
•
 

"The Lane County Bachelor": 
,nlribulors I Folksong or Not?· 

by Jan Harold Brunvand 
II thE Un;versily of Ulah Profes,or 
I,.. Folldo,,,, (Ihe ~landard leXI on lhal 
r. and A Dicrio"ary of Provub.< a"d he folksongs of homesteaders on the Great Plains have 
,ditlllQ Aluhor.< BeJore 1890. H.. hJ;, received relatively little study by American folklorists,' 
is Ednor of The Journal of Amul(o}'j 

Such songs are /lot ddicienl as documents of socia,l his­
tory, for the numerous texts of a homesteaders' song like T: at HUlchin;;on (Kan,a,j Cummunil' "Sweet Nebraska Land" with its variations as "Dakota 

110 keep <la, in~ ~live H,. puems h<l'e Land," "Kansas Land," and so forth areju51 as revealing 
~"glisJr. and 01 her jou'~;Ih. of Western American events and auitudes as are songs like "The Old 
or)' al Arbn",; :5l;lle Umver,il)-. Hi; Chisholm Trail," "The Mountain Meadows Massacre:' or "Sam 
During the put ~i~ years, Proressor Bass," all of which have been traced and discussed, Probably, pioneer 

Agri.."II"'ol HiJUJ'J', Arizo"a a"d Ihe farmers' folksongs have been slighted simply because swaning fieas in 
~Itrl.,. and olher journal•. He is cur- sod houses has seemed less intriguing to scholars than driving dogies 

up the trails or pulling hand carts across the plains or describing a 
living in Port Townsend. Wa~hin~lon life of crime. 
lla and magazines. Particularly neglecled among Western pioneer songs are Ihe 

lyrical pieces. Ballads. such as "loe Bowers," have allfacted muchlporia Kansa:i State College He i~ Di­
attention, while songs centering on feelings rather lhan plOl, likeI"al recenTly a.... arded a ~ranl b) Ihe 

:Iop the Greal Plain5 Sludies program "Little Old Sod Shanty on the Claim," usually rate only generalized 
polilil3 of Ih~ 1920'5, particularly Re­ headnotes in lhe folksong coll€X:tions. One such l)'ticaJ folksong of the 
a publi'hcd article~ in Ihe Rock I' plains senlers which prominent anthologizers like Sandburg, Botkin. 
Hillary, SO"f"""~5Ufn Sodol Science and Lomax have included is generally known as "The Lane County , 

Bachelor" or "Starving to Death on my Government Claim." Sung 
to the tune of "The Irish Washer Woman:" this lilting piece renders tment at GU51avus Adolphu5 College. 

in the Jo"rnal of PopulaF Cul/u,e and into rustic verse common experiences of life in a homestead shack. 
ference! in a variely of HeH such as those in lhe third ~tanza of the first example: "How happy I 

feel when I crawl into bed./And a ralliesnake rattles a tune at m)' 
head" and so on.) Surely we have here a clear instance of Mody 
Boatright's claim for a "buoyant" strain of frontier humor which 
employed "extravagem burlesque of the outsider's conception of the 
frontier" and which projected a resilient pioneer spirit rather than 
bleak despair.' And surely it is worthwhile to learn more about a 
song which writers on American folklore frequently cite as a typical 
example of the Western folk world view' and whIch authoritative West­
ern folklorists have characterized as "probably the most widely sung 
of lhe 'sodbuster' ballads."" 

.,,\ ;h~"er «f'wn ur 'OJ> P'P'" "" «.d., ,ft. "<"ern Ame"".nail'ol.lorc Sc:O'IO" ~, ..'l, M~"", ..n M<Oi<rn 
L."¥".~< '>'''0''''';0" ("n,'e",,"". ')aM" I,. ,'- M. Ck,,,",,' n, I~16 . 
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It needs to be reiterated, however, that "The Lane County 
Bachelor" i~ not 'J. ball3d, or at lea~t it ha" not been indexed as such i~ 
the standard syllabus of native balladry. G. Malcolm Laws, Jr., did nOl 
sec til to include it in his section "Ballads of COWboys and Pioneers." 
nor even in hi ... appendix list of the less structured "Ballad-I.ike 
Piece~," although the song was printed by several of the authors Laws 
drew upon. and it has as much narrative contenl as, say, "The Dreary 
B13ck Hills," which is In Law~' syllabus.- Lacking Laws' listing. one 
must gather published examples without the convenience of a special 
biblio~raphic aid, 

We may assume at the outset that the major reference in the wng 
is to the Homestead Act of 1862 under the provision.,; of which vast 
stretches of the Great plains were opened in lbO-acre parcels to any­
one willing to pay a len-dollar fee. reside on his claim, and <;ultivate it 
for five years. Details in the various texts of the wng. jibe well with 
the hardships of farming in these parts eluring the lase three decades 
of the nineteenth cenrue)' when inept administration of the lands com­
bined with plagues of insects and a run of miserable weather to tesl 
the pioneers' mettle. The song fits these historic cirCUm$lanCes; we 
lack clear proof of it being widely sung on the plains early in the home­
steading period, bUI there is reasonably convincing evidence for a 
tradition by the 1&80's and the lurn of the centur~·. 

(ane county in the song is the one in weM-central Kansas (the 
only other in the U.S. being in Oregon). From Lane counl~, Kansas, 
we get the longest early version of the ballad, This i~ the '"Kepner 
lext" given in full below as it was written down and daled March g. 
Ig91. by Ed Kepner of Dip;hwn. Kansas. and given in 1933 to the 
library at Fort Hays Kansas Slate College. The texi remained tbere 
for some twenly )'ears before being published in the nightoll [K.amas] 
Herald' in the early 1950's after a Lane county resident accidenlally 
discovered Vance Randolph's 1941 Library of Conl/:ress recording of 
an ArkaI1:sas ~'ersion. 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 lo~al commemorative booklet" and in a scholarly 
collection of Kan$as folklore. w then again in a general collection of 
Western rolksong~ in 1968." 

THE lANE COUNTY BACHEl DR. 

The KepnerLe~l: 

!. F;3nk Baker';; my nllme and a llachelor I am, 
Ln kl:'Cp.ng old Datch O~ an ~leganl plan. 
Y~u'll find me QUt weM i" lhecuunt}' 01 lane, 
I'm starving lQ death on a governmenl ~Iaim, 
M~·IK'\l"" i\ is buill uf Ille n~\\JT1) SCll\. 
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.. 8ACHElOR 

The wall~ are erected according lO Hoyle.
 
The roorha. no pilCh bUl i;; level and plain,
 
And I always get wei when it happen~ to rain
 

Hurrah ror Lane Counly, the land of lhe free_ 
The home orlhe gras;;hopper, bed bug and flea 
I'll sing loud ils praises and 1I~J1 of il, fame, 
While ~\arving 10 dealh on a go.'ernmenl claim. 

2.	 My dOlhe' they are ragged, my language is rough. 
My bre~d i. ca.e-hardened both ~olid and lough . 
The dou!Z-h il is scallered all over the room, 
And lhe floor il gell scared atlhe sighl of a broom. 
M) di,he, Me ,("aaered all over lhe bed, 
They arc wvered Wilh .orghum and GoveTllment bread. 
Still] ha.e a good lime and live al my ea;;e 
On common Sc\p-sorghum, old bacon and grease. 

Then com~ [0 Lane COU!ll~', here is a home for you ali,
 
Where lhewinds never cea~e and the rain. never faiL
 
And Ihe ,un never >eIS bUl will alWa)'5 remain
 
Till il burns you all up on a Go"~rnme!ll claim.
 

3.	 How happy I feel when] crawl intO bed. 
And a rallle;;nake rallIes a tune al m) h~ad, 

And the gay lillie centipede. void of all f~ar. 

Crawl;; over m~' neck and down )nlO my ear. 
And Ihe liltle bed bugs so cheerful and brighl, 
The)' keep me a-laughing (wo-Ihirds of Ih~ night. 
And Ihe ~ay lillie flea wilh sharp lach in his IDeS, 
Pla~'s """'h) don-I lOU calch me" all over my n(l~e. 

Hurrah for Lane COUI1lY, hurrah for the we51, 
Where farmers and laborers are ever at rest 
For \here's nothing 10 d\l but to sweelly remain 
t\nd 'larve like a man on a Government claim 

4.	 How happ,"' am I on my governmenl claim.
 
For j'1'e nothing to 10le nor I've nLllhing to ~ain.
 

I've nothing loeal and r"e nothin~ 10 wear.
 
And nLllhin~ from nothin~ is honnl ~nd fair .
 
Oh, il is here I am solid and here J will sl~y,
 

For m) money is all gone and I can't g~l away.
 
There is nothing lhal makes a man hard and profane,
 
Like starving to dealh on a Go.'ernment claim.
 

Hurrah for Lane COUnt), wh~r~ hlizzard5 anse,
 
Where the winds n~ver cease and the flea never dies_
 
Come join in the choru. and .ing of it. fame,
 
You poor hungry hoboes lhal·. ;;larved on lhe claim.
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5.	 No. dan't gel discouraged, you pOor hungry m"n, 
For we are all here as frcc as a pig in a pen. 
JUst stid 10 your homestead and battle the fleas 
And look: to your Maker to send you a breeze. 
Now all you claim holders I hope }'OU will stay 
,\nd chew your hardlack Iii Iyou are too\hless and grey. 
But as for my~t.lfl'lJ no 10000ger remain 
And starve hke adog on a GovcJnmem claim, 

Farewell 10 Lane County, farewell to the ,,"'est, 
I'lilravd back EaSI to the gi.lliove beSt. 
I'll stop in Missouri and get me a wife 
.And live on .orn dodgers the rest of my lift. 

The evidence is good that a real Frank Baker did homestead in 
lane county and there composed the words to the song which begins 
with his name, filling 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 HislOrical Society in 1944 giving the 
exact section numbers tha\ Frank Baker homesteaded and the name 
of the other bachelor he lived with; she noted that ",ne) 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 1891.11 It is believed by 
most who have investigated the matter that Baker had left the county 
early in the 1890'514 

; none of his relatives remain there 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 Lane County Bacnelor Contest in 1974 to choose the local man who 
most resembles lhe person in the song, awarding him prizes such as 
a framed phOLO of the first sod house built in Lane county lind a pack­
age of sunflower seeds. The contest is held annually during the Lane 
County Fair." 

I accept the Kepner te"t 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 s\ands 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 \he only possible 
actual location may lie. The spirit of the song is cheerful (matching 
its lune), and lhe language is sprinkled with proverbial common· 
places (like "according LO Hoyle") and wilh nicely ironic touches, 
such as "an elegant plan" (lhe Homestead Act itself'?) and "nothing 
from nothing is honest and fair," 
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Corroboralj.."e e"'idence for its authentil;;ily is furnished by OIher 
early western Kansas and Oklahoma texts, all shorler and exhibiting 
variations typil;;al of oral uadition, Raymond Tillotson of Shields 
[Lane countYI, Kansas, found an undated penl;;iJ I;;QP~' of thirly-two 
lines of the song among the papers of his father, a pioneer settler in 
the I;;OUnty, Folklorist S. J. Sackett has suggested that the gaps, spell­
ings, and lack of line divisions here raise the possibility of its having 
been taken down from oral rendition," Curiously, the Tillotson text's 
unique closing reference 10 Toprka has been printed twice as the ending 
of the Kepner text, whil;;h actually names Missouri.'- Here is the last 
stanza of the Tillotson text as it was wrinen: 

No.. aillhosc:@.ood pt:ople 
I hope: lhc:y .. in Sla}'c: & 
chew there hard lad: lililhe; 
Are loothles~ and @.ra~ 

BUI as ror My Selfl'l N<:>lon@.er 
remain and starve like a do@. 
on a@.ovdame 
I'm@.oin@.loleavethe 
WeSl & Iravel back eaSllO lhe 
girl I love ~Sl I'll stop 
in Topt:ka and get Me a 
... ,re & lhere shall I stay 
lhe rc:sl of my lire 

Another handwritten te)!,t six lines shorter lhan the Kepner text 
was sent about 1889 to the North Topeka Mail but was only published 
in 1939 in the Karmll Historical Quarrerly.1O The first stanza reads: 

frank baker is my name 
and a bachelor I am 

ime keepin~ old bach 
Jusllike a man 

youl find me OUI wC,l 
in the county offOrd 

a slarving 10 death 
on a government clJme 

The wording throughout includes many slight variations suggestive of 
oral transmission ("Hoyle" is spelled "hoil," for e)!,ample), but the 
order of stanzas and choruses is ,"'cry elose to the Kepner lext with the 
exception of the county name, which is Ford county (southeast of Lane 
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ItCS shorter than the Kepner tell.t 
pcb Mail but was only published 
"~"y." The first ~tanla reads: 

my name 
~elor I am 

'bod> 
m" 
~I west 
nly orrord 
~,h 

mmentclame 

lny slight variations suggestive of 
ed "hoil," for ell.ample), but the 
, close to (he Kepner lext with the 
is Ford county (southeast of Lane 

COUnl\, the location of Dodge City). Sackett has collected a modern 
fr:JgmerH of the song in Hays, K:msas; it retains the Lane county 
reference but begins with another personal name: "Waterson's my 
n:lme and a bachelor I am."" A striking change in this text is in the 
"ac<.:ording to Hoyle" section: 

M)- hou,e 'I i, b\lil! of the Lane Count)- '''iL
 
The wall, are erecled of the besl kind, uf ~,.il
 

repetilious, find ,ertainly no improvement on the Kepner text, but 
probably derived from a faully memory of it. 

An important early Greal Plains text of the song wa~ collected 
by a most unlikely chance in Kentucky. In 1907 Josi:olh H. Combs of 
Transylvania Universiry, Lexington, collected a full sixty-line lext 
from Dr- Ernesr Smnh, a transplanted Oklahoman, liVing in Knott 
("Dunl), Kentucky.'" Combs included eight line~ of lhe song in his 
1925 docloral dissertalion ,II the University of Paris." and he pub­
ll~hed il complete in 1939 with pHlno accompanimem in a song folio 
lilled Folk Songs from the Kenruckl' Highlands." a designation 
lhat hardly fit~l Ernest Smith used hiS own name in the opening 
Slanza, a praclice Comhs identified as lradilional with the song. The 
firsl slanza and chorus of the Combs lell.t are as follow~: 

frnrq Smith is my name; an .lId bachelor I am: 
I"m i<eepj~g (lId batch on an immigrant plan. 
ro,,'lllind me oul y,'est on lhe high'Tl'ad 10 fame, 
·\·,ICln-ing lO dealh on a Governmenl LlaJnI 
"1.' house il is buill of rich. fertile wil: 
M~ ..... alls are engraved accordi~g 10 Hoyle 
"1: r(lofha, no pilCh. bUl it is level ~nd plain. 
""d I'm sure to gel wet ifit happen~ III , .. in 

Hurr"h ft'r B, COu~I).the la~<.J ,'(lhe (ree,
 
The hom~ (,Ith~ t>ed·hu!'-. !,-rd"hopper. and Jle~'
 

]'11 >Ing. OUI ils prJi;es J"d lell ofil~ rame.
 
y, hJle btaf"in~ tll death nn a Governmenl claim,
 

\Vhile the subjecl matter of the Kepner text is intacl, virtually every 
~tanza has minor verbal variation~ on the order of "immigrant plan," 
··high-road!O fame," .. ere..... of all fears," and lhe unrhymed lines: 

There', nothing lhat make> 3 man solid and firm. 
1.il<e staning to death on d (;o'·ernmem claim 

an uhviuus variation in the direction of poorer wording from Kepner's 
version. The name "'8. COUnty" in the choru~es is glossed by Combs 
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as "Beaver County," which lies in the Oklahoma panhandle south 
and west of Lane county, Kansas. Even more suggestive of a direct 
tradirionallink between these states is the concluding chorus: 

Fa,eweillo B. COUnly, fare.... ell to the West! 
I'lItr~'el b~ck: i"'orrh to the girl I love bc~t .. 
I'll gc> bo~k 10 KonsQ!i ~nd marry a wife. 
And live on corn-dodgers the rest of my life. 

[hali(~ "lipplied) 

The earliest known publication of "Starving to Death on my 
Government Claim" was another from Oklahoma collected in 1908, 
one year after Combs' texl; it appeared first in John A. Lomax's 
famous book Cowboy Songs (I91O} under the tille "Greer Counry."n 
Hs thirty-six lines begin, "Tom Hight is my name, an old bachelor 
I am," and the rest differs considerably from lhe Kepner text, bOlh in 
structure and in phraseology." The most striking new wordings are 
"country of fame," "elegam plain," "natural sod/according to hod," 
and in the final stanza a desire to "quit corn bread for the reSI 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 County" has the 
earmarks of an interesting oral variation of the longer song, but 
neilher John A. Lomax nor his son Alan ever commented on it in terms 
of this larger traditional COnte;l! as they republished their text, often 
with inexplicable variations. 

Reprinting it first as twenty-four lines in their book American 
Ballads and Folk Songs (1934), they foolnOled the song only "Text 
from Cowboy Songs. "ll BUI a comparison shows Ihal not only have 
we lost an even dozen lines (all of stanzas two, three, and five), but 
also some of Ihe wording has been revised. In stanza one, for e;l­
ample. "county" has replaced "country," bringing the phrase 10 its 
normal form. In Folk Song: U.SA. (1947) the Lomaxes tilled their 
song "Starving to Death On a Government Claim," adding a piano 
arrangement plUS the information that "John A. Lomax first re­
corded this 50d-~hanty complaint in 1908 rrom that hardy old West­
ern cowboy and home~leader, Tom Hig.ht, v,ho could sing ballads all 
nigh I and ne~'er repeiJt." However, the relationship between the 
rext now presented and their supposed 1910 orig.inal becomes ellen 
more curious. This lime there are thirty-two lines. ~ince stanzas two 
and five ha~'e been resrored; but now six has been shifted ahead or four. 
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In stanza one the term "country" is back. but elegant "p!an" has 
replaced "plain." The "natural sod" of \910 has been allered to 
"national soil" and rhymed with the familiar "according lO Hoyle."I In the last line "corn dodgers" have replaced "corn bread." Finally, 
in 1964, Alan Lomax in the Penguin Book of American Folk So"g~ 

presents his latest thirty-two line revision of the song. still presumably 
drawn from his father's earliest fieldwork. but now under the title 
"My Government Claim" and fitted out with a new piano arrange· 
mentY He chooses the same stanzas as appeared in Folk Song: 
U.S.A., but now stanza eight has been moved up to penUltimate posi­
tion and rewriuen "cry quits on corndodgers the rest of my life." We 
have "county offame" back again, but "elegant plan" remains. 

What might we conclude from this amazing history of a sup­
posed single folksong te:JI:t rc:<:urring in the works of two folklorists 
upon whom we are forced to rely for many important traditional 
items? Obviously, as John O. West also found in his investigation of 
a related matter in the Lomu corpus, there is strong evidence for 
tampering with the te:JI:t beyond the limits of emendations or clarifi­
cations." 

In 1964 in Ethel and Chauncey O. Moore's book BaJlads and Folk 
Songs of the Sou/hwes'" a version of "Greer County" was published 
coming from 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 Crawford, who 
conducted classes in the AV schoolhouse on the AV Ranch before 
Oklahoma became a state" (that is, before 1907). Not only are there 
earlier and beuer authenticated texts, but this one is almost e:JI:actly 
John A Loma:JI:'s 1910 version, with Tom Hight, "country of fame," 
"cornbread" and all. Either the informant has made some reference 
to the book Cowboy Songs, or Crawford wrote it for Tom Hight, or 
this is an unusual instance of communal re-creation of folksongs 
failing to operate in oral tradition. II 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 himself told Loma:JI: that he had participated in singing con­
tests during his boyhood-another nice hint of southward migration 
of the song from Lane eounty down into Oklahoma. lo 

Now, where did John (or Alan) Loma:JI: get different versions of 
the song? Unfortunately, as D. K. Wilgus has written, "even with the 
help of Lhe Loma:JI: manuscripts it is not possible Lo reconstruct all the 
links between the folk versions and the printed te:JI:ts.")j Austin Fife 
inspected the Loma:JI: papers but found no original te:JI:t taken down 
from the lips of Tom Hight, but only a few "extra stanzas" sent to 
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John Lomax after the pUblicalion of Cowboy Songs by Professor 
Hubert G. Shearin, who was a somelime collaborator on folksong 
research with Josiah Combs of Transylvania UniversilY." The~e 

stanzas are recognizable as coming from the Combs' "Ernest Smith" 
version, complete with the very revealing "North to Kansa~" 

chorus, bUl Lomax seems not lo have noted this clue, although he 
may have plucked "according to Hoyle" and other wording from this 
very text." 

We recognize so far from the late 1880's up to around 1907-08 
a movement of the song SOuthward from Lane county, into north and 
central Oldahoma, thence coming to the attention of certain pro­
fe_~sors 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 traditional circulation or faulty memory. Nebraska folk­
lorist Louise pound had coHeeled a mudl. more complele text--rif1y­
eight lines-in the opposite direction, from an inform:mt in Hot 
Springs. South Dakota, back: in 19\4.-" The only two lines of the 
Kepner text 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 tagreeing with Lomax) and refers to chewing 
I.he "hard rag" where "hard tack" is expected; other variations are 
minor. When Louise Pound's tellt was recently reprinled in Roger 
L. Welsch's book A Treasury of Nebraska Pioneer Folklore" and then 
again in Welsch's Sad Walls: The Story of the Nebraska Sod 
House," a presumption is conveyed that this vety text of the song 
was orally circulated in Nebraska, which is, of course, probably not 
truc. (Welsch also mentions North Dakota as a place where the song 
was sung, withoul citing examples, and none has come to my 
attention.f' 

At about this point it Ii> conveniem to mention that sheet mUi>IC 
and four stanzas of words for "Slarving to Death on a Government 
Claim" were copyrighted in 1912 by O. S. Grant." While a few 
phrases of the folksong lradition are recognizable here ("accordlng 
to Hoyle," "Home of the grasshopper, bedbug and flea," and so 
forth), mo£t of it is completely different and brings in such illogical 
references as "sagebrush and .:actus.'· The opening line is completely 
original: "Don't ask me my name, a honyocker'" I am." and the 
conclusion follows suit: 

Some da~ Unde Sam ....ill.a~. ·· ....ell done:'
 
Here 15 a deed IV (he home~ledd lhdl yOU have .... 'w.
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W
e come now to probably the best known version, certainly 
the most widely reprinted. and heretofore the most mys­
teriou~ as 10 source: Carl Sandburg's full sixty-line text 
from this 1927 book The American Songbag auributed 
rather	 vaguely 10 Iowa and Nebraska." Its opening 
sentence as printed. because of the name used and the 

spelling of a contraction. makes it immedialely recognizable: "My 
name is Frank Bolar, 'nole bachelor I am." Once again the order of 
stanzas and choruses is lIery close to the Kepner text, the name "Lane 
county" is preserved. and the variations in wording are moslly those 
which oral tradition may account for. (f 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 on later writers and singers-mostly writers. These changes 
are: I) "national soil" (instead of Kepner's "natural" soil), a reading 
which appeared in a Lomax reprinting twenty years later; 2) "My 
head is case-hardened" (instead of my "bread"); 3) "A rattlesnake 
rattles his fail [instead of a tune] at my head"; and 4) "rack/back" 
as the rhyme in the flea couplet, instead of "toes/nose" (Kepner's 
text 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: 

1930-Sandburg's text reprinted straight (score four) in a work 
on Kansas folksongs. (No source given.)" 

I 932-0ne stanza and chorus printed in a songbook. The Cowboy 
Sings (score one; other relevant stanzas lacking). No 
source.'-' 

1937-Ful1 Sandburg text (score four) except for last chorus. 
(Source: "Old Song.")44 

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) except 
for dropping "Lane CoUnLy" and substituting "this 
county." (Source:"A well known homestead song.")" 

1961-Published as sung by Manhattan. Kan.~as, professor 
William Koch; full Sandburg texl (score three)." (Two 
shorter versions recorded by Koch for Austin Fife in 
1959 score only two, and one of these has the name as 
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"Frank Boor." Koch is quoted: "I do not know where 1 
got this version"; the chance seems good thal he has mi:.:ed 
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 validated oral-traditional versions I have 
been able to find that relate to the Sandburg teXl were these: I) 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;l. 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 slanzas included).ll 

Carl Sandburg's 1927 headnote says that his te:.:t came from Ed­
win Ford Piper, concerning which source D. K. Wilgus has raised the 
general complaint that later folksong researchers lack further informa­
lion abOUl his collection.!' Piper was a midwesterner, a student of 
Kittredge's at Harvard, who then returned to leach at the State Uni­
versity of Iowa. He dedicated his book Barbed Wire an.d 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, Iowa. Piper's 
"very haphazard array" of clippings and handwriuen notes on 
American folksongs, and they estimate thaI he made this collection 
from about 1909 to 1917." In their 1969 book Cowbo.van.d Western. 
Songs the Fifes first published Piper's unaltered original, which (as 
the manuscript shows) he collected from one "H. Cooper" (no date 
or place indicated)." What is most fascinating about this te:.:t 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," not "national" soil; and "bread," not 
"head"; both 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: 

I) Another "Mr. Cooper" ted which names "Frank Baker"(!) 
and has unique lines like, "Whenever it happens I want to be 
fell/l eat up some hard tack and dry gingerbread."l1 

2) An "Oklahoma version" which names "Fred Barber" and 
"the COUnty of Wood" (north Oklahoma, right on the Kansas 
border), the lauer rhyming with "A starving to death on my 
government goods."l! 
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The first sound recording of "Thc Lane County Bachclor" was 
made in 1941 by Ozark (olklorist (note, not jolk!) Vance Randolph 
who sang it in a very unpolished manner for the Library of Congrcss 
Folksong Archivc. Thc thirty-six line rcndition was issued on an LC 
disc,!' printed in Randolph's Ozark Folksongs,"" and recently re­
printed'" Randolph Icarned the text in Hot Springs in 1917 from 
an informant who had Icarncd it from a family living ncar Fayette­
villc, Arkansas. (Wc arc not surprised to find this city in thc cxtrcme 
northwcst corncr of the state, near Oklahoma and Missouri.) While 
its length is close to Lomax's Ycrsion, thc wording is nearer to Kep­
ner's, including evcn the "back cast to Missouri" closing which 
would not makc sense in FayetteVillc. Thc namc had cvolved to "Frank 
Taylor". In general, Randolph's text represcnled a reduction by two­
fifths of all the essentials of thc long Kansas original-nothing in­
consistcnt with the usual workings of oral lradilion nor suggestive of 
interfcrcnce from print. (It may be noted berc that the only vulgar 
stanza ever Il5lJociatcd with tbc song is a mere CQupler. recalled by 
Austin Fife from farmhands singing near Idaho Falls, Idaho, in the 
1920's. and brought to mind by Fife's hearing of this Randolpb 
record.)'l 

One final unpublished text brings the record of oral tradition for 
the song up to 1925. In tbat year Harvey W. Cable, Presho. Soutb 
Dakota, a reader of tbe column "Songs Old Men Have Sung" in 
Advenrure Magazine sent his handwritten version to the writer of thai 
column, the important American folhong collc:ctor Robcr't W. 
Gordon." This version begins: 

John Bigg5 is my name, on old balchelor I am. 
You'U lind me out_est on an elegant plan. 
You'U lind me out_etl in that counlry orfame 
Starving to dealh on a government claim 

Hurrah for MiIl5 counly the land of the free,
 
The home oflhe granhopper. bedbug and nell..
 
rJllell of its prai5e5, I'll sing ofil5 fame
 
","'hile ~tar>·ing lo dealh on a governmem claim
 

Cable wrote that this was ··a song 1 have heard sung by several differ­
ent men'" Mills coumy is a placename found only in Iowa and Te~as. 

The order of material agrees with the Kepner text, but some wording 
is reminiscent of Lomax: "country of (arne'" "according to hod:' 
and "live on corndodger no more in me life," for instance. A few 
lines are unique, such as "from nothing to nothing rve harvested air." 
II seems possible that either the Great Plains oral tradition stemming 
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from Kansas was influenced by someone's reading lomax's CO~'bo}" 

Songs. or else Cable may have had some Texas singers among his 
acquaintances. 

The remaining handful of texts is marginal in terms of locale. 
date, and details; these all seem to show printed influence or are self­
conscious parodies. Others are simply LOa fragmenlary or anony'molls 
[0 lrace to any clear folk source. For example, the Canadian version, 
"The Alberta Homesteader," collecled in 1958 in Ontario (:'l. simply 
re!<lcates the events and furnishes appropriate details of Canadian 
weather and crops," A 1951 unpublished recording of a singer from 
Albuquerque. New Mexico, turns out to be pretty dose 10 the Lomax 
text and is credited to Greer counly, "a little county down in Texas."" 
A 1959 Arizona text is an obvious southwestern parody which omits 
the Slid house description and adds ranching and Spanish-American 
touches: "I'm going to Old Mexico and get me a wife,jAnd live on 
toni lias the rest of my life."" 

last of all, in the two large but very miscellaneous northwestern 
collectiom of flliksong notebooks and clippings which Au~tin Fife 
discovered, a few random texts occur. In the Slella Hendron collection 
from Koosk.ia, Idaho, there are three undistinguished and un­
identified handwritten or typewritten lellts plus one with unique military 
language and references to "Camp Eklrden" (wherever that is)." In 
the Pacific Northwest Farm Quad collection (Spok.ane. Washington) 
Fife found two tellts, one a fragment apparently based on Sandburg, 
the olher probably related to one of the many thai fol1ow from 
Kepner." 

In analyzing this maze of material. much of it of rather doubtful 
accuracy and unknown origin. I have had an advantage over previous 
commentators of possessing ever)' important published tellt of the 
song plus back-up material from archives and private colleclions.'· 1 
have tried to deduce from these sources when oral tradition created 
varialions 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 
originated with one of their own pioneers and achieved considerable 
popularity elsewhere in the west, both through folk and published 
circulation. 

The main reliable early WeSlern tradilional texts consist of just 
nine. b)' my count; they range from lale nineteenth-cenlury Kansas 
(Kepner, Tillotson. and Ford County) down into Oklahoma by 
1907-01l (lomalt) and north through (owa and Nebraska (Piper) and 
as far as South Dakota (Pound) in the 19-teens. Probably via Okla­
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IInty) down into Oklahoma by 
I Iowa and Nebraska (Piper) and 
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hom a the song found its way, before 1920, into Arkansas (Randolph) 
and even Kentucky (Comb!i), but by 1925 printed influence was al­
ready be{;oming evident (Cable). Altogether the !iong has been asso­
ciated with twelve states (mostly of the Great Plains) and Western 
Canada. Of thirty-three texts known to me (of which eight are frag­
mentary), only thineen have been published, but these have been re­
printed, 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 to the 
present. After 1927 Carl Sandburg's revision of one of Piper's texts 
(published eleven times so far) influenced some oral versions of the 
song. Beyond these two, the most often reprinted texts have been 
Kepner's and Pound's (four each) and Randolph's (three). In recent 
years and at the furthest periphery of the song's distribution, printed 
influence (especially from Sandburg) is the major trend, and parodies 
are sometimes composed. 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 is deplorable. but true, thal almost every step of the way 
collectors and edilOrs of the song have altered or obscured the record. 
These efforts range from the obvious falsifications by the Lomaxes 
and the poetic (or poss.ibly just careless) rewordings by Sandburg 
down to the many unacknowledged reprincings and resingings of 
previously published texts which have tended (Q inflate the count of 
supposedly verifiable traditional versions. But I am greatly impressed 
at the same time b" the crucial importance or .lust a few first-hand 
written records of the song taken down by college professors and early 
folk listeners alike. Abo, the sheer good luck of several texts being 
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 a valid 
example of Western folksong. Although it does not prove to have been 
common knowledge am09g the early homesteaders themselv'es, 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 folksong authorities are not 
unlike what has happened lO many another American folksong. All I 
can say. in conclusion, is: 

There's nOlhing that makes a man hard and profane, 
Like lracking a song to the county of Lane. 
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