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ILL SMIETH LIVES IN AN OLD FARMHOUSI

a mile from Loma's Diner, one of the social centers of South
Colton. In the scrubby hills at the northwestern edge of
the Adirondacks, it’s the kind of hamler you don't look
twice it \\lu n \\}1- --~]‘1|11'_: }‘\ on llh W t.HI\' hl'_'l]\\ "
there's no chic nustic-fumiture shop or charming Victo
rian inn, just a convenience store and the brown-sided
.Jlmx'l, hﬂll!ln'.l in I Wik \|~

Sixty-one vears ago, when Smith, the youngest of ten children, was

bom in a farmhouse three miles from here, this country was all dirt roads
Hhi Pasture I .m1ll1t'\ were ] Irge, o ensure I]h‘h' Were ¢iu '|1-_fl| h.nn'- o
help with the farm chores. Men spent part of their time working in the
woods, women tended the animals, and most evervbody sang or fiddled
ind square danced until dawn on Saturday nights in the local grange
hall or the schoolhouse at Cooks Corners

Smith's father was a jobber for the logging camps, hiring our with a
team of horses to work as far away as Cranberry Lake. His mother took
care of the kids, kept the books for a lumber company, milked the tam
ily’s fifteen cows, fed the pigs and horses, and tended the large vegetable
garden. But no marter what she was doing, “she always sang,” he says
“We'd sit around at night on the porch and sing songs, her and 1"

Some songs she learme d trom the lumbermen who staved at the farm
house tor a day or two on their way into or out of the woods. “Mother
would give them a handout and say, *Sing a song."” They'd sing not only
logeing songs like “Once More A-Lumbering Go™ and “Tebo” but also
old songs—bhallads like “The Dyving Soldier” and “Barbara Allen™—and
cowboy songs. “There was a relationship between loggers and cowboys
ind gold miners and wandering-type people,” says Smith. “They were
never warm, they were never dry, and they went from one place to
another.”

His mother also learmned songs from Grace Green, who lived down the
road and had eighteen children. “She used to sing a song about a guy
that got lost and died in a sandstone cave in North Carolina,” but both
women had different styles, notes Smith. Grace Green “sang a cappel
la. She could belt it right out,” whereas his mother “sang more tune
songs. She'd whistle a melody. I'm the same way, there's always a tune
going in my head.”

Smith opens up a blue-green notebook in which he's listed “a small

sampling” of the songs he knows. In big scrawling scnipt he’s written

them down by categ P irlor songs, ethnic songs, tarmer songs, log
ging songs, tragedy songs, prison songs, hobo songs, square-dance songs,
Adirondack songs, funny songs, love songs

Singing wasn't an activity limited to the home. On weekends Smith
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ind 19405, lumbermen stopped living in
the camps, ending the madition of after
dinner singmg along the “deacon board,”
I |--1|;’I\'|h|| in the bunkhouse where the
men sal ¢ |u-\\|n'_: tobacco and te “I.Ii_,' sty
nes. Electricity, which didn’t arrive in the
South Colton countryside until the fifties,
ilso played a role in killing the singing
tradition: People could listen to the radio
ind reconds without having to worry about
uUnserving i' Mtenes or weanng oat !ln'll
wms winding up the Victrola. Greater
mobiliry when Smith was growing up,
‘it yvou knew somebody five miles away, it
was like they lived in another country™
ind the passing of I WG indd tarming as
viable local ways to make a living caused
the younger generation to move away and
lose mterest in the old music

A handful of Adirondackers like Smith,
who learned the music by ear, along with
1 new generation of singer/songwnitens,
including Dan Bergeren, Chins Shaw, Peg
iy Eyres, and George and Vaughn Ward,
have resuscitated a few of the traditional
hitnies, ballads and logging songs in per
formances at m}lrllu |n‘~. ™ |\- -~l~ .lrl-l ot
loor festivals. But singing, fiddling and
lancing as an unselfconscious, commu
nal acuvity that people in the mountains
hid to relieve long days of hard work have
| wsed the way of the crosscut saw and the
uilting bee

R INA \ i MU

traditions have not been entirely lost, nor
has their significance to the folk culture ar
large gone unrecognized, thanks to the
eftorts of a few prescient collectors. Early
in this century, when British folklorise
Cecil Sharp discovered British ballads in
the southern Appalachians, people b
heved that the music reflected a tradition
that had died out everywhere else. Bur the
collectors in the Adirondacks found tha
the same tradition of songs from England,
scotland and Ireland had been preserved
in the repertoires of loggers and farmers

In the 1930s Hamilton College protes
sor Harold Thompson and his students

=%
Lake. Der - 1y

recorded and transcnibed tolksongs from
New York State, including lumber songs
md histonical ballads trom the Adiron
facks, which became ”1--1ll|"---|1'- 1939

book Boots & Britches. Another
noteworthy collector was Frank Wamer,
1 performer who searched out and com
|'1||\| Ir |.i|1|--l| || SUMNILTS 1}1|-'n;}1--||r Iln
East. Warner's friendship with maverick
collectors John and Alan Lomax led 1o
the publication, in their 1947 songbook
Folk Somg USA, of “Blue Mountain Lake,”
\\|'|h}1 Warmner had learned from Yanket
John Galusha, probably the best known of
the Adirondack traditional singers

Warner had met Galusha in 1940
through writer Carl Carmer. Bomn just be
fore the Civil War, Galusha was a retired
lumberman, guide and tire observer from
Minerva with a stock of ballads that “re
flected the entire history of the United
States,” according to one folklorist. Rari
ties sung by Galusha included “The Flying
Cloud,” a sixteen-stanza pirate ballad da
ing from the early nineteenth century;
“The Inish Sixty-Ninth,” abour an Insh
regiment that fought in the Civil War, and
“The Irishtown Crew.” a song commem
orating a spree at a local bar. (The music
ind words for each are included in Anne
Wamer's Tradinonal Amenican Folk Somgs
from the Frank and Anne Wamer Collec
tion, published in 1984.)

Oalusha's songs and stories were alse
collected by Marjorie Lansing Porter, a
newspaper columnist and local historian

BRASS BANDS
As pioneer Adirondack cross
roads became full-fledged com-
mumbes, one owvic INstitu-
ton that emerged was the
brass band. Often com
pnsed of volunteer firemen
the band was typically a
male province, second only
to baseball as a refuge from
women
Jeanne Robert Foster, an
Adirondack writer whose
poems memonalize many
SO mountain characters
recalls the band in Chester-
town as “a _-e_ood band wath
two sets of instruments
best and second-best; and long
red coats and white horse tails
for their helmets and gold braid
and fnnge at the shoulders.
She wntes They had a little
bandhc down by the creek
where the members practiced
mights. Village wives were in the
habit of speaking of the band
as wives now speak of the club
its attractions were the menace
of their evening at home. The
bandhouse was always the re
treat of the henpecked hus
band.”

But other kinds of musical
entertainments embraced the
whole community. Mary Jenk-
ins, of Olmstedwlle, remembers

ongs in the school and a
chorus in Minerva organized by
an t_‘nrl'lpr:smf.;_ citizen named
Alice Swatzer. And in the 1920s
and 1930s, impromptu bands
playing old-timey music sup-
planted the lone fiddle player
at square dances. Chuck Traver,
the barber in Lake Luzerne for

fifty years, recalls a band con-

sisting of a fiddle, drums, banjo

and piano that performed for
dances in the Odd Fellows hall



FIDDLING AROUND from Keeseville, whose recordings of 1
oL, DIere kids and retirees showed tired loggers, miners, farmers and the
1 ddlers’ mmboree wives singing, fiddling and remuiniscn
the late 1940s and early 1950s constinu
1 comprehensive portrait of Adirondack
traditions. Porter was intent on capturis
NOLE Just MOUNENN musK i'lll' [
aspect of the history of Clinton a
l:“*\'\\n‘l”"ll'\.“I'||'|'|||l' [ll il Bovls
remedies to how to wield a pib
™ 'll.' to llu' names at wd o uprat
of individuals living in Plartshur
during the War of 1812
Having roots in the region
hack several generations, Porter
unigque in that “she recorded wi
tamilies,” notes folklonst Vaughs
Ward. “She didn't just go and carcl
A SONE as an s laved artitact, wh
is a lot like taking the weather
siding off your barm and puttin
up on the wall.”
While Porter's encyclopedic colle
of Adirondack music unfortunarel
never published, she was instrument
drawing the attention of nan
known folk performers like Pete Seq
ind Milt Okun to Adirondack m
Seeger, who first met Porter in 195
members her as “a spry, independ
WOman, pre wid of her family.” Initall
was put off by Seeger’s p litics, tellin
the second rime they met, “you're not
vour said you were,” he recalls. H
she evenrually agreed ro work with See
who tape-recorded some of the sor
her original wax disks and used then
his album Champlam Valley Somgs, rel
by Folkways Records in 1960
Today Porter’s collection of
which was transterred by the Libra
Congress in the 1980s onto tharty-the
I\'\'l Ty ln'l tapes, resides at the Femnl
Library, at the State University of N
York at Plattsburgh. Scratchy, tull of <k
and in places almost impossible t
the recordings nonetheless provide ap
erful and moving testimonial 1o the
of Adirondack musical styles. They
from the plain, unaccompanied s
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AN ADIRONDACK DISCOGRAPHY AND BOOKLIST

All selections are cassette tapes unless otherwise indicated

Bill Smith, Singing by the Fire with Old

Friends. Adirondack songs with Dan
Berggren, Peggy Eyres and others. Avail-
able from Bill Smith, (315) 262-2436

Lawrence QOlder nf- Middle Grove, NY
-\L‘u:mp.lm-mg himself on guitar and
fiddle, Older sings Child ballads and
tunes from his traditional repertoire
Available from Folk-Legacy Records,
(860) 364-5661

Sara Cleveland: Ballads and Songs. Unac
companied ballads learmed from her fam

tly and neighbors. Folk-Legacy R

Vic Kibler, Adirondack Fiddler. Old-time fid
dle with piano, hammer dulcimer and gui
tar. Sampler Records, (800) 5

Don Woodcock, St. Lawrence River Valley Fid
dling. Includes tunes Don learmed from

his father, who picked them up from Jerry

Streeter, a famous fiddler at the tum of

the century. Accompanied by piano,
drums, guitar and bass. Available from

Don Woodcock, (315) 344-2346

Adirondack Green. Traditional & ()ﬁ_\{nluf
Songs of the Adirondacks by Dan Berggren

and fnends
Includes a few
loggers
favonites, plus
Cllm[_:uutn_'uu.
by Berggren
Sleeping Giant
Records,
4858

C .'1.'|tif1.p!r”((
Peggy Eyres and

Dan Berggren

Songs about
North Coun-
try people and
places by Eyres

and Berggren. Dulcimer, guitar, fiddle,
piano and other accompaniment. On CD.
Sleeping Giant Records

Chris Shaw, Adirondack. Folk-style songs

of his own composition along with some

traditional tunes. Keyboard, gurtar, bass,

pedal steel and fiddle accompaniment

On CD. Hudson River Company, (518)
74-8282

B-. OIS AND
Body, Boots © Bnitches. Harold Thompson

ARTICLE

(. B. Lppincorr,19 39: repnnted by Syra-

cuse University Press, 1979)

Adirondack Voices: Woodsmen and Woods
Lore. Robert D. Bethke (University of Il
nois Press, 1981; reprinted by S.U. Press,
1994)

Traditional American Folk Songs from the
Frank and Anne Warner Collection, Anne
Wamer (S.U. Press, 1984)

Folk Song USA: 111 Best American Ballads.
Alan Lomax (Duell, Sloan & Pierce, 1947)

“Anglo-Amencan Folk Song Collecting
and Singing Traditons in New York
State” by Vaughn Ward. New York Folk
lore, (Volume XXIV, Number 34). New
York Folklore Society, (607) 273-9137

Old-Time Music Makers of New York State.
Simon J. Bronner (S.U. Press, 1987)

Shantymen and Shantyboys: Songs of the
Sailor and Lumberman. William Main Doer-
flinger (MacMillan, 1951)

Adirondack Portraits: A Piece of Time
Jeanne Robert Foster; edited by Noelle
Riedinger-Johnson (S.U. Press, 1986)

Books listed above published by Syra-
cuse University Press are stll in print;
(800) 365-8929




STRIKING A CHORD
Contmued from page 51
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notes in Adivondack Voices that “the
songs he once sang in bunkhouses and
barrooms became an important part of
the man and his public identity. Know

ing them brought status and esteem.”

The loggers sang all kinds of songs,
from minstrel tunes to tum-of-the-cen-
tury tearjerkers, but it was lynics tha
spoke to the men's experience, related
to the hazards of the job, their separa-
tion from women and their footloose
ways, that stuck. Logging songs that
came from the Midwest or Maine, like
“Once More A-Lumbering Go,” were
localized through the insertion of
names of local places and people (in
this case the river mentioned is the
Saranac and the town is Glens Falls)
Some songs might have been made up
from bits of other songs, with verses
from a ballad and a minstrel-tune re-
frain, for example, and they might have
been adapted from other trades. The
jam boats in “Jump Her, Juberju.” for
instance, are equipped with nggmg
that hint at the song's roots as a Great
Lakes schooner tune.

Was there a tradition that could be
called exclusively Adirondack? A few
songs, while they borrowed from other
tunes, seem almost definitely to have
been written and popularized in the
Adirondacks. “Blue Mountain Lake”
recounts a fight in a lumber camp he
tween two loggers, Jimmy Lou and Bl
- Mitchell (“as mean a damn man as you

ever did see™). According to Harold K

Hochschild'’s book Tounship 34, Low

was a tough woodsman from Minenva
- and Mitchell “was a well-known Blue
Mountain Laker.” The other charac
ters, “Dandy Pat” and Nellie, the camyp
cook, were also actual people. Versions
of the song collected outside New York
retain the integrity of its Adirondack
locale.

Adirondackers also claim “Tebo™ a
an original. Ir describes the drowning

ADIRONDACK LIFE
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¢ a lumberman, who by popular tradi-

non was believed ro be a French-Cana-
Jun working on a log drive on the
lordan River. Bill Smith says that his
parents actually knew Tebo, but that
Joesn't prove the song wasn't adapted
from one that recounts a similar trag-
edy that occurred in the wilds of Maine
or Michigan.

Two other examples of Adirondack
wngs are “Grace Brown and Chester
Gillerte,” which chronicles the mur-
Jer of Brown in Big Moose Lake, and
“Bert La Fontaine’s Packard,” which
Jescribes the capture of a bootleguer.

A rendition of that song recorded in
the Porter collection is prefaced by
Porter's remarks thar it “was written by
[orothy Sequin, who was traveling at
the time it was written with this boot-

- legger Bert La Fontaine.”

The actual authors and origins of
these songs are perhaps of less interest
than what they say about the tough,
Lconic men who lived and worked in
the woods, and their relationship o
the music. “Some of the men who
made up those songs were pretty mean
poets,” says George Ward. The songs
were about real people and were meant
“lor teasing your friends, to entertain,
and 1o memorialize,” he comments.

Even today, Ward says, the old songs
can trigger a memory, Once, during a
performance at the arts center in Blue
Mountain Lake, Ward was prompted
tosing “Blue Mountain Lake™ by a guy
who “sidled up to us and said, *You
know that song about Blue Mountain
Lake that Yankee John used 1o sing?
It's kind of a rough song. | don't know
i people want to hear it." ™ Taking the
bait, Ward sang it, assuring the man
that the crowd would love it. But af-
terwards “a woman came up to me with
her husband in tow and said, “This is
my husband, Frank, a direct descen-
dane of Bill Mitchell in that song.™ <
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