“The Lane County Bachelor™
Folksong or Not?*

by Jan Harold Brunvand

he folksongs of homesteaders on the Great Plains have

received relatively little study by American folklorists’

Such songs are not deficient as documenis of social his-

tory, for the numerous texts of a homesteaders’ song like

““Sweel Nebraska Land” with its variations as “Dakola

Land,” “*Kansas Land,” and so [orth are just as revealing
of Western American events and atlitudes as are songs like “The Old
Chisholm Trail,” “The Mountain Meadows Massacre,” or “Sam
Bass,” all of which have been traced and discussed. Probably, pioneer
farmers’ Tolksongs have been slighted simply because swatting (leas in
sod houses has seemed less intriguing to scholars than driving dogies
up the trails or pulling hand carts across the plains or describing a
life of crime.

Particularly neglecled among Western pioneer songs are the
Iyrical pieces. Ballads, such as “Joe Bowers,” have auracted much
attention, while songs centering on feelings rather than plot, like
“Little Old Sod Shanty on the Claim,” usually rate only generalized
headnotes in the folksong collections. One such Iyrical folksong of the
plains settlers which prominent anthologizers like Sandburg, Botkin,
and Lomax have included is generally known as *The Lane County
Bachelor™ or “‘Starving to Death on my Government Claim.” Sung
to the tuae of *“The Irish Washer Woman,”? this liltung piece renders
into ruslic verse common experiences of life in a homestead shack,
such as those in the third stanza of the first example: “How happy |
feel when [ crawl into bed./And a ratilesnake rattles a wune at my
head” and so on.' Surely we have herc a clear instance of Mody
Boatright’s claim for a ‘“‘buoyani” strain of frontier humor which
employed “‘exiravagent burlesque of the cuisider’s conception of the
frontier™ and which projected a resilient pioneer spirit rather than
bleak despair.' And surely it is worthwhile to learn more aboul a
song which writers on American folklore frequently cite as a typical
example of the Western folk worldview® and which authoriiative West-
ern folklorists have characterized as “probably the most widely sung
of the *‘sodbuster’ ballads.™
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It needs to be reiterated, however, that ““The Lune Counly
Bachelar™ is not 1 ballad, or at least it has not been indexed as such in
the standard syllabus of native balladry. G. Malcolm Laws, Jr.. did no
sec fil to include it in his seciion "'Ballads of Cowboys and Pioneers,”
nor even in his appendix list of the less structured “*Ballad-1.ike
Pieces,” although the song was printed by several of the authors Laws
drew upon. and it has as much narrative content as, say, ““The Dreary
Black Hills,” which is in Laws’ syllabus.” Lacking Laws® listing, one
must gather published examples without the convenience of a special
bibliographic aid.

We may assume at the outset that the major reference in the song
is to the Homestead Act of 1862 under the provisivns of which vast
stretches of the Great Plains were opened in 160-acre parcels to any-
one willing 1o pay a ten-dollar fee. reside on his claim, and culdivate it
for five years. Derails in the various texts of the song jibe well with
the hardships of farming in these parts dureng the last three decades
of the nineteenth century when inept administration ef the tands com-
bined with plagues of insects and a run of miserable weather to zest
the pioneers’ mettle. The song fits these historic circumstances; we
lack clear proof of it being widely sung on the plains early in the home-
steading period, but there is reasonably convincing evidence for a
tradition by the 188("s and the jurn of the century,

[ ane county in the song is the one in west-central Kansas {the
only other in the U.S. being in Oregon). From Lane county, Kansas,
we get the longest early version of the ballad. This is the “Kepner
text” given in full below as it was written down and dated March 8,
891, by Ed Kepner of Dighton, Kansas. and given in 1933 to the
library at Fort Hays Kansas Slate College. The texl remained there
for some twenly years before being published in the Pighton [Kansas]
Herald® in the early 1950's after a Lane county resident accidentally
discovered Vance Randolph's 1941 Library of Congress recording of
an Arkansas version. At that time Ed Kepner delivered a copy of his
manuscript to the newspaper for publication, and finally in 1961 it was
also published in a local commemorative booklet® and in a scholarly
collection of Kansas folklore,' then again in a penerat collection of
Western folksongs tn 1968."

THE LANE COUNTY BACHEI OR
The Kepneriext:

i. Frank Baker's my name and a sachelor I am,
T'm keep.ng old patch 03 an elegant plan.
You'll find me ovr west jn the county af Lane,
I'm starving Lo death on a government claim.
My howse it is built uf the natural sol,



The walls are erecied according 1o Hoyle.
The rool has no pitch bul is level and plain,
And | always get wel when it happens 1o rain.

Hurrah lor Lane County, the land of the [ree.
The home ol Lhe grasshopper, bed bug and fica
I'll sing loud its praises and 1ell of its fame,
While siarving 1o death on a government claim.

2. My clothes they are rapged, my language is raugh,
My bread is case-hardened both solid and lough.
The dough it is scallered all over the room,
And the floor 1l gets scared at Lhe sighl of a broom.
My dishes are scattered all over the bed,
They are covered with sorghum and Government bread.
Sull 1 bave 4 good Lime and live al my ease
On commoan sop-sorghum, old bacon and grease.

Then come 1o Lane County, here is a home llor vou ali,
Where the winds never cease and the rains never fall,
And the sun never sels but will always remain

Till it burns vou all up on a Governmen claim.

3. How happy 1 feel when I craw! into bed,
And arattlesnake railles a lune al My head,
And the gay litlle centipede. void ol all fear,
Crawls over my neck and down wila my ear.
And the liltle bed hugs so cheerful and bright,
They keep me a-laughing two-thirds of the night.
And the gay litte Mea wilh sharp 1acks in his 10es,
Plavs "Why don’l you caich me™ all aver my nose.

Hurrah for l.ane County, hurrah [or the wesl,
Where farmers and laborers are ever at resi.
Far there's nothing 1o do but to sweetly remain
And starve like a man on a Government claim.

4. How happy am | on my governmenl claim,
For I"'ve nothing Lo lose por I've nothing Lo gain.
I've nothing Lo eal and I've nothing 1o wear.
And nothing from nothing is honest and fair.
Oh, il is here T am solid and here ) will siay,
For my money is all gone and 1 can't get away.
There is nothing that makes a man hard and profane,
Like starving Lo death on o Government claim.

Hurrah for Lane County, where hlizzards arise,
Where the winds never cease and Lhe flea never dies.
Come jain in the chorus and sing of its fame,

You poor hungry hoboes thal's siarved on the claim.

5



5. No. dan'i gel discouraged, you poor hungry men,
For we arc all here as free as a pig in a pen.
Just stick 10 vour homestead and battle the fleas
And look Lo your Maker Lo send you a breeze.
Now all you claim helders [ hope you will stay
And chew your hardiack till you are toothless and grey.
Bul as for myself T'll no longer remain
And slarve like a dog an a Goverament clajm.

Farewell 10 Lane Counly, larewell 1o the wesl,
I'll iravel back Eaxi to the girl 1 love best.

I'll stop in Missouri and get me a wifle

And live on corn dodgers the rest of my life.

The evidence is good that a real Frank Baker did homestead in
Lane couniy and there composed the words to the song which begins
with his name, fitting his lyrics to a well known fiddle tune. Mrs.
Bessie Prose Young, an old resident of the county, responded to a
query from the Lane County Historical Society in 1944 giving the
exact seclion numbers that Frank Baker homesteaded and the name
of the other bachelor he lived with; she noted that “[he] composed a
number of songs for our literary society.”? Clint Hanna, in 1957 a
Lane county college student doing research on the song, spoke to
several old residents who remembered Frank Baker; Hanna concluded
that the song was written between 1886 and 18917 |t is believed by
maost who have investigated the matter that Baker had left the county
early in the 18%)'s'%; none of his relatives remain thece or are known
of elsewhere. In any case, Lane county residents have no doubts about
his existence or his compostion; their historical society even started
a L.ane County Bachelor Contest in 1974 to choose the local man who
most resembles Lhe person in the song, awarding him prizes such as
a framed photo of the first sod house built in Lane county and a pack-
age of sunflower seeds. The contest is held annually during the Lane
County Fair.”

I accept the Kepner teat for its length, date, detail, coherence,
location, and apparent solid link 10 an actual Western homesteader
as a very likely base Lext for the whole tradition. It stands up well as
a clever and well-organized folk poem, and it can plausibly explain
all other known variants. The name "Lane county' appears in versions
far removed from western Kansas, but that is where the only possible
actual location may lie. The spirit of the song is cheerful (matching
its (une), and the language is sprinkled with proverbial common-
ptaces (like "“according to Hoyle”) and with nicely ironic touches,
such as *“‘an elegant plan™ (the Homestead Act itself?} and “nothing
from nothing ts honest and lair.”
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Corroboralive evideace for its authenticily is furnished by other
early western Kansas and Oklahoma texts, all shorter and exhibiting
variations typical of oral tradition. Raymond Tillotson of Shields
[Lane county|, Kansas, found an undated pencil copy of thirty-two
lines of the song among the papers of his father, a pioneer settler in
the county. Folklorist S. J. Sackett has suggested thal the gaps, spell-
ings, and lack of line divisions here raise the possibility of its having
been (aken down from oral rendition.'" Curiously, the Tillotson text’s
unique closing reference to Topeka has been printed twice as the ending
of 1he Kepner text, which actually names Missouri.'” Here is the last
stanza ol the Tillotson text as it was wrilten:

MNow all those good people

1 hope they will slaye &

chew there hard tack (ill they
Are loothless and grey

Buzt as for My Self I'l Nolonger
remain and starve like a dog
on a gov clame

I'm going o leave the

Wesl & 1ravel back east Lo the
girl [ love best il stop

in Topeka and get Me a

wife & there shall I stay

the test of my lile

Another handwritten text six lines shorter Lhan Lhe Kepner text
was sent about 1889 to the North Topeka Maif but was only published
in 1939 in the Kansas Historical Quarrerly." The first stanza reads:

frank baker is my name
and a hachelar | am
ime heeping ald bach
just like aman
youl [ind me oul west
in the county of ford
a starving Lo death
on a government clame

The wording throughout includes many slight variations suggestive of
oral transmission (“Hoyle™ is spelled “hoil,” for exumple), bul the
order ol stanzas and choruses is very elose Lo Lthe Kepner lext with the
exception of the county name, which ts Ford county (southeast of Lane
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county, the location of Dodge City). Sackett has collected a modern
fragment of the song in Hays, Kunsas; it retains the Lane county
reference but begins with another personal name: “Waterson's my
name and a bachelor I am.™® A siriking change in this text is in the
“according 10 Hoyle™ section:

My houseal is built of the Lane County siml.
The walls are erecled of Lhe best kinds uf suil.

repetilious, and certainly no improvement on the Kepner text, but
probably derived from a faulty memory of it.

An important early Greal Plains text ol the song was collected
by a most unlikely chance in Kentucky. In 1907 Josiah H. Combs of
Transylvania University, Lexington, collected a full sixiy-line Llext
from Dr. Ernest Smith, 4 transplanied Oklahoman, living in Knott
county. Kentucky.” Combs included eight lines of the song in his
1925 doctoral dissertation at the University of Paris.” and he pub-
lished it complele in 1939 with piano accompaniment in a sang [olio
litled Folk Songs from the Kenmiucky Highiands.™ a designation
that hardly fits? Ernest Smith used his own name in the opening
stunza, a practice Comhs identified as tradilional with the song. The
first stanza and chorus of the Combs Lext are as follows:

Ernest Smith is my name; an old bachelor 1 am;
I'm kegping wld batch on an immugrant plan.

Y ou'll find me oul West on the high-road 1o fame,
A-slarving Lo dealh on a Government clarm

M house it is buill ol rich, fertile soil;

My walls are engraved according (o Hovle

M rool has no pitch. bul it is level and plain.
And ['m sure to gel wel il il happensto rain.

Hurruh for B, County, the land of the (ree,
The home of the bed-bue, erasshopper, and [lea!
1"l sing out jis praises and Lell of ity lame.
W hile starving 1o death an s Government claim.

While the subjecl matter of the Kepner text 1s intact, virlually every

stanza has minor verbal variations on the order of “immigrant plan,”
“high-road 10 [ame,"” “crew of all fears,” and the unrhymed lines:

There’s nothing that makes a man solid and firm,
Like starving to death on a Government claim.

an ohvious variation in the direction of poorer wording from Kepner's
version. The name “B. County™ in the choruses is glossed by Combs
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as “‘Beaver County,” which ljes in the Oklahoma panhandle south
and wesl of Lane coumly, Kansas. Even more suggestive of a direct
traditional link beiween these states is the concluding chorus:

Farewell to B. Couniy, farewell to the West!

I'll tavel back ¥orrh 1o the girl T love besy;

I'll go back 10 Kansas and marry a wile,

And live on corn-dodgers the rest of my lifle.
[1ralics supplied)

The earliest known publication of “'Starving (o Death on my
Government Claim” was another from Qklahoma collected in 1908,
one year after Combs’ text; it appeared first in John A. Lomax’s
famous book Cowboy Songs (1910} under the title “Greer County.”?
Its thirty-six lines begin, *Tom Hight is my name, an old bachelor
1 am,” and the rest differs considerably from the Kepner text, both in
structure and in phraseology.* The most striking new wordings are
*“*country of fame,” “elegani plain,” “‘natural sod/according to hod,”
and in the final stanza a desire to *““quit corn bread for the rest of my
life,” since this Oklahoma bachelor had been eating *‘corn dodgers™
all along instead of hardtack or government bread.

The actual Greer county, Oklahoma, is directly south of Lane
county and near the Texas border. The song “Greer Couniy™ has the
earmacks of an interesting oral variation of the longer song, but
neither lohn A, Lomax nor his son Alan ever commented on it in terms
of this larger traditional context as they republished their 1ext, often
with inexplicable variations,

Reprinting it first as twenty-four lines in their book American
Ballads and Folk Songs (1934), they footnoted the song only “Text
from Cowbay Songs.*'* But a comparison shows that not only have
we lost an even dozen lines (all of stanzas two, three, and five), but
also some of the wording has been revised. In stanza one, for ex-
ample, “county” has replaced “‘country,” bringing the phrase to its
normal form. In Folk Song: U.S. 4. (1947) the Lomaxes titled their
song ““Starving 10 Death on a Government Claim,” adding a piano
arrangement plus the information that “John A. Lemax first re-
corded this sod-shanty complaint in 1908 from that hardy old West-
ern cowboy and homesteader, Tom Hight, who could sing ballads all
aight and never repeut.’” However, Lhe relationship between the
text now presenied and theic supposed 1910 original becomes even
more curious. This Lime there are thirty-two lines, since stanzas (wo
and five have been restored; bul now six has been shifted ahead of four,
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In stanza one the term *“country’ is back, but elegant “plan™ has
replaced “‘plain.” The *‘natural sod” of 1910 has been altered to
“national soil” and rhymed wilh the familiar **according to Hoyle."
In the last line “*corn dodgers” have replaced “corn bread.” Finally,
in 1964, Alan Lomax in the Penguin Book of American Folk Songs
presents his latest thirty-two line revision of the song, still presumably
drawn from his lather’s earliest fieldwork, but now under the title
“My Government Claim”™ and fitted out with a new piano arrange-
meat.”’ He chooses the same slanzas as appeared in Folk Song:
L/ S.A., but now stanza eight has been moved up to penultimate posi-
tion and rewritlen “‘crv quits on corndodgers the rest of my life.”” We
have “'‘county of fame” back again, but **elegant plan” remains.

What might we conclude from this amazing history of a sup-
posed single folksong text recurring in the works of two folklorists
upon whom we are forced to rely for many imporiant traditional
items? Obviously, as John Q. West also found in his investigation of
a related matter in the Lomax corpus, there is strong evidence for
tampering with the text beyond the limits of emendalions or clarifi-
calions.™

In 1964 in Ethel and Chauncey O. Moore's book Ballads and Folk
Songs of the Southwesr® a version of “*Greer County” was published
coming [rom a singer in the town of Mangum [Greer county], Okla-
homa. But it seems impossible to credit their statement that it was
composed by a singing schoolteacher named George Crawlord, who
conducted classes in the AV schoolhouse on the AV Ranch before
Oklahoma became a state” (that is, before 1907). Not only arc there
earlier and better authenticated texts, but this one is almost exactly
John A Lomax’s 1910 version, with Tom Hight, “‘country of lame,”
“*cornbread’ and all. Either the informant has made some reference
ta the book Cowboy Songs, or Crawlord wrote it for Tom Hight, or
this is an unusuval instance of communal re-creation of folksongs
failing to operate in oral tradition. It is also interesting that the
Moores give “Bee County’ as a local variant of the song’s title; there
is no Bee county in Oklahoma. Likely this is the “B. County” of
Combs’ version, that is, Beaver county, where, incidentally, Tom
Hight himsell told Lomax that he had participaled in singing con-
tests during his boyhood—another nice hint of southward migration
of the song from Lane eounty down into Oklahoma.”

Now, where did John {or Alan) Lomax get diflerent versions of
the song? Unfortunately, as D. K. Wilgus has written, “even with the
help of the Lomax manuscripts it is not possible Lo reconstruct all the
links belween the folk versions and the printed texts.”” Austin Fife
inspected the Lomax papers but found no original text taken down
from the lips of Tom Hight, but only a few "“extra stanzas’ sent to
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John Lomax after the publication of Cowbeoy Songs by Professor
Hubert G. Shearin, who was a sometime collaborator on folksong
research with Josiah Combs of Transylvania University.® These
stanzas are recognizable as coming from the Combs” **Ernest Smith™
version, complete with lhe very revealing *“*North (0 Kansas”
chorus, but Lomax seems not Lo have noted this clue. although he
may have plucked "according to Hoyle™ and other wording from this
very lext.”

We recognize so far from the laie 1880°s up to around 1907-08
a movemen! of the song southward from Lane county, into north and
central Oklahoma, thence coming 10 the attention of certain pro-
fessors in Texas and (very oddly) in Kentucky, Next let us briefly
review other directions of migration. Ben Gray Lumpkin of the
University of Colorado collected a thirty-line text in Boulder in
1961.* The singer said she learned it in her family about 1910, and
it seems to be the Kepner “Frank Baker™ text severely worn down by
years of iraditional circulation or faulty memory. Nebraska folk-
lorist Louise Pound had collected a much more complete Lext— fifiy-
eight lines—in the opposite direction, from an informant in Hot
Springs, South Dakola, back in 1914.** The only two lines ol the
Kepner texl not found here are those concerning the sharp-tack-toed
fleas in stanza three. It had bacon and cheese (rather than *grease™)
in the bachelor’s menu {agreeing with Lomax) and refers to chewing
the “hard rag™ where *“hard tack” is expecied; other variations are
minor. When Louise Pound’s text was recently reprinted in Roger
L. Welsch's book 4 Treasury of Nebraska Pioneer Folklore' and then
again in Welsch’s Sod Walls: The Story of the Nebraska Sod
House,”” a presumption is conveyed that this very text of the song
was orally circulated in Nebraska, which is, of course, probably not
true. {Welsch also mentions North Dakota as a place where the song
was sung, without citing examples, and none has come 10 my
attention.)™

At about this point il 15 convenient to mention Lhat sheet music
and four stanzas of words for “Starving to Death on a Government
Claim™ were copyrighted in 1912 by O. §. Grant.” While a few
phrases of the folksong tradition are recognizable here (**according
to Hoyle,” “Home of the grasshopper, bedbug and flea,” and so
forth), most of il is completely different and brings in such illogical
references as “sagebrush and cactus.”” The opening line is completely
original: “*Don’l ask me my name, a honvocker” | am.” and the
conclusion follows suit:

Some day Uncle Sam will say. “well done,”
Here 15 a deed 1w the homesicad thal you have won.
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€ come now Lo probably the best known version, certainly

the most widely reprinted. and heretofore the most mys-

terious as 10 source: Carl Sandburg’s full sixty-lhine text

from this 1927 book The American Songbag atlributed

rather vapuely 10 Jowa and Nebraska." Its opening

senlence as printed. because of the name used and the
spelling of a contraction. makes it immediately recognizable: *My
name is Frank Bolar, ‘nole bachelor I am.”™ Once again the order of
stanzas and choruses is very close to the Kepner text, the name *‘Lane
county' is preserved. and the variations in wording are mostly those
which oral tradition may account for. [T we focus on just four of these
changes which appear for the first time in this version (plus the opening
line already quoted), we can easily trace the specific influence of
Sandburg an later writers and singers—mostly writers. These changes
are: 1) “national soil” (instead of Kepner's “natural” soil), a reading
which appeared in a Lomax reprinting twenty vears later; 2) “My
Aead is case-hardened™ (instead of my “‘bread™); 3) “A rattlesnake
rattles his raif [instead of a tune| at my head™; and 4) “rack /back”
as the rhyme in the flea couplet, instead of “‘10es/nose” (Kepner's
Lext being rearranged). Texts naming Frank Bolar as the bachelor may
be scored from zero to four with regard to these wordings, a higher
score suggesting likely derivation from Sandburg. In brief, and
chronologically, the reprintings (and I have probably missed some)
are as follows:

[930—Sandburg's (ext reprinted straight (score four) in a work
on Kansas folksongs. (No source given.)"

1932 —One stanza and chorus printed in a songbook. The Cowbay
Sings (score one; other relevant stanzas lacking). No
source.*

1937 —Full Sandburg text (score four) excepl for last chorus.
{Source; "Old Song.”)*

1942—Three stanzas and choruses (score three) printed with
numerous dialect respellings and piano music. (No
source.)*

1944 —Reprinted with credit to Carl Sandburg (score four) in
Benjamin Botkin’s first Treaury*

1946 A University of Kansas M._A_ thesis on *Northwest
Kansas Folksongs™: Sandburg’s text (score four) excepl
for dropping *“Lane County™ and sobstituting “this
county.” (Source: "*A well known homestead song." )"’

1961 —Published as sung by Manhatian, Kansas, professor
William Koch; full Sandburg texu (score three)* (Two
shorter versions recorded by Koch for Austin Fife in
1959 score only iwo, and one of these has the name as
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“Frank Boor." Koch is quoted: I do nol know where |
got this version’’; the chance seems good that he has mixed
an oral-traditional family version with his reading
knowledge of Sandburg and perhaps other writers.*

1967— The William Koch published text (score three) credited as
such and printed with piano arrangement and some minor
spelling changes. (Source: **Words anonymous.” )"

The only two properly validaled oral-traditional versions I have
been able 10 find that relate to the Sandburg text were these: 1) From
Westminster, Colorado, 1962. While it does name Frank Bolar as the
bachelor, it scores only one on other distinctive traits, agreeing with
the Kepner readings elsewhere;” 2) Twenty-four lines included on a
1973 recording made by the Arizona Friends of Folklore in Clay
Springs. Arizona; it has the name “Frank Bole™ and scores two (out
of a possible three for the stanzas included).”

Carl Sandburg’s 1927 headnote says that his text came from Ed-
win Ford Piper, concerning which source D. K. Wilgus has raised the
general complaint that later folksong researchers lack further informa-
uion about his collection.” Piper was a midwesterner, a student of
Kitiredge’s at Harvard, who then returned to teach at the State Uni-
versity of lowa. He dedicated his book Barbed Wire and Other Poems
in 1917 “To the memory of my father and my mother, pioneers in
Nebraska in the year Eighteen Hundred and Sixty Nine.”* The Fifes,
following the lead in Sandburg, tracked down in Ames, Lowa, Piper’s
“very haphazard array” of clippings and handwritten notes on
American folksongs, and they estimate that he made this collection
from about 1909 to 1917.** In their 1969 book Cowboy and Western
Songs he Fifes first published Piper's unaltered original, which (as
the manuscript shows) he collected irom one **H. Cooper” {no date
or place indicated).* What is most [ascinating about this text is that
it reveals how Sandburg the poet, not some anonymous folk muse,
was responsible for two out of the four distinctive features 1 have
traced; in other words, Piper scores only two on our Sandburg scale
of four, Piper has ‘“‘natural,” nat “national” soil; and “bread,” not
“head”; boith agreeing with our old friend Kepner. Also interesting
is that there are two other shorter versions of the song in the Piper
collection which display unique (probably oral) variations:

1) Another **Mr. Cooper™ teat which names “Frank Baker'(!)
and has unique lines like, “*“Whenever it happens | want to be
fed,/l eat up some hard tack and dry gingerbread.””

2) An “Oklahoma version™ which names “Fred Barber™ and
“the county of Wood" (north Oklahoma, right on the Kansas
border), the latter thyming with "' A starving to death on my
government goods.”"

14



The first sound recording of *“The Lane County Bachelor” was
made in 1941 by Ozark folklorist (note, not foik!) Vance Randolph
who sang it in a very unpoliched manner for the Library of Congress
Folksong Archive. The thirty-six line rendilion was issued on an LC
disc,” printed in Randolph’'s Ozark Folksomgs,® and recently re-
printed.*’ Randolph learned the text in Hot Springs in 1917 from
an informant who had learned it from a family living near Fayetle-
ville, Arkansas. {We are nol surprised to find this city in the exireme
northwest corner of the state, near Oklahoma and Missouri.) While
its length is close to Lomax’s version, the wording is nearer to Kep-
ner's, including even the “‘back east to Missowri” closing which
would not make sense in Fayetteville. The name had evolved to “Frank
Taylor”. In general, Randolph’s text represented a reduction by two-
fifths of all the essentials of the long Kansas original—nothing in-
consistent with the usual workings of oral tradition nor suggestive of
interference Irom print. (It may be noted here that the only vulgar
stanza ever associated with the song is a mere coupler recalled by
Austin Fife from farmbands singing near Idahe Falls, Idaho, in the
1920°s, and brought to mind by File’s hearing of this Randolpb
record.)*

One hinal unpublished text brings the record of oral tradition for
the song up to 1925. In that year Harvey W. Cable, Presho, South
Dakota, a reader of the column “Sengs Old Men Have Sung” in
Adventure Magazine sent his handwrilten version to the writer of thai
column, the important American folksong collector Robert W.
Gordon.® This version begins:

John Biggs is my name, an old batchelor | am,
You'll find me outl west on an elegant plan.
You'll find me out west in that country of fame
Starving to death on a government claim.

Hucrah far Mills counly the land of che free,
The horme af the grasshopper, bedbug and flea,
Il 1e4! of its praises, I'l sing of ils fame

While starving Lo dealh on a government claim.

Cable wrote that this was “a song 1 have heard sung by several differ-
ent men.” Mills county is a placename (ound only in lowa and Texas.
The order of material agrees with the Kepner text, but some wording
is reminiscent of Lomax: “country of fame.” *‘according to hod,”
and “live on corndodger no more in me lile,” for instance. A few
lines are unique, such as “'from nothing to nothing 1've harvested air.”
It seems possible that either the Great Plains oral tradition stemming

15



from Kansas was influenced by someone’s reading Lomax’s Cowboy
Songs. or else Cable may have had some Texas singers among his
acquainlances.

The remaining handful of texts is marginal in terms of locale,
date, and details; these all seem 10 show printed influence or are sell-
conscious parodies. Others are simply too fragmentary or anonymous
Lo trace to any clear folk source. For example, the Canadian version,
“The Alberta Homesteader,” collecied in 1958 in Ontario {7, simply
relocates the events and furnishes appropriate details of Canadian
weather and crops. A 1951 unpublished recording of a singer lrom
Albuquerque, New Mexico, turns out to be pretty close 1o the Lomax
text and 1s credited to Greer counly, *alittle county down in Texas.”
A 1959 Arizona texl is an obvious southwestern parody which omits
the sod house description and adds ranching and Spanish-American
touches: “I'm going lo Old Mexico and get me a wile,/And live on
toruillas the rest of my lile."**

Last of all, in the two large but very miscellaneous northwestern
collections of folksong notebooks and clippings which Austin Fife
discovered, a few random texts gccur. In the Stella Hendron collection
from Kooskia, Idaho, there are three undistinguished and un-
identified handwritten or typewritten texts plus one with unique military
language and references to “Camp Borden™ (wherever that is).*” In
the Pacific Northwest Farm Quad collection (Spokane, Washington)
File found Lwo Lexts, one a fragment apparently based on Sandburg,
the other probably related to one of the many thai follow from
Kepner.**

In analyzing this maze of material. much of il of rather doubiful
accuracy and unknown crigin, I have had an advantage over previous
commentators of possessing every important published text of the
song plus back-up material from archives and private collections.® |
have tried 1o deduce from these sources when oral tradition created
variations and when the hand of an editor or writer was at work. It
has been possible to estimate fairly reliably the influence of printed
versions upon oral performances. The patterns that develop are quite
clear, and conform closely to what residents of Lane County, Kansas,
have maintained for some time.” That is, the song seems to have
originaled with one of their own pioneers and achieved considerable
popularity elsewhere in the west, both through folk and published
circulation.

The main reliable early western traditional texts consist of jusi
nine. by my count; they range from late nineteenth-century Kansas
(Kepner, Tillotson. and Ford County) down into Oklahoma by
1907-08 (Lomax) and north through [owa and Nebraska (Piper) and
as [ar as South Dakota (Pound) in the 19-teens. Probably via Okla-
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homa the song found its way, before 1920, into Arkansas (Randolph)
and even Kentucky (Combs), but by 1925 printed influence was al-
ready becoming evident (Cable). Altogether the song has been asso-
cialed with twelve states (mostly of the Greal Plains) and Western
Canada. OF thirty-three 1exts known 10 me (of which eight are frag-
mentary), only thirteen have been published, but these have been re-
prinied, often without credit, a total of thirty-six times. Lomax’s
version {published six times in different variations) continues to be
heard from singers in Oklahoma and further southwest up 1o the
present. After 1927 Carl Sandburg’s revision of one ol Piper’s 1exts
{published eleven times so far) influenced some oral versions of the
song. Beyond these iwo, the most often reprinted texts have been
Kepner's and Pound’s (four each) and Randolph’s (three). In recent
vears and at Lhe furthest periphery of the song’s distribution, printed
influence (especially rom Sandburg) is the major trend, and parodies
are sometimes <omposed. Possibly Pete Seeger’'s recording™ or
Randolph's have been influential on some folk singers, bypassing the
paths of both oral and printed circulation,

It i1s deplorable, but true, that almost every step of the way
collectors and editors of the song have altered or obscured the record.
These elforts range from the obvious falsifications by the Lomaxes
and the poetic {(or possibly just careless) rewordings by Sandburg
down to the many unacknowledged reprintings and resingings of
previously published texts which have tended to inflate the count of
supposedly verifiable traditional versions. But [ am greatly impressed
ul the same time by Lhe crucial importance ol just a few first-hand
wrillen recards of the song taken down by college professors and early
folk listeners alike. Also, the sheer good luck of several texts heing
preserved and rediscovered raises the whole question of what else lies
unnoted in private files or has been lost forever.

In any case, *‘The Lane County Bachelor™ does exhibit sufficient
distribution, variation, and folk-group possession to be termed u valid
example of Western folksong. Although it does nat prove to have been
commaon knowledge amopng the early homesteaders themselves, still
it comes from the folk, and it handles authentic materials of Plains
pioneer life in a manner consistent with frontier humor. Prohably its
misadventures in the hands of self-styled {olksong authorities are not
unlike what has happened 1o many another American folksong. All [
can say, in conclusion, is:

There's nothing that makes a man hard and profane,
Like tracking a song to the county of Lane.

17



NOTES

1. The majar madern swudercs of Y aiern American [olksongs are Aushin E and Alia 5, File of Logan Ullab.to
whom [ owe a greal debi of gratitude They generously lurmished me with Aumerous references and muny copies from
their comous archyye. Jiems inlegrated Inlo theyr personal collectian ar¢ labelled FAC {Fiie Amencan Callection)
below; arher excrpie from ther coliections are induwdweally wentihed 10 notes,

I also vhank the following {or sending me imperiant iafgrmation and texts Joseph O Hickersun, Hesd, Archive
of Fulk Samg, The Lihcars of Congress: Rachel Chineopher. Relerence Libranan, Ferath Lifirars, Furl Hass ban-
53y Slgte Cuollopes Professar samuoel 1 Sucken. Fort Hasvy Kansas Stace Colicpe, Richard Gilbar, Relerenve 1.
biaraan, bnperaity of hansas Libranes, Laweence, BT Tiblotsan, Shields, kanas, :nd Ellen Mas Stunles, Dightin
kansas

The Inter-Library Lown wection o( the Marnon Library, Liversty of Uhah, was most helpful an locabing and
borrowing smeveral scarce publicalivas

21 sipmund Spacth an A Histern of Pojralur Mustc w1 Ameewa e Yok Random Houst. 149480 wries tha
the Mirsi Amthcan ponting of “Yanke Doodlc”™ 117935) used it as the finale for a mediey that included “The Insh
Vrasher Waman™ (page |7} 1t s among the Lunes that "Pa’™ plays on his Mddle in Leurs Ingalls Wilder's Lurie House
On the Praseis (1915, rev ed., New York, Harper and Row, 1971, p. 68 For g recentiy-collected tradinonal rendi-
tporn, wee Cowhon Somgs, Yol 11 o dise ceued b the Anizamy Froends of Folklore sblagsiat], &z [ 1972]), Side B.
Mg 1

1. A similar desctiptien in prose 15 quoted 10 Robert C Steemsma. * 514y Rapht There and Toughy it Ow®: The
American Homesteader ws Aulabographer.”” Western Review 6 11969), 16, [rom Marctha L Smith, Going ic God's
Couniry, a wonlan's chionile ul hle an the Great Plains spaaning ke vears 1890 to 1910

4, Fohk Loughter on the Amencar Fromtier (1949t New Yark Collier Bogks, 19615, p 169,

5 See Russell Ames, The Siory of American Folksong {New York Grosset & Dunlap. 1955, pp, 51-3], and
Jun Harold Bronsand, The Study of dmerrcan Folkiors An Introducton (New York W W MNonon, 1968), p, 2192

6 Awin B and Alta 5 File, Cowber and Western Songs A Comprekensive Anthodogy {Mew York. Clarkson
N Pouer. 19681, p 3

1. Sex Native Amercan Bufladry (Phladelphia AFS Bibliograph and Special Senies, vol |, 195 roissued,
Tded)

5. | have ten undated xcrographe capies af chppings from the DrgAroa Heradd et 10 me by Ellen Mas S1an-
ley . she writes that they daig frored the 193075

9 An Hulorweal Revord of Lane Cowtty, Founded June 3. 188 [Dughtan). 1961, sceond printing. 19741, sent
ta e by Ellen Mas Stardey. ppo [ 2326

10, Sce Henry H Malone, “Folksonps and Ballads. ™ m % 1. Sackelt and Willham E Koch. ansar Folkiore
(Lancoin. Universics of NMehraska Fress, 19611 pp 126 148

1} Fuhard £ Lingensleher, Richard 4 Iweer, and Dusd £ shen, Songs of the Amerwun Wesoy Berkeley und
Los Angloles Unaversiy of Californig Press, 196K, p 459

12 Xerographic cupy wla bandwoiien better rom Bessie Prose Young (o Esther Hineman, March 4, 1944, sent
reene By kllen May Stanles

1Y Quisted in An Histonwa! Revrd . o [ 23]

14 Haweser Ellen Muy Stuviey fuund this eniry in the diary of o Lane County mionesr, dawed Juis 19, 1897
“Wralter and Frank Baler came awhile this alternoon ™ There s ne evideace that this 15 the composer of the ang
(Letier dated Juk 2701976 §

15 Xerogravhn copies af Drghron Herald 11972), Garder Civ Tefegram (19740 and Hutchmson Xews (1973}
sent tume by Flign Muy Swanley

lo, Malome (0 Sackelt and bochi, pp. [48-14%

17 Baxh Maluue god Lingenfelter. Dwier and Cohen print the Topeka version The hghion Herald and 1he
Lanccounts Mistorical Record print the Missous versian, which is also as Austin brie reparis it (FAC 1T 4083

M. ez Myra B Hull “Cowboy Ballads,” AHQ, B4 1919 footnote 23, pp. 32-51 Cuher unusual wordings in-
clude “whilhing sap sorgum polstors and preas,”” “play rartle ugketchem all over my nuse,”™ “where 1the wind i never
Jlenched and the fall never dies” apd “1le stop in mosuury ™

Al 1S3 Coleocd o Charkes £ W ateron, egeht loes plue o [our-line Jhorus.

2% Sec Hubert Go Sneain and Josigh H Cambs, A Syilabus ul Kentucky Folk-Songe.” Fraas fvonta Uar-
versi) Srwdres i Englisk 2 Leumpion. hentucks. Transylvanis Prinung Company, 1 LLp 13

CLoFefk Seengn of the Somthern Lmited Stgles, 1Y R Wolgos, ed oand 0 (Ausion, LeXas Snencan Folkloee
sueciels Beboopraphe and Spevial Series, ool 19 1RT0R T nsied veapeendes as no 5L 225

I INew Yurk f3 Sohirmer), CSchirmers s amerwan Folk-Song Senes, Set 17 pp 12-M. Other curwous wird-
10 e ludes ~scaree hardened, ™ “robbers and beggars.” “help el s fame.” and **fatien your fgas ™

33 Rmoed Ihew Tork Macellan, 1825, pp 17%-2T9

24, Materiai turrespunds with the Kepner 1eal as follows St one (hoes 14y + ch one — st anc (3-3) + 1 Towr
VE-d1 = s three -3 1 Beedmemn s uwenn 22 T con Qo r1-2) « chotwa 2440~ ch e

25 (Mew York Mocmillans p 414

Mo (New York Duelt Shoan. and Fearcep p 227, song on pp 238-239 The same bouk with the same paginauon
alse appeared in (947 av Fesr Loved American Folk Somgs (New York Grosser & Dunlap). John Lomar also men-
vy voligcting s Teame Tome Thight o Ras  tdverttues s ol o Bafled Hurigr 1™ew Tork Maomilae (947, [

18



This une seems clatesi ta the 1ext revorded by Peie Sccger on Froaner Balladi (hew York Folkways FP 5003 nd.y
[t was also reprinted withoul credit 10 Lomas but wih only a Few changes (such as inserting the name Luane county)
m Paul Glass and Lauis C. Singer, Sonps of che Wesi [ New York. Goswet & Dunlap, 1966), pp. 34-3%

17, {Baltimore: Penpuin Booksy. p. 111,

2% See“lack Thorp and John Lomax. Oral or Written Transmission™” Wesierw Folkiore, 26119670, 111-118.

2. (Norman University of Oklahome Prexs. 196d), pp. 252- 285,

M. See John A, Lomax, Advemiures, pp. 49-50. describing Tom Hight writing o bim 1wenty-five years alter
singing folkzengs for him in an Oklahoma City hoted concerning s memcories of singing "*near Beaver City in the old
neutral striip, or No Mans Land, just north of the Texas Panhandic ~

A, Angio-Americar Foflsong Scholarship Since 189 (New Brunswick, N.J.. Rutgers Unpreriity Press. 1959),
P oISB.

12, Sexr nole 20, The Leats sent by Sheurin are numbered in the File collection JL & and 145,

33 Some wcraps of mere recent Oblahoma orsl tadiion of the wing da exiat File's collection inchudes three
fragments from archival sources: 1) FAC 11 454, “Frank Baker” in “Woodward county™ (close 10 Beaver county,
northwestern Oklahomay, o haes, Ohlahoma Ciy Library, dated Decomber 17, 1949 2) FAC 11 110, a smgle
chorus sent by George & Buscll, Austin Peay Stale College, € lurksmlle, Tennessee lanuary. 1959, labcled *Clay
county. Oklahoma' ine such counts 1m thar stateh. smid 10 have been callected in 1992, and 1) FACT 131, two,1solated
stanzas from Charles M. Gould Coliection, University of Oklahuma Library. source on faculty of University of Okla.
homa from 15900, died in 1949

In an apparent casc of (klshomu references maving norih, ihe File collectian also contains a 1959 rext rom
Kathy Dagel of Augusta, Kansas, which 15 2 slightly shoriened veritan of the Lomax *Tom Hight/Greer County™
version, (FAC 181

M. Sex Colorado Falksong Bulleeia |- | (Ianuary, 19624, 1.

15. “Folk-Song of Mebraska and the Central West. A Saliubus,” Yebrgrka Lcodemy of Scrences Publications.
#.Y{Lincoln, 1915}, 30-21, and Americar Ballads and Sangs (New Yark. Scribiners, 1922). pp. 178-180,

36 (Lincoln' University of Nebraska Picss, 19646). pp, 4648,

37 (Beoken Bow. Nebraska: Purcells. [nc., 19683, pp. 170-172,

3 Sod Wally. p. 170

39 (Washington. D.C. H. Kirkus Dugdale Co., Ine.). Xerographic copy [urnished by the Archive of Folk Song,
Linrary ol Congress

a0 Defined as "“a farmer, ¢ 1877-1941" in Haruld Wentworth, Amevican Dialert Dictionary {New York:
Crowell. 1944) & 1%4] suppocling quatanan from the Sorurday Evening Post reads 7 Honyocker. 1he Y ankee neigh-
bots called them [immagramis from central Europe] ‘Honyocker' came to he . . pentoally applisd 1o any farmer
wha trics 1o raise grain and livestock in the high prairies of the Northmwest ™

4], {MNew York: Harcourt, Brace, and World), pp. 120122

42 Edna Rembach, Murie and Musicians 4 Kansat (Topeka Kansas State Histarical $ociely, 1930, pp. 24-25

43}, Kenneth S Clark. ed_{New York Paull-Pioncer Music Corp., 19320 p. 71

44, Ruth A Barnes, / Hear Americq Singing: An Anvhoiogy of Folk Poetry {Chicage Juhn . Winston Lo,
1937, pp 45-M6 Although other texts 1n the book arc labecllcd The American Sorgbag. 1hit ohe s not; the Minst line
aloneshows vamaton  “fonre bachelor T am ©

43, Satis N Coleman and Adolph Berpgman, Songs of Amerwcan Folks (Now York John Dar, 18425, pp. 20204,

46. A Treasury of American Folklore (New York: Crown, [944), pp. 114-216,

47. Mildred M. McMullen. The Prairie Songs. Yorthwes! Kamar Folksongs, M.A thaus, Univerany of kan-
sas, Lewrencs. 1946, pp. 113-135

48, Billand Mary Koch. “*Kansas History and Fulksong,” Heritage of Karsar, 5019613 10-1 1.

49 FACISI I 127

50, [rwin Silber and Earl Robinson, Songs of the Great Americon Wesi (Now York: Macmollan, 1967, pp. 224-
228, The dlustralion with this Lext shows 4 man standing 10 the doorwar of a feg hovs

S| Sex Cofurndo Folksong Builfetin, 2 (1563, 12,

31 e qn Angons Town AFF recording No, 23-2(1970)

33 Wilgus, Anglo-American Folksang Scholarship, pp 213-216

34 ([owa City: The Midland Press, 1917).

55 Letter from Alta Filedated Janwary 21,1975

b The text s numbered PC-F 118 10 the Fifo’ collectron, Lhe publicatisn sz in kil and Fife. Cawbavs and Wese-
rra Songs, pp S4-61

A7, PC-F 114 s writlen in black 10k on lined paper; PL-F 11915 the same text typawritten on plain paper
PC-F 117, typewnitien on plain paper and labelled “The Homesteader™ with “Starving to Death on a Gost
Claim™ in pencil

58, Durcan Emnch, el Sengs of the Mormoas and Songs of che West (%ashington Librars ol Congress
AAFE LM nd b side B, oo 7.

. Yol 11 iCulumbia, Mo 5131 Historica! Socicty, 19483, pp. 190-191

o). Duncan Emrich. American Folk Poetry, A Anthology (Boston: Little. Brown, 1974), pp. 627-629

82 FAC ) B75. " My pame is Frack Taylor, my vock i3 2 whaler,/ My bollix weigh loriy-nine pounds.™

8. Nerographwe copy of tem 881 in the Gordon MSS.. Library of Congress. Dated January 100 1925 on Harvy
My Cable’s pwn lelierbead A reply from Gurdon thanking Mr. Cable, daled Feb. 13, 1925 rom Cambridge, Masr.,
1 alio part of nem 8. Gordon cemarked on the “several pounts of difference which interest me greatly,”

4. Edobh Fowke, Alan Mills, and Helmut Blum. Carada's Story fa Song (Toronie W. 1 Gage, 1960), pp. 144-
143, 221. Raverred to by Edith Fowke in " Amencan Cowboy and Western Pronoer Songs in Canada,” Western Folk-
lore, 11 1962), 252

19



&5 FAC T 18! Cumed frum the collegtion af Donald Robb, Liniversity of New Mewien, Alhuquerque May,
1948

e FAC 11472 Comed [rom mss in University of Anzona Folklore Arctive, collecied in February, 1948 saig
117 have bemn wnilten and sung by Clyde Baldwin at Nogaies radic station

A Ltah parody. “The Contented Bachelor.” was recorded about in the eurly '950°s by the Rhythm Wranglers
ol vernal, Utah, it was reissued on TAe Mew Berhive Songsier, ¥ol. | (5all Lake iy, Okehdokee Revords, 19761,
pe %% of accompanying notes, This version begins My name i Tex Koo an old bachelor | am.™ but the tune s
different and the details are local Only at the very end does the paredy rewurn. with the e, ™ go right on
~arsiog aleng with the rest

o7, In the Fife collection these are aumbered Hendron 623, 634, wnd 1182 *Hurrah for Camp Borden® 1s
Hendron 199 Anaiher wem from the Lomas files m the File collecuan, JL47Y 134 similar parody apparently [rom
the Petersburg, Varginia, Federal Reformatory Camp Beginning " MeGee is my name, an old bachelor | am.” ot
fuenishes details ol prison hie. Most likely the composzr had 3 Lomas publsshed teat m hand

bR, Surmibred PREFQ 20 and 436 00 the bile collocaan

63 Two published versnns | have been relerred 1o have not been lovated. ~o tur These are in Curson J Rubi-
son. World's Greaiesi Uoltectiom of M. Saflads and Oid Time Songs (Chicago M M. Cole, 1910}, pp. 33-31, and
a5 sung by Bill Bonyus on Folhwass record FC 7402

0. Sce Clini Hanna's summary in Aa Misiorcal Record, p |25]

71 Seemeie 20

20



