklore be-
cause it was a marginal discipline with
thinking people not afraid to buck the
system, not be consumed by self-im-
portance. I celebrate a century of this
attitude.

HalCannon
Western Folklife Center
Salt Lake City, Utah



RETRACING STEPS:
FOLKLORE RESEARCH

IN A “CAVALIER COMMONWEALTH”

Er the 1988 special publication
celebrating its Centennial, American
Folklore Society President, Alan Jab-
bour spoke of the values that have
underpinned past folklore scholarship.
He suggested that we are “legatees of
the tradition of scientific analysis and
the ideal of systematically accumu-
lated knowledge; of humanistic reflec-
tion . . . cultural education . . . and of cul-
tural conservation.” These are exalted
ideals in keeping with the moment of
a 100th anniversary.

In considering issues of change and
continuity based on our own efforts to
reconstruct and understand past folk-
lore research in Virginia, however, we
cannot be so sublime. It is clear that
folklore research, in Virginia at least,
has certainly been less than system-
atic. And it has, in some cases, served
interests such as racism, elitism, or na-
tionalism that were antithetical to the
needs or preservation of traditional
culture. But let us give some back-
ground, before discussing these issues
further.

In March 1967 while awaiting word
from the University of Pennsylvania
regarding admission into its folklore
program, we wrote Arthur Kyle Davis,
Professor of English at the University
of Virginia and President/Archivist of
the Virginia Folklore Society (VFS),
about membership in the Society, and
our folklore interests and goals. Since
Davis’s death in September 1972,
Charles L. Perdue has been VFS Archi-
vist and Nancy J. Martin-Perdue is
currently its President. Through our
own longterm association with the So-
ciety, we have learned about its past
program and history and have known
a number of persons associated with
its development; we are, of course,
part of the change and continuity in
that organization.

In the latest volume of Folklore and
Folklife in Virginia [FFV] celebrating
the 75th anniversary of the Virginia
FolkLore Society, we viewed the Soci-
ety’s development in retrospect in
terms of three successive, but overlap-

ping periods: “The Quest for the Bal-
lad”; “The Arthur Kyle Davis, Jr.

|
|

Years”; and “Folklore/Folklife: Profes- |

sionalization of the Discipline.” We
will use these categories to provide a
framework for our research on the Sh-
enandoah National Park case and on
various Virginia New Deal projects—
related, but separate, developments
corresponding in time with the early
years of Davis’s VFS tenure (1924-
1972). The discussion of VFS history
and findings from our work will serve
as the major focus of this necessarily
limited look at past scholarship in Vir-
ginia.

Two cases will illustrate the paral-
lel, but distinct, interests and patterns
of folklore research that existed in the
nineteenth-century and shaped subse-
quent work. In the first example, John
Stone, a teacher and principal of
Brown’s Cove School in Albemarle
County, working independently, col-
lected a large quantity of ballads and
folksongs. These manuscript materi-
als, dated late in the century, were
eventually deposited in the archives of
the Virginia Folklore Society. In 1916
Stone would be elected VFS President,
and soon after he would be dubbed
the “Knight of the Blistered Heel”’—a
romantic title—in honor of his walk-
ing excursions as the Society’s premier
ballad collector.

In the second instance, Hampton
Institute (now University), like other
black colleges, sponsored groups of
performers who toured the country
raising money for the college. The pro-
grams sponsored by Hampton in-
cluded both Negro and Amerindian
folk music and dance, reflecting the
constituencies it served. In December
1893, Hampton'’s publication, Southern
Workman, responded to the attention
given Negro material by composer
Anton Dvorak and scholars writing in
the Journal of American Folklore, and
urged the collection of Negro folklore.
The Hampton Folklore Society was
formed for that purpose and met for
the first time in January 1894. By July
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of that year, an address to the Society,

- “The Importance and Utility of the

Collection of Negro Folk-Lore” by
William Wells Newell, was printed in
the Southern Workman.

There would be no formal organiza-

. tion—comparable to the Hampton

Folk-Lore Society—with the aim of

- collecting Anglo-American ballads un-
~ til the Virginia Folklore Society was

founded on April 17, 1913 by C. Al-
phonso Smith, Edgar Allen Poe Pro-
fessor of English at the University of

. Virginia. Smith came to the University

of Virginia from North Carolina in
1909, but was on leave at the Univer-

. sity of Berlin in 1910-11. In October

1912, he received a letter from AFS
President John A. Lomax encouraging
him to organize in Virginia “a branch
of the American Folk-Lore Society
similar to the Texas Society.” Al-

| though the Virginia Folklore Society
- was formed within six months of that

request, we cannot say conclusively
that it was developed in direct re-
sponse to the Lomax letter. But that is
a strong possibility.

The publication of Francis James
Child’s work on the ballad had an im-

© portant impact on the Society’s forma-

tion, and its ballad quest was given
impetus later by Cecil Sharp’s first
visit to Albemarle County in 1916 dur-
ing his tour of the Southern Appala-

- chians. Under Smith’s guidance from

1913 through 1923, the Society would
unite individual collectors, such as
John Stone, Alfreda Peel, Juliet Faunt-
leroy, and Martha Davis, with a cadre
of teachers belonging to the Virginia
State Teacher’s Association (later
VEA) in an effort to collect at least 50
Child ballads statewide. Their activity
would produce a prodigious amount
of ballads and folksongs, and some
other types of folklore material. But

- there were unfortunate aspects of the
- emphasis on the Child ballad and the

early goal of collecting at least one text
from every county in Virginia, as
Arthur Kyle Davis noted in his Intro-
duction to Traditional Ballads of Virginia



in 1929. One result of that emphasis
can be seen in F. Stringfellow Barr’s
evaluation of 14 songs sent to C. Al-
phonso Smith by Alfreda Peel in No-
vember 1916. Barr found only two
Child ballads among the songs and
recommended discarding the rest; the
suggested discards included versions
of “The Blind Girl,” “An Orphan
Girl,” “Beauty Bright,” “Ellen Smith,”
“Young Charlotte” and “Ship on the
Sea” as sung by Texas Gladden, Sis
Sears and Mrs. Will Wade.

The attitudes of VFS collectors were
little different from others of their own
class and educational background at
that time; with few exceptions, they
were concerned with the text and its
merit, apart from either the person or
the context in which the item was situ-
ated. In 1913 the Lynchburg Advance
reported that a student of Professor
Smith’s had found an unusual version
of “Barbara Allen,” a ballad men-
tioned by Pepys. The writer asked
Smith why “no one hears the original
ballad now in more literate circles or
in the cultured society of today” but it
remains “among the uncultivated, illit-
erate mountain folks.” Many early
VFS members shared such a view and
resolved the dilemma by appropriat-
ing songs from those tainted sources
to their own “more literate circles.”

Early VFS meetings featured re-
ports on the most recent ballad finds,
discussions of Child ballads as yet not
found, and special renditions of bal-
lads by members, such as Peel, Stone,
and Benjamin C. Moomaw, Jr. Both
Moomaw (who went to work with the
Alleghany County Chamber of Com-
merce in 1924) and Arthur Kyle Davis
(who was then an Instructor in English
at UVA) became Society members for
the first time in 1923, and were imme-
diately elected Secretary-Treasurer
and Archivist respectively.

Before the next VFS meeting in
1924, Ben Moomaw discovered the
50th ballad, a version of the rare
“Dives and Lazarus,” and C. Al-
phonso Smith died in Annapolis,

Maryland. A tribute to Smith, written
by John C. Metcalf who had succeeded
him as Edgar Allen Poe Professor at
UVA was published in part in the So-
ciety’s Bulletin for that year:

With Child and Kittredge and

Gummere should be coupled the

name of Alphonso Smith as an au-

thority on balladry. He stimulated
investigation in native regions
which their researches had barely
touched. They were looking back-
ward in their assembling and ap-
praisal, while Smith was looking
about him and hearkening to the
living voices in Southern hill and
valley and quiet countryside, the
voices of our contemporary ances-
tors in old Virginia.

The movement to develop a na-
tional park in the East was also just
beginning in 1924 and the Blue Ridge
site, which became the Shenandoah
National Park, was one of several un-
der consideration at that time. Some of
those alleged “contemporary ances-
tors,” whose voices had sung ballads
for VFS members and later Virginia
Writers” Project workers, or who were
members of the “Oldrag” basketmak-
ing community that Allen Eaton de-
scribed incidentally in Handicrafts of
the Southern Highlands, would be af-
fected by that development. These
mountain people would suffer from
being wrongfully stereotyped—as
“squatters,” who were “lazy,” “im-
provident,” “listless” and often “unde-
sirable,” and had no “distinctive or
outstanding” culture worth preserv-
ing—by chamber of commerce boost-
ers, historians, and others such as, Vir-
ginia Writers’ Project (VWP) folklore
consultant, Miriam M. Sizer.

While some of the people of Sh-
enandoah moved voluntarily, many of
the more than 500 families in the area
would be forcibly removed from their
homes in the Blue Ridge. But prior to
their removal and relocation, the
people would be impacted by various
New Deal programs. Some would be
sketched by Virginia Art Project artists
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or photographed by Resettlement Ad-
ministration (RA) photographers.
Their homes would be destroyed and
the people would be physically re-
moved by the “boys” of the Civilian
Conservation Corps (the CCC itself
was hailed by some as “the center of
‘the great American folk school move-
ment’”). Some of the people would be
moved into subsistence homesteads
built by the RA, and some would be
taught basketmaking and woodwork-
ing under programs of the Special
Skills Division of the RA.

Between 1931 and 1939—concur-
rent with the Shenandoah develop-
ment and its ruinous cultural impact—
at the southern end of the Virginia
Blue Ridge, the White Top Festival
was held to promote and celebrate the
“supposedly pure Anglo-Saxon cul-
tural heritage of southern mountain-
eers.” The festival was co-sponsored
by the Southeastern Folklore Society
and Reed Smith (nephew of C. Al-
phonso Smith), supported by the
Country Dance Society and Richard
Chase, and organized primarily by
Annabelle Morris Buchanan, John
Blakemore, and composer/musician
John Powell. Powell viewed ballads
and other traditional music as “deep
cultural sources” from which to create
a national—and racially pure—music.
In 1922 he founded the Anglo-Saxon
Clubs of America in Richmond and
worked through these for the passage
in 1924 of one of Virginia’s last and
most stringent racial integrity laws.

Charles Seeger, Music Specialist for
the Special Skills Division of RA, at-
tended White Top Festival in August
1936 and commented, “I saw several
examples of good old musicians . . .
turned into detestable lapdogs, by
these well-meaning, self-advertising
city cultivators of the ‘folk’.” He also
noted that White Top was “reaction-
ary to the core” and “under a smoke-
screen of pseudo-scholarship, [it] is
really sinister.”

Arthur Kyle Davis went to White
Top in 1932 and was also critical of the



program. By late 1934, he was en-
gaged in a rancorous dispute with
Powell and to a lesser degree,
Buchanan, over competing organiza-
tions, territory, informants, and con-
trol of archival resources, particularly
those of the VFS. At the height of the
dispute, Davis wrote letters of protest
and requests for aid to UVA President
John Lloyd Newcomb, John C. Met-
calf, James Southall Wilson, Robert W.
Gordon, and George Pullen Jackson.
In a series of letters to Davis in 1933-
34, Juliet Fauntleroy and Alfreda Peel
described their own concerns about
Powell, his encroachment into their
areas and among their informants, and
referred to him as “the Czar” and “the
devil incarnate.”

Perhaps because he foresaw prob-
lems with Powell, Davis applied for
and obtained from the American
Council of Learned Societies a $1000
grant, with which he recorded 66 VFS
informants on 180 aluminum discs be-
tween 1932-35. (Roscoe E. Lewis and
the Negro Studies Project, VWP, at
Hampton wanted to borrow Davis’s
recording machine to record ex-slaves,
but its use on VFS and other projects
at UVA prevented them from doing so
until 1937.) Members of VFS had col-
lected songs from some of the singers,
such as Texas Gladden and Kit Wil-
liamson—formerly Mrs. James
Sprouse, as early as 1915-16, and a few
musicians, like James Chisholm of Al-
bemarle County, had also contributed
songs to Cecil Sharp.

One example indicates both the
continuity and change in Virginia folk-
lore research. Mrs. Rosa Lewis Balti-
more, who is still living in Charlot-
tesville but is now Mrs. Rosa Bibb,
was among those recorded by Davis in
1933. Bibb’s father, William Barton
Armistead, furnished songs to VFS
member Fred F. Knobloch. In 1916
Cecil Sharp obtained at least one item
from Mrs. Bibb’s grandmother, Mrs.
Rosie Hughes.

A University of Virginia folklore
student interviewed and tape re-

corded Rosa Bibb in 1983—following
67 years of prior folksong interest,
spanning three generations of her fam-
ily and as many generations of schol-
ars (Perdue, Davis and Knobloch,
Smith and Sharp). The transcription of
the music and activities during an eve-
ning spent with Rosa Bibb, her neigh-
bors, and friends reflects a shift in

scholarship from a focus upon the bal-

lad or item as “text,” to an approach
that treats folksong in its broader his-
torical and cultural context. That inter-
view with Bibb, along with additional
notes and life history information was
published in 1988 in Volume 4 of FFV .
Returning to Arthur Kyle Davis, in
January 1934 he applied to the Civil
Works Administration for funds to
hire John Stone for further collecting
work and Winston Wilkinson to tran-
scribe music. Later in 1935, he would
get some assistance from the Federal
Emergency Relief Administration,
which enabled him to employ his stu-
dent, Fred F. Knobloch. Davis cri-
tiqued the folklore section of the
Virginia Guide when requested, and he
was acquainted with Eudora Ramsay
Richardson, the Virginia Writers’ Proj-
ect director. Too, it was Davis who
suggested that the VWP folklore col-
lection be deposited in the University
of Virginia Library; otherwise, Davis
and the Virginia Folklore Society seem
to have played no part in the folklore
collecting activities of the VWP from
late 1935 until its close in June of 1942.
By that time, the VWP’s folklore
collection would fill 25 Hollinger file
boxes in Alderman Library at UVA; in
addition, some VWP folklore material
was deposited in other archives. Only
4 of the 66 VFS informants recorded
earlier by Davis (Texas Gladden, Lucy
Perrin Gibbs, Horton Barker, and John

in the 589 singers and musicians col-
lected by the VWP.

The VWP folklore consultant,
Miriam M. Sizer, and her field re-
searchers had little, if any, training in
folklore research. The latter group was

74

made up of relief workers who, for the

- most part, had little interest in folklore
- and never dealt with it again after the
- VWP ended. For these workers, it was

just a job. This attitude posed a signifi-
cant difference between them and the
VFS collectors who at least had an
abiding, if narrowly defined, interest

- in the subject.

The VWP workers who proved to
the exceptions to the above were
James Taylor Adams and Emory Ha-
milton of Wise County and Raymond
Sioan of Franklin County. They were
all members of the group they were

- collecting from, understood folklore

from an insider’s perspective, and saw
themselves as preserving their own

. culture. Adams and Hamilton alone

turned in half of the song material col-
lected by the VWP in Virginia.

Manuals for the folklore collecting
project had been written first by John
A. Lomax and later, in 1938, by FWP’s
Folklore Section director, Benjamin
Botkin. And Herbert Halpert lectured
to a few workers on folklore collecting
during his 1939 southern field record-
ing tour. Yet many VWP workers com-
plained of never having or seeing the
manuals, which would have helped
them understand what they were sup-
posedly collecting. It is no wonder that
the VWP collection is uneven in qual-
ity; nevertheless, it does contain a vast
amount of valuable folklore texts and
data.

During the 1930s-40s, other indi-
viduals, including various members of
the Lomax family, R. W. Gordon,
Richard Chase, Herbert Halbert, and
Sidney Robertson would make field
recordings in Virginia that would
eventually be deposited in the Archive

of Folk-Song (later Folk Culture), Li-
- brary of Congress. A number of these
“Sailor Dad” Hunt) would be included

persons recorded Texas Gladden,
“Sailor Dad” Hunt, and Horton Barker
but once again these were the only
duplications of VFS informants made

- by other contemporary collectors. The

Lomaxes recorded at a church in Alex-
andria, in the Richmond State peniten-



tiary, and at work camps in Gooch-
land and Culpeper; they appear to
have been the only ones of the above
to record black folksong material at
that time. Later in 1950, Sidney
Robertson Cowles would record songs
from John Powell’s black maid—an
ironic twist indeed.

But another pattern begins to
emerge in that early body of field re-
cordings. Since a number of those col-
lectors recorded at White Top or the
Galax Old-Time Fiddler’s Convention,
informant family names such as Stur-
gill, Russell, Melton, Ward, and Lundy
and and individuals or groups such
E.C. Ball, Dan Tate and the Bogtrotters
Band would appear repeatedly on
these recordings. Among this group
only S. F. Russell was also recorded by
VFS.

A later burst of field recording ac-
tivity would occur in the 1960s-70s in
conjunction with collectors such as Pe-
ter Hoover, Michael Seeger, George
Foss, Scott Odell, Alan Jabbour, Blan-
ton Owen, and Tom Carter. With an
emphasis on the traditional string
band music from southwest Virginia
and bordering areas of North Carolina
and Tennessee, the field recordings
made by these individuals would
prominently feature many of those
same names (Russell, Melton, Ward
and so on) from the earlier recording
efforts above. The emphasis of these
efforts would be as exclusive and nar-
rowly focused as earlier VFS activities
had been toward Child ballads.

The organized programs, such as
VFS and VWP, conducted in-state by
resident collectors produced a great
volume of folklore materials that were
narrowly defined and of varying qual-
ity. But the scope of these programs—
in terms of informants and geogra-
phy—was broad and inclusive, with
some representation of Afro-American
folklore coming from the Writers’
Project unit based at Hampton Insti-
tute. In contrast, there seems to be
greater consistency and duplication
overall in the recordings produced by

those persons who made occasional
collecting tours in the state, likely re-
flecting their shared folklore interests,
networks and local contacts.

In the 25 years we have spent on
folklore research in Virginia most of
our work has focused on the 1930s-40s
period and those earlier activities of
the Virginia Folklore Society; on the
the New Deal programs and their im-
pact upon traditional cultural in Vir-
ginia; and on the Shenandoah Na-
tional Park case history and what we
have termed “the rhetoric of displace-
ment,” which seems to have accompa-
nied the removals and relocation of its
people. There are separate strands that
unite all these interests, but to get at
those interrelationships, we have
worked to accumulate and make sys-
tematic the information and knowl-
edge that did not result from a scien-
tific, analytic process at the outset. It is
still work in progress.

Nancy]. Martin-Perdue
Charles L. Perdue
University of Virginia
Charlottesville, Virginia
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URBAN LEGENDS
AND THE MASS MEDIA

% 1y 1985 AFS Presidential Ad-
dress was subtitled “Things They
Didn’t Teach Us in Graduate School.”
What follows here is partly an up-
dated account of some unexpected
consequences of my deciding back in
the 1950’s to become a folklorist. Be-
sides doing the usual things that a uni-
versity professor and folklore scholar
does, for the past several years—as a
direct result of my writings about ur-
ban legends—I've led a second life as
a minor celebrity. “The Carl Sagan of
Folklore,” one reviewer called me.
(When Sagan is introduced as “The
Jan Brunvand of Astronomy,” I'll
know that I've arrived!)

In this public role, I have been inter-
viewed by Diane Sawyer and Bruce
Morton on “The CBS Morning News,”
and by Bryant Gumbel on “Today.”
I've shared sessions on “Late Night
with David Letterman” with musi-
cians Frank and Moon Unit Zappa,
baseball player Phil Niekro, and come-
dian Martin Mull, among others. I ap-
peared in a People magazine photo-
graph posed before the Procter &
Gamble company logo, and I was
quoted in the tabloid Globe next to an
item about the pop singer Madonna.

I've also been on countless radio
talk shows, and had dozens of press
interviews. I was once on television in
Detroit bracketed between a female
race-car driver and evangelist Jerry
Falwell. I met Tova Borgnine—actor
Ernest Borgnine’s wife, and producer
of a line of cosmetics—backstage in a
Seattle TV studio. In a New York City
TV green room I chatted with Fran Al-
lison of the old “Kukla, Fran, and Ol-
lie” TV series.

One time in New York City I talked
on the Cable News Network in a
glass-walled studio located on the
ground floor of the World Trade Cen-
ter with tourists gawking in at me
while the anchorman spoke from the
Atlanta CNN studio. Another time in
Hollywood a British TV crew had me
posed in an open Excalibur car on a
suburban street with a view of the



huge Hollywood sign on the hill be-
hind me; I was telling automotive ur-
ban legends to the camera, while
nobody passing by on the street paid
the slightest attention to what was
going on.

My graduate training provided
little help in answering the questions
often posed in such situations:
“What's the difference between urban
legends and folklore?” or “Are any of
these legends true?” or “Why do
people believe these stories?” or “How
can you say that supernatural legends
aren’t true if you don’t visit each
haunted site and check them out in
person?” or (from an interviewer in
Indianapolis, of all places) “What kind
of a university would give a degree in
folklore, anyway?” The most common
question is “What is your favorite ur-
ban legend?” to which I am tempted
to reply, “Do you ask a chemist ‘What
is your favorite element. . . '?”

It has become a familiar experience
for me to pick up the phone and hear
the crackle of long-distance static and
someone mispronouncing my name,
then asking yet another legendary
question. In Spring 1985, for example,
on the morning that Procter & Gamble
announced that they were still suffer-
ing from rumors of Satanism about
their trademark and had decided to
reduce its advertising use, my tele-
phone started ringing at 7 a.m. In Au-
gust 1988 when two news services car-
ried a story from Tel Aviv about a
man'’s comical mishaps involving an
exploding toilet, I got calls all day
from people who had recognized what
the news bureau chiefs didn’t—that
this story was a new version of an old
legend.

Compensating for the demands on
my time, there are some benefits that
advance my research. I have collected
hundreds of urban legend texts,
mostly by mail, as a result of such
publicity, and I have learned much
from newspaper reviews of my books
that mention what lay readers would
like to know about modern folklore

and its study. I hope that I am raising
peoples’ consciousness concerning the
nature of folklore and its study, even
by doing these short and fairly super-
ficial interviews. I resist the tempta-
tion to be merely a racounteur in front
of the mike or camera, and I try to
speak as much like a scholar as the
media formats allow.

But many people, despite my own
and others’ efforts, are still puzzled
about folklore. A caller to a Chicago
radio talk show said to me, “Well, I
think it’s wonderful, with all this un-
employment, that someone can make
a living just going around collecting
stories.” I flinched at that, but tried to
defend the worth of our studies. An-
other time a talkative seatmate on a jet
flight asked how I felt about myself
when all I did was teach others to be-
come teachers in the same speciality as |
mine. I explained that my under-
graduate students do not usually be-
come professional folklorists, any
more than English majors all become
college teachers.

Because folklore study has some-
thing of value to teach everyone, I be-
lieve that communicating results of
my research to the public is a natural
and worthwhile part of my job. I don’t
apologize for “popularizing,” because
I remember that folklore—"popular
antiquities,” as they used to call it—
belongs to the people in the first place,
and the “folk” have a natural interest
in what we folklorists are doing with
their heritage. I assume that under-
standing ourselves better, via under-
standing our folklore, has some
broader social value than just advertis-
ing abstract knowledge or furthering
our individual professional careers.

After years of the mass media atten-
tion that flowered soon after my first ‘
urban-legend article in 1980, I joked
that I should start a newspaper col-
umn and reach even more people than |
with my books. After all, journalism
was my undergraduate major at
Michigan State University, and 'ma

fast typist. |
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In the summer of 1986, to my sur-
prise, the editorial director of United
Feature Syndicate invited me to write
a twice-weekly column for national
circulation. Here was my chance to

- join the likes of Jack Anderson and
' Miss Manners, perhaps reaching a gi-

gantic audience of readers with my
own scoops divulging the real sources
and meanings of urban legends.

My column never matched their cir-

i culation, but it’s nice to see my picture

in the UFS catalog right across the
page from Anderson’s portrait and
next to Miss Manners’. Thus began my

| career as a columnist, starting with

i No. 1in January 1987, and reaching

- No. 200 in the series in December
1988.

The purpose of the column is to
present my findings about the fictional
stories that everyone tells as if they are

' true. I generally take up one urban

legend type per column, or I answer
readers’ questions about legends.

: From the start, I urged readers to send

me the rumors and stories circulating
in their own communities.
I receive scores of legends from

' readers every week, and I learn as

much from their comments as they do
from my essays. Often I see trends
emerging, such as legends about
AIDS, or about the dangers of tanning

5 salons. Thanks to the column, I can

track more easily the re-emergence of
older legends, such as the “Mickey
Mouse Acid” story returning last

Christmas season as “Blue Star Acid.”
- Then I try to show my readers that a

hot new story may actually be a re-
heated leftover—still highly interest-

- ing, though not quite as fresh as the
' public thinks.

In Autumn 1987 I also started re-
cording commentaries on urban leg-
ends for “Fresh Air with Terry Gross,”

. a National Public Radio program pro-

duced by station WHYY-FM in Phila-

- delphia and carried nationwide. The
| variant spellings of my name in letters

from people who have only heard it
on the radio are amazing!



Now in 1989, in this one hundred
and first year since the founding of the
American Folklore Society, twenty-
eight years after receiving my Doctor-
ate in Folklore with a dissertation ap-
plying the historic-geographic ap-
proach to Aarne-Thompson Tale Type
901, and twenty years after the first
edition of my textbook, I find myself
being known to a much larger public
than I ever reached with just'my
teaching and scholarly work. People
who wouldn’t know a Type or Motif
number from the Gross National Prod-
uct, and who think of “AFS” as refer-
ring to an exchange program, now
read my column weekly, hear me on
NPR, and write and call me, often
with quite intelligent questions about
urban legends. It’s gratifying, but is
this really what a trained academic
specialist ought to be doing?

I do worry about the influence I
may be having on the modern narra-
tive tradition by publicizing it, and
also about what my fellow folklorists
think of my adventures in the media.
Yet, few folklorists have criticized me
(at least not publicly), and several
have told me that this publicity for our
field has a positive effect.

There was one time, though, when I
thought I was going to get burned for
sure by a respected scholar. At an AFS
meeting some years ago Wayland D.
Hand cornered me and said, “Jan, I've
been watching you on these TV pro-
grams and hearing you on the radio.
Now there’s something that I'd like to
ask you.”

I braced myself for the worst and
said, “Sure, ask me anything, Way-
land.”

And what did he ask—this eminent
scholar and teacher—who in the year I
was born had received his B.A. at the
same university where I now teach,
who had studied later with Archer
Taylor, and who edited JAF in the
1940’s and had published books that
every folklorist reads?

He asked me this: “What is David
Letterman really like?”

(For the record, here’s my answer:
“He seems like a nice guy, but of
course you don’t see much of him ex-
cept when you're actually taping the
show. In one way, though, he’s just
like everyone else, because he tells ur-
ban legends. In fact, Letterman on
three different occasions has told me
his version of the same legend—'The
Assailant in the Backseat’.”)!

Jan Harold Brunvand
University of Utah
Salt Lake City, Utah

NOTES

'For a report on the fourth time that David Let-
terman tried to tell me the same story, and an

account of my impolite response, see The Chron-

icle of Higher Education for May 13, 1987, the ar-
ticle headlined “Professor Becomes Part of the
Urban Folklore that He Studies.” That says it
all, I think.
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WHAT HAPPENED TO
APPLIED FOLKLORE

r].»-l;e Applied Folklore movement
within the AFS was in its inception
very much a child of the late Sixties,
and grew out of the experience of a
few folklorists here and there who
were using their knowledge of com-
munities they had studied to improve
the lot of those communities. Byrd
Granger’s work with Hispanic school-
children in the Southwest, Roger
Abrahams and Richard Bauman work-
ing with white teachers of black
schoolchildren in East Texas, and
Ellen Stekert’s work in pre-natal care
for Appalachian in-migrants in Detroit
were all cases in point, similar but
quite independent attempts by
folklorists to effect social change. They
were aware of each other’s efforts,
however, and decided that some coor-
dination was called for. At the 1969
Annual meeting of the AFS in Atlanta
Richard Bauman and Roger Abrahams
asked President Kenneth Goldstein to
create a new AFS standing committee
on applied folklore, and in the relaxed,
haphazard way committees were born
in those days the first AFS Committee
on Applied Folklore came into being
with Richard Bauman, Chairman,
Roger Abrahams, Henry Glassie, Ellen
Stekert, and Harry Oster as charter
members. The model the founders of
applied folklore had in mind was, of
course, applied anthropology; and,
like the applied anthropologists, they
spent a great deal of their early energy
on definition, which process was not
satisfactorily completed until the
spring of 1971. At the 1970 Annual
Meeting of the AFS in Los Angeles,
Roger Abrahams and Ellen Stekert re-
signed from the committee, and their
places were taken by Robert Byington
and Rayna Green; also, plans were
drawn up for a conference on applied
folklore to be held in the spring of the
following year.

The conference (officially the 1971
Middle Atlantic Conference on Folk
Culture, but devoted that year to the
theme of Applied Folklore) was held
at Point Park College in Pittsburgh on



May 22-23, and proved to be a seminal
event in the history of applied folklore.
All folklorists known to be interested
in applied folklore had been invited to
the.conference, and the letter of invita-
tion contained the definition of applied
folklore upon which the Committee
had finally agreed:
We define applied folklore as the
utilization of the theoretical con-
cepts, factual knowledge, and re-
search methodologies of folklorists
in activities or programs meant to
ameliorate contemporary social, eco-
nomic, and technological problems.
There should be no doubt about its
meaning. Applied folklore was origi-
nally conceived as an instrument for
social reform which necessarily in-
volves the folklorist as an agent in the
process. It implied a melioristic stance
which amounted at times to hard advo-
cacy and tough negotiation. Bruce
Jackson, e.g., was to argue that a folk-
lorist’s analysis of the narratives which
heavily influenced punitive narcotics
laws enacted in the Thirties might have
made a world of difference, and Henry
Glassie would point out that typical,
vernacular architecture (the houses in
which most people lived) was precisely
what elitist historical preservationists
ignored. In brief, applied folklore
could, and should, rattle a lot of cages.
That all the participants in the confer-
ence did not fully understand this is
evidenced by the titles of some of their
papers,' but Richard Dorson did. The
third session of the conference was a
panel discussion in which Richard Bau-
man presented his proposal for the es-
tablishment of a Center of Applied
Folklore, and Dorson seized the oppor-
tunity to mount a spirited attack upon
the very idea of applying folklore.
Dorson argued that scholarship and
application are not only dichotomous
but antithetical. He maintained that the
scholar who ventures outside the
Academy runs grave risks, gua scholar.
The stresses of extra-academic activity
are such that either one’s capacities for
accurate observation, lucid thought,

and dispassionate judgement are seri-
ously impaired; or one becomes so in-
volved that one has no time for the re-
search and publication one presuma-
bly would have engaged in otherwise.
In either case, scholarship suffers.
Ergo, applied folklore is bad. Dorson
concluded, “Once we cease to be cool,
calm, detached, imperturbable schol-
ars and get carried away, we may get
in trouble.” His position did not go
unchallenged. Richard Bauman said
that he did not wish to appear as the
only one “holding out against the
forces of evil and tooth decay,” and
yielded the floor to the other members
of the panel, Roger Abrahams, Ken-
neth Goldstein, and Ray Browne (who
had been persuaded to attend his first
folklore conference in years and the
last, so far as I know, he has ever at-
tended).

Successively, they made the counter
arguments that extending the results
of scholarship to those who can use it
does not subvert it, that the relation-
ship between scholarship and applica-
tion is, rather, a healthy reciprocity, a
mutual dependence, in which one
feeds the other and vice-versa. In fact,
they argued, the application of schol-
arship imposes upon the scholar a
higher degree of accountability for its
soundness than mere circulation
among peers, and this would tend to
enhance, not subvert, its integrity. The
stance taken by all the panelists but
Dorson reflected a trend of the times—
particularly in the social sciences—
from detached observation and analy-
sis to a stance in which observation
and analysis are increasingly mixed
with participation (including advice,
advocacy, and activism). Actually, it is
Emerson'’s old Transcendentalist con-
ception of the American Scholar—out
in the world, gaining knowledge and
reviving his sensibilities by contact
with active working people—carried
one step farther.

The issue was thus polarized, and
the conference before it concluded
took on some of the features of opéra
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bouffe. At one point in the afternoon’s
proceedings Dorson said that Américo
Paredes had become a “professional
Chicano” and had stopped writing
books. Archie Green called Dorson a

- liar, and Byrd Granger fell off the plat-

form backwards. The proponents of
applied folklore on this occasion far
outnumbered their opponents, how-
ever, and they departed Pittsburgh
flushed with victory and looking for-
ward to the 1971 AFS Annual Meeting
in Washington, D.C., at which they
tully expected to receive AFS endorse-
ment of their proposal for a Center of
Applied Folklore. It did not happen.
At the Washington meeting the mo-
tion was tabled, and an elaborate data
gathering /reporting procedure de-
vised by then President D.K. Wilgus
was instituted to ensure an informed
membership when the motion came
off the table at the next annual meet-
ing. The polarization which had oc-
curred in Pittsburgh now spread to the
AFS, forming roughly along Penn-
Texas/Indiana-UCLA axes, and the
ensuing dialogue was as “lively” as
any that had occurred in living mem-
ory. When the vote was finally taken

' in Austin in the fall of 1972, the ap-

plied folklorists won handily—but
something had happened to applied
folklore in the interim.

In its interaction with the AFS
membership over the intervening year
the Committee on Applied Folklore
(now chaired by Robert Byington) had
perceived the desirability of modify-
ing its definition of applied folklore in
the interest of receiving the Society’s
approval; and the hard advocacy im-
plicit in the original definition was sof-
tened—in fact, eliminated. Applied
folklore became “an expansion of the
folklorists” customary activities (re-

- search, fieldwork, publication and

teaching), particularly teaching, into
areas beyond the walls of the acad-

. emy”; and the Committee, righteously

denying the charge that we were “dis-

- sidents or revolutionaries,” stated

flatly that “we have no social or politi-



cal platform.” Thus, the heart of the
original idea stopped beating; and
“applied folklore” became sufficiently
broad a category to include what ap-
pears to be an almost limitless range of
possibilities.

Other things had also happened to
weaken and diffuse the initial impetus
of applied folklore. The possibility of
an AFS Center of Applied Folklore, ap-
proved by the AFS membership in
Austin, depended from the beginning
upon an offer from Point Park College
to subsidize such a Center. But finan-
cial difficulties and a review of all the
college’s ancillary activities in 1972 re-
sulted in a moratorium on any such fu-
ture ventures, and the offer of subven-
tion was withdrawn. Ralph Rinzler of
the Smithsonian Institution—who had
perceived his work there as applied
folklore long before the Committee’s
new, broadened definition explicitly
acknowledged folk festival production
as an example—then offered to find a
home for the Center at the Smith-
sonian. As it turned out, the Smith-
sonian, while not attracted by the idea
of a Center, as such, had needs. As I re-
ported to the Committee (then consist-
ing of Richard Bauman, Henry Glassie,
Kenneth Goldstein, Rayna Green,
David Hufford, Patrick Mullen, and
myself):

What we might be interested in, Jim

(Morris, Director, Division of Per-

forming Arts, SI) then opined, was a

survey and data collection effort . ..

to serve the particular needs of his
division in mounting the massive
four month long folk festival they
plan for the summer of 1976 . . . it
would be a start, a move in the right
direction, the camel’s nose in the
tent—so the argument went—al-

though it could hardly be called a

Center of Applied Folklore. And

there the thrust for a Center of Ap-

plied Folklore . . . has for the mo-
ment petered out.
The confluence of the Smithsonian’s
needs with the Committee’s search for
a Center resulted ultimately in a con-

tract with the AFS for data collection
(approved by the Executive Board in
June, 1973) and my subsequent em-
ployment at the Smithsonian Institu-
tion; but that these represented
achievements in or for applied folklore
is difficult to see.

Nevertheless, because of the estab-
lishment of the Folk Arts Program at
the National Endowment for the Arts
in 1973 and that of the American
Folklife Center at the Library of Con-
gress in 1976, as well as the continuing
activities of the Smithsonian’s Office
of Folklife programs, a large number
of folklorists (and quite properly so in
view of the definition which now ob-
tains), have elected to work outside
the academy; and these “public sec-
tor” folklorists have become an influ-
ential group. Their typical activities,
however, invite two questions: Is what
they do applied folklore in the original
sense of application to ameliorate or
solve perceived social problems? And,
a far more important question, does it
work? I will beg the first question be-
cause I am aware that folklorists en-
gaged in cultural conservation (which
is what most public sector folklorists
seem to be doing) tend to regard it as a
solution to perceived social problems,
and let my response to the second
serve as the answer to both.

The problems involved in applying
folklore are far more complex than
those involved in merely collecting
and publishing it, so complex that, as
Richard Dorson seems to have per-
ceived—more than the rest of us did at
the time—the game may not be worth
the candle. Take cultural conservation.
There is a disjunction here between
theory/rhetoric and practice/reality.
The principal impetus is the well-
meaning, pluralism-oriented folklor-
ist’s desire to revitalize traditional
ways of life for the benefit of Every-
man (who needs to appreciate the
varied esthetic dimensions of human
existence), but particularly for the folk
themselves, so they will not become
faceless members of a standardized
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mass culture. Have the cultural conser-
vationists been successful? With the
exception of momentary apparent vic-
tories here and there, there is little or
no evidence they have? simply because,
by and large, change cannot be resisted
for long, and because most members of
traditional communities want to be-
come faceless members of standardized
mass culture, particularly if it means a
more comfortable way of life for them.
Give them a choice between living tra-
ditions and a pocketful of cash, and
you'll see some dying traditions every
time.

When assessed statistically, then,
cultural conservation appears ulti-
mately to be futile; and attempting to
apply folklore in other ways invariably
involves one in dilemmas, ethical and
otherwise, which resist resolution.
There are the pitfalls which lie in the
funding of applied folklore by agencies
and organizations with their own axes
to grind (the common experience here
has been that the work comes to
naught, or is never even begun); but
the most troublesome ones are likely to
arise from conflicts between what the
meliorist applied folklorist thinks
should be done and what the commu-
nity being studied thinks should be
done. Who should prevail? What little
experience we have with applying folk-
lore indicates that there are no easy an-
swers to the questions application
raises, if there are any answers at all;
and somewhere down the line one be-
gins to believe that Richard Dorson
may have been right.

Robert H. Byington

University of North Carolina at
Wilmington

Wilmington, North Carolina

NOTES

"Warren Roberts (Folklore Institute, Indiana
University): “Function in Folk Architecture”;
W.F.H. Nicolaison (SUNY at Binghamton): “The
Mapping of Folk Culture As Applied Folklore”;
James Deetz (Brown University): “The Feasibil-
ity of an Urban Open Air Ethnic Museum.”
*Camp, Charles and Timothy Lloyd, “Six Rea-
sons Not to Produce Folk Festivals,” Keittucky
Folklore Record, XXVI, Nos. 1 and 2 (1980), 67-74.
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