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This study is dedicated to the students in my classes
in folklore at Morehead State University, who have
found for me many .of the ballads of the Floyd County
School bus disaster; to Mary Griffie Caudill, a good
friend and a fellow student of folklore; and to the
memory of the twenty-six Floyd County school children
and their school bus driver who perished in the disaster.
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INTRODUCTION AND ACKNOWLEDGMENTS ' 3
I

This study represents my first fieldwork in folklogé.:
Because of the kindness of many individuals--students, Eéliéw.
faculty, librarians, and those connected with the disaster;j
many aspects of the study have gone well and smoothly. Lboking
backwards, other aspects of the study should have gone better.
The trial-and-error method is a great but unforgiving érecepto;.
My intention is that what I have learned in making thi% study
I shall put to good and hard use in other endeavors.

The study became "the study" only during the last two years.
Until 1978 I had been merely curious about a disaster gallad
pertaining to a school bus wreck south of Prestonsburgé Kentucky,

i
in 1958. When folklore students brought me recorded cépies of
two different ballads of the school bus disaster, neither of
which was the ballad I had in printed form, mere curiosity.be-
came close scrutiny which, in turn, became systematic study and
broadcasted interest.

Morehead State University and its Faculty Research Committee
granted me a sum early in 1980 to help me finish research, travel
to interviews, and make multiple photocopies of the resﬁlts. For

this aid and interest I am most appreciative.




Recorded History of the Floyd County, Kentucky, Séhooi Bus Disaster’

This section of the study is a capsule history ofithé Floyd
County school bus disaster as reported in local and naFiqnal '

print media. The print media consulted are the Floyd éodntg?‘

(Kentucky) Times, the Louisville Courier-Journal, the New -York

Times, Life, Time, and National Parent-Teacher. - Rarely if:ever

is there coverage of the disaster in print media outside the Floyd

County Times that is not to be found in the FCT itself; hqnce my -
almost exclusive ¥eliance on FCT for this portion of the‘stud?.
Much of the coverage of the disaster in FCT, a weekly éqper
published in Prestonsburg, Kentucky, was written by twk men:
Henry P. (Buck) Scalf (who later received a meritorioug service
award for his reportage of the disaster)} and Norman Alhen{ pub-
lisher and editor of FIC. Mr. Scalf died in 1979, an& H:..Allen

remains publisher and editor. Unless otherwise noted, all dates

and page references in parentheses are to FTC during 1958.

Shortly after 8:00 a.m. on Friday, February 28, 1938, north-
bound Floyd County school bus #27 struck the left rear of a
wrecker on U.S. Route 23 at Knotley Hollow near Lanceﬁ, Kentucky,
three miles south of the bus's destination, Prestonsbérg. The
driver, John Derossett, had apparently steered left ié an attempt
to avoid colliding with the wrecker. After the colli%ion, the

bus continued its swing to the left, teetered briefly|on the

edge of the southbound lane,l and plunged down a 50-foot-plus

1rt was later reported, correctly, that before the bus
plunged down the embankment it also struck the left rear of
an automobile parked off to the side of the southbound lane
of U.S., Route 23, 1

- |



| 3 '
embankment into the rain-swollen Levisa'Fork of the Big Saﬁdy'
River (3/6, p. 1; 3/13, p. 4).2 0f the estimated 47 étudepﬁé on

board, 26 and the driver went down with the bus. The'gtheyiil
! ;

managed to escape through the rear emergency door of thetbus

and either swam or were helped to safety.3

The locatiéﬁdaflphé
submerged bus was not discovered until after noon onysﬁndaf,“‘
March 2, ‘
Throughout the first day of the disaster, some 2060 iﬁdi-
viduals gathered along the rivef's banks to watch and wait.:
Floyd Couhty Judge Henry Stumbo was placed in charge of récovery
efforts. 'Rescue workers were organized locally; and later on
Friday, Ashland 0il and Refining Company and the U.S. Corps of
Engineers sent divers to the scene. The divers were l%ter
joined by U.S. Navy frogmén and U.S. Coast Guard persobnél.
U.S. Army helicopters and land vehicles of various sor%s*conf
verged bringing supplies and equipment. The Red Cross, established
a canteen at the site early on Friday (3/6, p. 1).
Almost immediately boats of all sorts were on the| river
searching for the bus as individuals built fires along| the banks

of the Sandy to warm themselves. Grappling hooks were fashioned

by welders on the highway above the river, and a barge w@s moored

21,ife Magazine reported the water's depth at 30 feet (March
10, 1958, p. 46). The Louisville Courier-Journal reported that
normally the Levisa Fork of the Big Sandy River would have been
only two feet deep (March 1, 1958, p. 1l).

3rhere is some disagreement about the number of cpildren who
escaped the bus. Although 21 is the number referred to by FCT in
various issues March through June, 1958, only 20 names of survivors
are reported in the March 6 issue. The May' 22 issue, however,
reports that various school children were called upon hg witnesses
in the official probe of the disaster. Of those called upon, two
children testified whose names do not appear on the March & list
of survivors.
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in the river for divers' use. State police, county police, end

: 4

members of Co. B, 364th Engineer Rattalion joihed to hélp"in.

} :
the search, ta direct traffic, and generally to malntaln order

b

(3/6, p. 1). On Saturday, March 1, Judge Stumbo app01nted u.s.
Coast Guard Lt. John Mundy to be in charge of the search opera—
tions. U.S. Representative Carl Perkins and Governor #. B,
Chandler visited the site Saturday afternoon, and the Gévegnor
pledgedlthe total resources of the State to aid in recovefing
victims' bodies. Lighting devices for night work wereﬂbreughﬁ
in by the "Glow Worm" unit of the 23rd Artillery Corps from
Lexington, Kentucky (3/6, p. 1).

At 12:53 p.m. on Sunday, March 2, a diver spotted the body -
of one of the victims some 200 feet downstream near the opposite
bank from the point at which the bus had entered tﬁe water. The
body had apparently floated free of the bus. Almost fmmediately
divere discovered the submerged bus lying on its side |in fairly
shallow water about 250 feet downstream and on the opposite bank
from the bus's entry. Divers attached cables to the bus and to
two bulldozers. At 3:25 p.m. the bus emerged, and by |4:30 it

was pulled ashore with the help of a third bulldozer. | Fourteen

more bodies including that of the driver were recovered from the

bus. Twelve children's bodies were still missing as of Sunday
evening (3/6, p. 6) as 3000-4000 people watched the opefatiqns
from the river's banks (3/6, p. 6; p. 8).

By Sunday night searchlights totaling 80 million|candle-

power were in use on the river (3/13, p. 8). Nationa} Guardsmen
installed a net across the river at the West Prestons#urg Bridge

. |
{two miles downstream from the accident); two more nets spanped
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the river at West Prestonsburg and one at Van ﬁgar (3/13, p;;l). 3o
Rainfall Sunday and Sunday night caused the river to rigé'anéthgt‘

¢
two feet. . ’ A -

On Monday, March 3, dragging gperations continued%- $h¢i':
current of the river was measured at 18 mph (3/13, p.'B{;: fﬁé
sixteenth body was recovered about a mile downstream'froﬁ7£ﬁ§:
accident site, and four more boéies were found on Tues@éé‘ggéﬂ
Wednesday, March 4 and 5, leaving the bodies of sevenjghiidrén
unrecovered (3/6, p. 1; p. 3).

Five hundred NatiOnal Guardsmen were billeted in two county
schools with Brig. Gen. J. S. Lindsay in chafge. More thankloo
boats were involved in searching the river, half from nearbf
Dewey Lake and half privately owned and operated (3/13; p;'l).

Floyd County School Superintendent V. 0. Turner w&éhﬁamed
Chairman of the Prestonsburg Schoolchildren Recovery éoﬁmigtee.
The Committee was organized to work in the same ways aé-were,the
National Guardsmen (3/20, p. l). Joining the recoverf operation
were over a hundred men from Eastern Tennessee and an [unspecified
number from Sandusky, Ohio. The Red Cross continued its wofk,

but the number of National Guardsmen dropped from a higpAéf about

500 to 176, Although the Guardsmen were billeted at the Prestons-

burg High School gymnasium, the combined high school and elemen-

tary school resumed classes on Monday, March 17 (3/20! p. 61,

Floyd County Courthouse personnel joined in the ﬁecovery
effort on Friday, March 28. Recovery workers searche& the river
as far as Catlettsburg, some 65 or 70 miles north on the'Sandy.
The searchers were joined on Saturday, March 29, 'by 60 men from
MOrristown and other Tennessee communities. - The Guar?gmen wer?
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scheduled to leave on Friday, March 28 (3/27, p. 1), but Governor.
Chandler ordered them not to withdraw from duty (4/3, %. 1.4

Mr. Graham Burchett, directer of civilian recevery operationS"
of the Prestonsburg Schoolchildren Recovery Commlttee, appealed
for volunteers to man the bridges as night watchmen. The FloYd

T

County Board of Education and the Prestonsburg Dlsaster Commlttee .
(directed by Burl Spurlock) jointly offered a reward Qf §%OQQ for
each body recovered in hopes of encouraging more'volunreer parti—
cipation. The Guardsmen on duty, reduced to-9i, were'further |
reduced to 34 by the end of March (4/1, p. 1). Poesibly'ae a
result of finding two more bodies on April 8 and 9, the‘number
0f Guardsmen on duty was increased to 70 (4/10, p. 1}, The Coast
Guard base in St. Louis, Missouri, sent twenty outboard motors
for use, and various outhoard motor manufacturers sent ten more.
With the number of missing victims reduced to five, Grahamu
Burchett still sought volunteers. |

Two more victims were found on April 11 and 16, and the
25th victim's body was recovered from the Sandy on April 23.
The $1000 reward was frequently refused by those who recoyered
the children's bodies. The 26th victim was found on Apri}”30;
and on May 10, 71 days after the accident, the last of rhe missing
children was recovered from the river. The Natienal Guardsmen

left Prestonsburg on Tuesday, May 13. FCT reported that "Disaster-

ridden Floyd county [%ic:]now lives with its memories|." (5/15, p. 6)

4Apparently a few local citizens complained that tax money
was being wasted by keeping the Guard in Prestonsburg| to’ help re-
cover children's bodies (May 9, 1980, interview with V. 0. Turner,’
now teaching at Pikeville College).. Mr. Turner and others spoke
to the Governor and asked that the Guardsmen remarn in Prestonsburg.
The Governor complied with their request.
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From the time of the accident until after the ;a%ﬁ ghilﬁ's
body was recovered, cooperation, useful help in terms}of”supﬁlies'
and aid of all sorts, and supportive sentiment by the[pugllc at
large were the rule.> Financial aid for the expenses ofkrecoverlng:'
victims' bodies. and for their funeral expenses came from all over .
the United States and, occasionally, beyond.6 .ByﬂMay lé,uthq.funds '
received by the Prestonsburg Schoolchildren Récqvery qdmmiéyee |
stood at about $55,000,'although that total had béen greatiylge-
pleted by funeral expenses and reward money (5/15 pP. l) ?ﬁ'
addition, the Floyd County Bar Association offered advmce And.
legal aid gratis to the families of the victims (3/13, p. 1) and

represented them in settling with insurors.

The causes of the accident are unknown. The weéther was
clear, visibility good, and the pavement dry. John Derossétt
did not suffer a heart attack as some people suspected (én autopsy
was performed on Derossett by Dr. E. N. Thorsness of Pikéviiie,
Kentucky). The road surface was reported to show no skiqurks
from brake pressure.7 Brake or steering failure was rendéred
impossible to detect in that the front wheel assembly was puylled

off the bus in the process of towing it out of the river,

5Mr. Graham Burchett and Mr. James B. Goble, both officers
of the Recovery Committee, expressed emphatically the lcommunity's
appreciation for total individual, county, state, and!natlonal
cooperation (Interview, June 10, 1979). To quote Mr. Burchett,
"All we had to do was ask for it, and we got it."

6Two volumes of contributors' letters are in the holdings
of the Floyd County Public Library in Prestonsburg.

7Later, the father of John Derossett mentioned tlre marks
in the road in attempting to establish that his son dila indéed apply.
the brakes (3/13, p. 4). The presence of the marks was corrobor-
ated by Mr. Burchett and Mr. Goble in the June 10, 1979, interview.

i




p——

8

Donald L. Horn, the driver of the wrecker, reportéd tha£
a truck had left the upper (east) side of the highway gnd was
across the ditchline (3/6, p. 6). Horn pulled behind the truck
to see if his help were needed. He said that the wreéLer w;s strllj
on the right lane of the highway, but that he had 51gna1ed hlS |
stop. The bus hit the wrecker and knocked it some 50 feet furthér.
up the highway. | . -

Horn,.Scout Executive C. 0. Williamsf and BennievBlackhurﬁ,-
(a witness who lived at the accident site) ran into the Qateri
and tried to save as many lives as possible. "'If we bad'ﬁé@
another minute we'd have got them all out,' Horn said. :'But '
they wedged in the emergency door. I don't know how manj got
out.'" (3/6, p. 6) Blackburn "...said that the bus moved so
slowly across the road after hitting the .wrecker that he believed
ordinary braking pressure would have stopped it." (3/6, p. 86)

The Kentucky State Police report concluded that ﬂug driyer
Derossett had three chances to brake the bus to a halt 5efore
hitting the water. Blackburn stated that the bus was gqing too
fast and didn't slow down before the impact. Izaac Vandgrpooi,

a student on the bus who was seated directly behind Derqggétﬁ and
who was talking to Derossett shortly before thé cblliﬁioqgmsaid
that the busg was not moving too fast and that Derosseﬂt!gidn‘t
see the wrecker until it was too late to aveid the colliéidnﬂ

Two mechanics had checked the bus two dayé before the acéid?nt,
“n

and had reported it to be in "'good mechanical gquifiop.

El

(3/13, p. 4)8

8priver John Derossett's brother, Bryant, denied|that ;he
bus had bheen checked (3/6, p. 6). R
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The conclu51ons of the police report are’ as follé ;

l g

1. Weather and road conditions were both good. :ij

2. The brakes of the school bus were not applied. - (Ne,
brake lights were seen by a Mr. Hoffman, a w1tness who
had been driving about 1000-1500 feet behind'the bus.
School children remembered no feeling of brakes belng
applied before or after the impact. ) .

3. The driver made no effort to control the bus’ after the
. collision,

4. The wrecker driver gave a proper hand signal while
slowing down. (Hoffman saw the signal.)

5. The bus swerved left, hit the left rear of a parked
car, and went down the embankment.

6. The bus driver was talking to Izaac Vanderpool just
before the collision.

7. There was no oncoming traffic to prohibit the bus from
swerving around the wrecker. (3/13, p. 4)

At the inquiry, Mr. Harry Ranier testified that the‘bus's
steering mechanism may have been damaged by the collision. .
Ranier believed that the bus didn't have brakes at the time of
impact. The bus was found in third gear (the bus ha@ four gears
forward),’and Derossett may have been gearing down upen impact.
The bus's right front fender was wrapped around the right front
wheel, locking it. A Kentucky State Policeman denied |the |
"three chances to brake” hypothesis (5/22, p. 2). I

One witness had reported that the bus was deing 35—%0 mph
at the time ef the collision (5/29, p. 1). However, thetbue

used in a reinactment of the disaster, with its lighter load,f

could make only 30 mph between the Knotley Hollow bridge-(whefe

Ihe reader is encouraged to compare these conclusions and
those of the next two paragraphs with the events, of the disaster
remembered by Izaac Vanderpool. The transcript of the’ May 13,
1980, interview with Mr. Vanderpool appears later in this sthdy.
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where bus #27 left U.8. Route 23.
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One may say that there are two memorials to the 27 victims

of the disaster. One is the guardrail that was placed at the

spot where bus #27 left U.S. Route 23 (2/26/59, p. 1). The:

other, the more important and fitting, is the Floyd Cohnty

Kentucky Emergency & Rescue Squad, a non-profit, volunteer

organization which grew out of the Prestonsburg Schoolchildren

Recovery Committee.

The training of its nineteen charter members

began on April 27, 1958, by the Greenville, Tennessee, rescue

squad.

The Floyd County Rescue Squad's first captain, Graham

Burchett, and its first secretary-treasurer, James B. .Goble

(6/5, p. 1), are still active in the organization at ﬁhis

writing.

On the squad building in Prestonsburg is a ﬁlaque

dedicating the squad and its work to the memory of thase who

died on February 28, 1958. A list of their names and |

Doris Faye Burchett, 15
James Edison Carey, 9
Glenda May Cisco, 17
Kenneth Forrest Cisco, 14
Paulette Cline, 9

Sandra FPaye Cline, 8
Emogene Darby, 17

Linda Darby, 14

John Alex Derossett, 27

Anna Lavra Goble, 9

ages follows:




James Edward Goble, 12
John Spencer Goble, 11
Jane Carol Harris, 14
John Harlan Hughes, 13
Margaret Louise Hunt, 15
Bucky Ray Jarrell, 14
Katie Carol Jarrell, 13
Marcella Jervis, 14
Montaine Jervis, 15
Thomas Roosevelt Jervis, 13
Kathryn Justice, 16
Joyce Ann Matney, 14
Rita Cheryl Matney, 8
Nannie Joyce McPeek, 17
James L. Meade, Jr., 9
James Thomas Ousley, 15

Randy Wallen, 17

11
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The Ballads of the Disaster

In varying degrees the six recovered ballads are m%dern aay
counterparts of what Bill Malone terms event songs.l L&ke-tﬁe
event songs' ancestors, the broadsides,‘these six ballaésﬁare'
Journalistic in tone and are concerned with social commégféry,_
Further, as is often the case with event songs and broaasidesr
these ballads conclude with a moral or a preachment. '

Fach of the six ballads is treated individually beldw
in the following manner: introduction and source, tune ﬁith
the firs; stanza placed relative to the notes, complete text or
texts of the ballad, and explanatory footnotes and further comment.

I am indebted to librarian John Forbes and music student Charles

Jones for the musical transcriptions of the ballads.

"The Big Sandy Disaster"--vV. H. Harp

I received a copy of "The Big Sandy Disaster" in spring\
1576 from a former student, Mrs. Phyllis Rose, who remeﬁbered
hearing a ballad or a song about the disaster many years before.
The copy she sent me is a photocopy of the one her mother saved
in the family Bible in Jackson, Breathitt County, Kentu?ky. I
assumed for two years that this was "the" ballad of the disaster,
and T was quite wrong.

As it became apparent that there were several ballads
written about the disaster, I began--with the able help|of Mary
Griffie Caudill, an informant and friend from Orkney, Floyd

County, Kentucky--toc make inquiry into the identity and| the

lBill C. Malone, Southern Music/American Music. New Per-
spectives on the South, gen. ed. Charles P, Roland (Lexington:
The University Press of Kentucky, 1979), p. 64.

L2
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whereabouts of V. H. Harp, "The Country Preacher." As

T T T T T T T

attempt I advertised in the Lexington Herald during thq‘week Qf,
May 18, 1980. Mr. Harp and his two daughters responded!td the-ad,
he included his unlisted phone number, and we arranged Eér an,
interview (see the introduction to and the transcfipt of the
interview with V. H. Harp later in this study) .,

Of the six recovered ballads of the disaster, only Harp's
may be called a broadside in the strictest sence of the term.‘
Harp, a radio preacher and a street preacher, wrote, éopyrightedr
printed (eventually in at least two versions), and began to
distribute “"The Big Sandy Disaster" in March, 1958. Brother
Harp distributed a broadside copy of his "country ballad" to
anyone requesting it in person or by mail. Harp's incomplete
records of his radio-preaching days show the names of 963 lis-
teners who requested a printed copy of the ballad, so hﬁs'estimate
of having distributed more than a thousand copies (see [interview)
is accurate. Though Harp did not charge for copies of ["The Big
Sandy Disaster," written requests for the broadside were often
accompanied by donations varying from a nickel to, rarély, a
dollar. |

The first version of the ballad below is the version copy-
righted by Harp on March 31, 1958. The second version,| under
the same copyright but with some minor changes and a different
sixth stanza, was lithographed between four and six months after
the first version.

Brother Harp recorded both versions onto tabe——the fifst

version (without tis sixth stanza) during our interview and




14

the second a few days later. Dufing the interfiew Bro ther Harp
read from my copy'of version one as he sang. I can only assume
that he also read from copy during his second recordlng and that
the copy was that of version two.l Harp mailed me the tape Qf

his second recording, and under separate cover he mailed an

original of version two, the lithographed edition.

The Big Sandy Disaster

ol ) brpy T

“ vp i/'n F/or:-’ Count- r WL"!H'G B¢ g.SanJ 7 '_lli
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I
+
i

Wl ) AL
pw=Fel iy L fcr 0:” h :gh. i w’tf‘lr-;w cn*"{ ;IéJﬁmLEf[:;w '.
i

lBecause Brother Harp read from the text during his first
recording and most probably did so during his second, |I am con-
sidering the printed copies as the texts of the ballad rather than
what he actually sang. During the actual singing of each version
by Harp, there is some variation from his text (see the transcript
of version one in the Harp interview to compare to the text of
version one included below)}. I believe the dlffgrences in the
printed and the sung versions are a result of his mlsﬂeadlng, hig
possible self-consciousness, and/or his half-remembering bits and
pieces of both versions.



The Big Sandy Disaster (Version One)?

[ ] Way up in Floyd County, where the Big Sandy flows
A disaster has happened, Why? Only God knows'
Here is the story told by those who did see
That awful disaster on highway twenty three

[2] It was on Friday February twenty eight
The news was flashed quickly all over the state
A school bus was missing somewhere long the way
And the Big Sandy river had swallowed its prey

3

el e -

© 15

[-Q] A Floyd County school bus, had its load for the dayi
And was heading for Prestonsburg, three miles away

Everyone seemed so happy as the big bus did roll
Then striking a wrecker, it went out of control

[4] Over an embankment the school bus did vault
At the bank of Big Sandy it came to a halt#
When the back door came open, some children took

T

fllght5

But twenty six and the driver then sank out of sight

2for details of the ballad's writing, its popular

ity, and

responses to the ballad, see the transcript of the interview

with V. H. Harp later in this study.
3
long the way." To the best of my knowledge the first:

There was never a report of a bus "...missing somewhere

ireport of

the accident came in a phone call made by a Mr. Hoffman, an

insurance representative who had been driving 1000- 150
behind the bus at the time of the collision. Hoffman

0 feet
testlfled

that he had run down the bank behind Horn and Blackburn and
that he had then returned to the highway to phone for 'help.

l

4There seems to be some disagreement about what happened
to the bus after its descent. The bus certainly did not come
to a halt. According to some witnesses, the bus slowed down
upon reaching the edge of the Sandy in that the slope'of the
embankment was less steep near the water's edge. Others, who
reached the scene shortly after the accident, said that the em-
bankment didn't flatten out at all by the bank. Ike Vanderpool,
the student seated directly behind the driver, does not remember
the bus's slowing down before going into the water. Vanderpool
remembers the bus slowing only upon its hitting the water, after
which the hus continued into the water at a slow but regular rate,

5The door was opened by wrecker-driver Donald L,

Hoxrn's-

pulling on it and a youngster's kicking at it from 1n51de the bus.
The action seems to verify that the bus must have slowed down conr
siderably as it went into the water in that Horn had to. run across

U.S. 23 and down the embankment to get to the bus.
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[5] There was weeping and praying, others seemed in al daze
After three days of searching, the big bus they did raise
Then the dreadful task was started, by these gallant men
There was quietness around as the last roll call began‘fw

[GJ All bodies were claimed, still others did weep -
For somewhere in Big Sandy nine children did sleep
Two were found later, as they came adriftb
The search must go on in those waters so swift
(Chorus)? R

[7] Oh Dear God bless those people, with hearts brave but sad
The Big Sandy river took all that they had
They can still hear their footsteps on paths they once trod
They are absent from school, but they are present with God.

Words and Music by V. H. Harp
"The Country Preacher"

The Big Sandy Disaster (Version Two) B

1
Way up in Floyd County
Where the Big Sandy Flows
A Disaster has Happened.

The bodies of the nineteenth and twentieth victims were
found on April 4 and April 5. That seven victims werd still
missing places the writing of the ballad after March ﬂ but,
considering the March 31 copyright date, before (probably con-
siderably before) the end of March. !

H
71n recordlng this version and the second VerSlO& on tape,
Harp did not sing the last stanza as a chorus, i.e., between
other stanzas. It seems that Harp may have been under the influ-
ence of two different traditions--that of having a chorus and
that of having a final stanza containing a moral or a |preach-
ment. The latter tradition seems to have won out. ¢
|
8This version of the ballad is the one Harp reme@bers having
printed four to six months after the first version. That the
first version was copyrighted on March 31 places the prlntlng of
version two between July 31 and September 30, 1958. The logo
on the cover and the cover of version two itself were |[designed
by Harp (see facsimile below). His inclusion of the WLAP call
letters was simply to advertise his radio ministry. arp himself
paid all the printing and mailing expenses of both versions.




. 17

Why only God Knows

But here is the Story
Told by Those Who Did See
That Awful Disaster

On Highway Twenty Three

2 ‘ -
It Happened on Friday :
February Twenty Eight '
The News was Flashed Quickly
All over the State
A School Bus was Missing
Somewhere 'long the Way
And The Big Sandy River
Had Swallowed its Prey
3 .
A Floyd County School Bus
Had its Load For the Day
And Was Heading for Prestonsburg
Just Three Miles Away
Everyone Seemed Happy
As the Big Bus did Roll
Then Striking a Wrecker
It went out of Control '

4
Then Over an Embankment
The School Bus did Vault
At the Bank of Big Sandy
It Came to a Halt
In this Brief Moment?
Some Children tock Flight
But Twenty Six and the Driver
Then Sank out of Sight

5
There was Weeping and Praying

Others seemed in a Daze

After Three Days of Searching

The big Bus was then Raised

Then the Dreadful Task was Started
By These Brave and Gallant Men
There was Quietness all Around

As the Last Roll Call Began

9Version one reads "When the back door came open;..." While
speaking to Brother Harp on the phone in July, 1980, I inquired
about various changes in the second version of the ballad and who
had made them. Harp said that he had made them all himself but
that he could not remember why he had made them. The|changes
consist of single words added, changed, or omitted; one rewrltten
line; and one whole stanza rewritten (stanza 6).
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Oh Why did it Happen ‘
We can Still Hear them Say
But the Master He giveth
and He Taketh Away.
The Searching Now has Ended
That Lasted So Long
The Big Sandy Disaster
In our Hearts Will Live on

- — o ——

7
Oh Dear God Bless these People

With Hearts Brave but Sad .

The Big Sandy River L !
Took All that They Had ‘

They Will Long Hear their Footsteps

On the Paths they once Trod

They are Absent from School

But They are Present with God.

Words and Music by

"The Little Country Preacher"l1

In "The Big Sandy Disaster" Brother Harp has most of his
facts right. During the interview Harp stated that he got his
information from news coming in over the wire at radio ét&tipn
WLAP and from reading the newspapers--hence his high degree of
accuracy. | |

Harp's ballad is of more than common merit as an%expression
by a member of the folk. He is no unpracticed writer of ballads;

Harp has written many ballads and hymns over a period;spanning

at least thirty years. His sense of dramatic irony (stanza 3--

10mhe date of this second version (between July 31 and Sep-
tember 30, 1958) is the key to the whole stanza's being rewritten,
Whereas version one was written when seven victims were still
missing, the second version was written after May 10,| 1958, when
the body of the last victim was found. "

1l1n the same phone call mentioned in footnote 9| above, I
asked Harp why he didn't put his name on version two.| He said
that since people would recognize him more quickly by| his sob- ,
riguet then by his surname, he fezlt it unnecessary to| add his name.
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"Everyone seemed happy as the big bus did roll“)!is eﬁfeqtive in
its understatement as is his addition of the present éerb teﬁée
in stanza 7 of version one and stanzas 6 and 7 of veréion two,
Stanza 7, the preachment, is powerful and emotion-ladénf‘yet‘if ‘
avoids sticky sentimentality and bathos. Although the ballad
has its share of cliches and forced metrics and rhyme, it does
not overindulge in tearful commentary even in version two with
its preachment extended to both stanzas 6 and 7. The §ixthg
stanza of version one maintains the stark tone of the first five
stanzas and, for that reason, I believe it to be the superior
version.

Although the ballad is clearly an expression by a member of
the folk, it is not at this time a folk ballad. To my knowledge
it is not currently sung, nor was it ever sung widely. I have
found no variant of "The Big Sandy Disaster" other .than the
variant consciously written by Brother Harp himself. |In ldoking

at a copy of version one of the ballad, Cratis Williaﬁs sum-

marized the case nicely when he observed that although it is not

now a folk ballad, one day someone may happen upon itg sing it,

i .
and introduce it to others. If and when it enters the oral

tradition, it may well become a folk ballad. {
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, @l‘pv Mig Dandy 1jisuster '

\ . . |
Way up Ln Floyd County, whare the Bip Sundy flowa !
A dieaster, lwe happoned, Why? (%dy wd knowas
\\\Huxu i the story told by thode |gho did aee
\Bt oguful d;juqtul on hipghwoy iunby threo
_.,..q-J"s-.,"qr . .
Jt way on I&juay February twoenty elght
The news was leshoed quichly ali over the state
A gchool bus wab wisslng domewhare long tha way
And thu Dirp Sandy river had 3wnlluuud ita prey

A Floyd Quunty school budg, had 1Lu luad for the day
And was hwading for Yrestongburg, three milas avay
Evaryone seemsd so heppy as the by bua aid roll
Then striking uvwruckur, it went out of control

AL the bank of Hig Sundy Lt Ggnglto a halt
Whan the back douw coeme opun, sofle children took Illght
But twenty six amd thu driver tign sank out of sight

Ovur an embankmant Lhe gchual bg( did vaultg

~r

Thure was wecplng and praying, others seuvmed in 8 daze
After three days of searchine, tha big bus they did reioe
Thon the dreadful task was starwd, by those gellant men
There wau qulotness around ss the last roll call began

=

All bodles wore clabliwsd, ©tild) others did weap o
ror somgwhere tn Hip Sandy nine children did gleep .

Twoe were found later, 83 thoy camw adrift A
The desrch must yo on in r.huue vators 4o owift |ty L

_“ln_.‘l;t'w----—""‘ - e e H 00
* ©  Oh Deer God Lless Lipse poople, with hearta brave but u@ rfo v s
The Blg Sandy river took all that they had
They con 8til]l hear thetr footsteps on paths they once trod iy o
Thuy ere sbugnt from gchool, buy thug are pressnt Vith ﬁ°¢o i

: Words and tusio by V. H. Hll‘p,_ ’
A “The Country FPreachey® -~
b
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- 1
Way up in Floyd County
Where the Big Sandy Flows
A Disaster has Happemned
Why only God Enews

So here is the Story

Told by Those Who Did See
That Awful Digaster

On Highway Twenty .Three

2

It Happened on Friday
February Twenty Eight

The Nevws was Flashed Quickly
A11 Over the State

A School Bus was Missing
Somewhere 'long the Way

And The Big Sandy River

Had Swallowed its Prey

3

A Floyd County School Bus

Had its Load For the Day

‘And Was Heading for Prestonburg
Jugt Three Miles Away

Everyoné Seemed Happy

"As the Big Bus-did Rell

Then Striking a Wrecker

It went out of Control

4

Then Over an Embankment

The School Bus did Vault

At the Bank of Big Sandy

It Came to a Halt

In this Brief Moment

Some Children.took Flight

But Twenty Six and the Driver
Then Sank out of Sight

5‘9 _/_259 _Scuu!y :bidadfer

L ot

5
There was Weeping and Praying
Others seemed in a Daze
After Three Days of Searching
The big Bus was then Raised
Then the Dreadful Task was Started
By These Brave and Gallant Men
There was Quietness all Arocund
As the Last Roll Call Began

6
Oh Why did it Happen
We can Still Hear them Say
But the Master He giveth
and He Taketh Away.
The Searching Now has Ended
That Lasted So Long
The Big Sandy Disaster
In our Hearts Will Live on

7

Oh Dear God Bless these People
With Hearts Brave but Sad

The Big Sandy River

Took All that They Had

They Will Long Hear their Footsteps
On the Paths they once Trod

They are Absent from School

But They are Present with God.

Words and Music b&

"The Liittle Country Preacher®



22
"The Wreck of the Floyd County School Bus" - |

Folklore.student Eddie Baldridge gave me His gra?dmother's'
copy of "The Wreck of thé Floyd County School BusF inilate'spring
- 0f 1979. Baldridge's grandmother, Mrs. Zallia Baldridge of '
Clearfield, Kentucky, told me that she had been given her type-
written copy at work by "a stranger" in 1958, when Mrs. Baldridge
was employed as a laundress in a dry-cleaning/laundry‘establighment
in Morehead, Kentucky. She knew nothing more about the ballad, |
nor did Mrs. Baldridge know "Little Cathy Fiskus Esic]j" the
tune to which this disaster ballad is to be sung. (At the time
I had never heard of Jimmy Osborne's 1949 country song.) Mrs.
Baldridge suggested that I might learn more about Fhe ballad from
Mr. Homer Gregory, the owner of the lumber company on whose
stationery Mrs. Baldridge's copy of the ballad had been typed
(see facsimile at the end of the discussion of this ballad).
Mr. Gregory had no knowledge of the bus disaster;ballad,
He and Mrs. Gregory telephoned relatives and former e$ployees
of the lumber yard to see if any of them knew of it. EThey did
not. Mr. Gregory seemed to remember "Little Cathy Fiskus™ as
a song which had as its subject the death of a young girl who
had fallen into a well. He estimated that he had not;heard the
song in over twenty years.
I found the story of Kathy Fiscus through the New York

Times Index for 1949, and I later read a reference to|the death

of Jimmy Osborn, the composer of "The Death of Little| Kathy
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Fiscus. I was fortunate in finding a phonograph re?ording of

the song through a television advertisement, and I had the tune
copied from this recording (see transcrlpt below) 2 I have
shown a copy of this ballad to all individuals I have: 1nterv1ewed,-

no one has recognized it. At this writing the ballad remains

anonymous.

The Wreck of the Floyd County School Bus3
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lJimmy Osborne is generally given credit for writing both the
words and the music to "The Death of Little Kathy Fiscus" (see
Bill C. Malone, Country Music, U.S.A. Publications of the American
Folklore Society, Memoir Series, Vol. 54, gen. ed. John Greenway
(Austin: University of Texas Press, 1968), p. 222, footnote).
However, Dorothy Horstman (8ing Your Heart Out, Country Boy . .(New
York: E. PF. Dutton & Co., Inc., 1975), p. 73) gives credit to
Jimmy Osborne and G. Nigh,

2Jimmy Osborne, "Death of Little Kathy Fiscus [sic],“ vVol. T,
side B, cut 2, 40 Country Hits of the '40s (Nashville: Gusto
Special Products, 1978), GTV 108. ' '

3In doing the underlay of the lyrics of the tune [copied ' out.
by Forbes and Jones, in four instances I had to divide a quarter
note into two eighth notes to accomodate the number of sylliables:
to be sung to one musical beat. AL the points where I divided
the quarter notes, I have marked the ‘ranscript @ above the staff.
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THE WRECK OF THE FLOYD COUNTY SCHOOI BUS !

i

[l] It was.on Friday morning about ten after eight;
When the Angel of God did open the gate, !

There were 26 children who died there that day%ﬂ
Three miles from Prestonsburg city they' say.

[%] The driver picked up the children so gay L
Then stepped on the starter as he drove away, . -
Then on down the road its sad but its true
The wrecker it then came into view.

[3] The water was cold, muddy, and deep
Then into the river the school bus did creep,
Then into the arms of Jesus above
Went those darling children of whom that we love.

[{] Their sweet little faces we will see here no more.
Until we meet them on God's golden shore,
I'm going to meet them in glory sgme day
Forever to live, forever to stay.

[-§7 There are 26 seats that are empty today
In that old school house some wher: down the way
There are 2 little bodies that has not been found
That may be sleeping down under the ground,

[61 Our God up in Heaven he sees them today,
He knows the very spot that they lay
He is watching over them both day and night?
Keeping them safe from harm and from fright.

I

4It is interesting that driver John Derossett is‘never
mentioned in this ballad as having been one of those who died
in the disaster. i

5The preachment, which appears in stanza 4 and in the last
three stanzas, is interesting in that it moves from the first
person (stanza 4), into the third person {stanza 6), back into
the first person (stanza 7), then into the second person (stanza
Often such shifting constitutes a weakness, but in this instance
the shift seems to bespeak or to echo an implied universal in-
volvement in the disaster.

éPhat the 25th victim was recovered on April 23rd and the
26th on April 30th most probably places the writing of this bal-
lad between these two dates. If this dating is accur&te, this
ballad is the latest-written of the five ballads incldded‘in
this study.

T1n Mrs. Baldridge's copy of the ballad, this line ori-

8).

ginally read "In a land that is happy, in a land that [is sweet" and
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[7] So all we can do is to watch and to pray i
Until he calls us up there some day, i
Where we can join children so neat P
In a land that is happy, in a land that is swe%t

)

[8] Dear Fathers and Mothers trust Jesus today '
He will surely, surely show you the way

That leads to that land where all can be blessed,
In a Heaven of Glory in a Heaven of rest.-

) s

Please sing in the tune of "Little Cathy Fiskus [éic]."

Certainly this ballad is a product of a member of the'foik.
Although the writer is not so practiced at baliadry as i;~V; H.
Harp ("The Big Sandy Disaster") and although the forced metrics
{e.g., "...of whom that we love," stanza 3, lire 4) and-fhyme
(e.g., "Then into the river the school bus did creep,h stanza 3,
line 2; and "Where we can join children so neat," stanza 7, line 3),
the poet is not without his or her merit. An effective rhetorical
device through which the poet gains power is the parallelism in
the last line of stanza 4 ("Forever to live, forever to;stay"),
stanza 7 ("In a land that is happy, in a land that is 'sweet"),
and stanza 8 (In a Hcaven of Glory in a Heaven of resﬁ") as well
as less apparent parallelisms within other lines and érOm one line
to the next. Stanza 6 affords imagery of simple warmth: "He is

watching cover them both day and night / Keeping them safe from

harm and from fright."

is crossed out (see facsimile below). The line correctly occurs
as the last line in the next stanza. Upon this fact I base my
assumption that Mrs. Baldridge's copy is not the orlglnal Who-
aver typed the copy that came to Mrs. Baldridge most probably
glanced at the last line of the seventh stanza while typlng and
mistakenly typed it as the last line of stanza 6, noticed the
error, crossed it out, and typed the correct last llne of stanza
6. There is, of course, no way of determining the nature of the
original from which the typed copy was made. It may have been a
manuscript of which no other copies exist.



As is the case with Harp's "The Big Sandy Dlsaster, “The
Wreck of the Floyd County School Bus" is not a folk ballad, al- :

though it is a ballad of the folk. At this time I cannot*say

how widely the ballad was circulated, nor can I say withaan?ﬁ;

surety that the ballad was sung by anyone but its anoﬁympus

composer.
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It was on Friday marning about ten after eight,
When the Angel of God did open the gate,

There were 26 children who dled there that day
Three milea from Breatorﬁburg city they say.

i
!
!
. 1
THE WRECK (F THE FLOYD CuUNIY dCIIu.%UL BUS
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‘the driver picked up the children so gay :
Then stepped on the starter as he drove away,
Then on down the road ite sad but 1ts true
The wreckar it then cams into view,

The water was cold, mddy, and deep

Then into the river the achool tus did ocrasp,
Then into the arms of Jesus above .
Wont those darling ochildren of whom that we lova,

Their sweet %1ittle faces we will see here no more
Until we meet them on God's golden shore,

I'm going to meet them in glory some day

Forever to live, farever to atay.

There are 26 seats tlat nre empty today

In that oldschool house some where down ths way,
There are 2 little bodies that hasnot beemn found
That may be sleeping down under the ground.

gur God up in Aeaven he sees them today,

He knowsthe very spot that they lay

He is watching over them both day and night,

TRX YR N X Ko Kook sochacpge e eosnc ook hoocksoosaesack,
Keeping them safe from harm and from fright.

350 all we can do 18 to watoh and to pray

Until he calls us up thare souve day, :

wWhere we can joiln children so neat :
In a landthat is happy, in a land that is aweet

Dear Fatherus amd Mothers trust Jesus today

He will sucrely, surely slow you hhe way

Ta t leads to that landgwhere all can be blessed,
In a Yeaven of Glory 1n a Heaven of rest,

Pleanse slng in the tune of "little Cathy Fiskus,"

i
[%acsimile of Mrs. Zallia Baldridge's Typewritten Copi]
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"No School Bus in Heaven"--Jack Adkins and Buddy Dee i

During the summer of 1977, a folklore student loaned mewa
copy of the Stanley Brothers' recording of Jack Adkin% ana Buddy
Dee's country ballad "No School Bus in Heaven." The Meﬁcur§
Records 45.rpm recording (¥W16342) belonged to her mothér-in:
law, who lived in West Virginia. From the record I méde thé .
tape which is the source of both the tune and the words below.

In August of 1978 I wrote to Phonogram, Inc., thé parent-
company of Mercury Records. Mr. Harry S. Losk, Phonoéram's}
vice president for national sales, replied that much of the in-.
formation about tune and lyrics authorship, number of recgrds\
cut, number of records sold, and so on, was not readily avail-
able. However, Losk did include the label copy for “No_Schoél
Bus in Heaven," and the copy is dated March 31, 1958, with the
statement that the record was to be released for sale on April
30, 1958, The latter date appears on the record also. Since
the rec&rd had been cut before the label copy was dis&ributed,
the song was probably written before mid-March, 1958.: I wrote
to Phonogram, Inc., again in April of 1980 and offered to pay
for a research assistant's time in going into the "inactive

files." However, as of this writing, I have had no reply.

No School Bus in Heaven |
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No SChool Bus in Heaven

[l] On Route Twenty-three down in Eastern Kentucky
A school bus wrecked there in the County of Floyd
It left many parents a-weepin' and mournin’
It took away the lives of their little girls and|boys

(Chorus)
f%] These little school children have gone on to glory
No lessons to study, no worries or cares
They're now rejoicin' an' walkin' with Jesus
They won't have to ride on a school bus up there:

F3] God please watch over these heart-broken families
Give them the courage to go on alone ;
Show them the right way that leads up to Heaven
Where once more the family will all be at home

(Chorus)

Loyal Jones of Berea College put me in touch with RaIph-

Stanley. When I spoke to Stanley in August of 1980, he hgd‘
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memory of the song, and he recalled that "Hobo" Jack Ad%ins
had written it. Stanley said that he had sung "No Schbél Bus
in Heaven" many times during personal appearences and th;t the
response to the song had been "good." He had no memoryigflhow
well the recording sold, nor did he recall any other reléééesf
or recordings of the song.l I asked Stanley what he considéred
the song to be--that is, did he feel that it is a religious
song or a disaster ballad--and he replied that he considered it
a "heart song" or a sentimental ballad.

Stanley seemed to remember that he, his brother Carter;_
and the Clinch Mountain Boys did not record the exact samé‘thing
that Adkins had written. Unfortunately, neither Stanley.nor any-
one else with whom I have been in contact knows the whereabouts

of Jack Adkins, nor has anyone heard of Buddy Dee. However, I

was fortunate in coming across a reference to Adkins' "Kentucky

School Bus" in the Kentucky Folklore Record,2 and I shall bresent
that ballad next. -

Although the first stanza of "No School DBus in Heapén" begins
in the tradition of the earlier event songs and the other ballads
in this study, the narrative is not developed. Stanza 2, the

chorus, is a preachment, as is stanza 3. The Stanley Brothers'

effort is not a folk ballad or a folk song. Although I have

1

\

1n discography in the Kentucky Folklore Record 16: 1 (Jan.-
March, 1970) lists a release of "No School Bus 1n Heaven" recorded
by The Mountain Four in their album Last Mile of the Way (Salem
LP 1062, 12" 33 rpm). As of this writing I have been unable to
find a copy.

|
2“Discography,“ Kentucky Folklore Record 8:l (Jan.FMarch,
1962)l P- 271
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spoken to people who have heard it sung in person, I have found
B |

. N . ! . [ . Lr

no evidence that 1t was sung widely. Certainly it is not sung noy,

'
t

- "Kentucky School Bus"--"Hobo" Jack Adkins L L

|
'
[}
¥

After reading the reference to Adkins' "Kentucky SbhooljBus“
in KFR, I called Mr. Bob Pinson, Director of AcQuisitions at the ‘
Country Music Foundation Library in Nashville. He and Mr. banny
Hatcher, the Foundation's curator, sent me a tape of Adkins' bai—
lad (Starday 363, 7" 45 rpm) early in September, 1980; and from _-,

that tape I made the transcription of the words and music below.

Kentucky School Bus.
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Kentucky School Bus

{Chorus)

Little school children that went on to heaven
They'll have no lessons up there to learn

They will be singing and shouting in glory
They won't have to ride no school busses there

On Route 23 in Eastern Kentucky !
A school bus had wrecked in the county of Floyd
It left several parents a-weepin' and mourning

It took the sweet lives of their girls and boys

God, please look over these heartbroken families
Give them the courage to go on alone

Show them the way that leads up to heaven !
Where once more their families will all be at home

(Chorus} %

Although I have no date for the release of Adkins':ballad

on Starday 363, I assume it must have been prior to the April 30,

1958, release of the Adkins-Dee "No School Bus in Heaven." It
b

is not likely that Mercury Records would have paid Adkins for

the rights to his ballad, have hired Buddy Dee to revise the lyrics .

' .
and write a new melody, have given Adkins label-credit !(along with

Dee) as the composer, and then have allowed Adkins to reco#d his

original on a rival label. More than likely Mercury gambled 'that

their widely-known label and the relative fame of the Staniey-




Brothers would lead to a hot sales item, given the media coverage
. ! S
of the school bus disaster. In short, my guess is thatLMg;cufy
t ; '

hoped that they had another "The Death of Little Kathy Fiscus" '
. t ’

[
*

on their hands. I have no idea of what royalty arrangement Mercury’

. |' L_' P .
had with Adkins. Interestingly, I can find no copyright for' either
the Adkins or the Adkins-Dee ballad in the 1958 and the 1959 ‘

editions of the Library of Congress's Catalog of Copyriéht

Entries: Music.

It is not totally unfair to say that "No Schocl Bus in
Heaven" is just a slicked-up version of "Kentucky School Bus."
The Stanley Brothers' version is clearly in the bluegrass tra-
dition and is metrically regular. Adtins' version, on £he other
hand, is closer to being a genuine country ballad with 5 less-
catchy instruméntation, a less memorable tune, and an irregﬁlar—
ity of meter more common in the oral tradition than in the more
literary pop or pop-country-western~bluegrass traditions. ' Mercury
obviously paid more attention to fine details than did §tardqy
in this instance: the instruments playing background fbr Adkins
on Starday 363 are not even perfectly in tune with one anothet.

Although it is inherently unfair to compare merits, and
failings of various ballads and performances when the wyiter's
chief function is simply to report and comment on the b?liads“ﬁ

existence, it is difficult not to observe that some recordings
!

and performances are closer to a folk source than are others."

Certainly the Adkins recording on Starday represents something "

closer to a product of the folk than does the Stanlgﬁ Brothers'

J“



recording for Mercury. This is not to say that the Stanley
Brothers do not play traditional music or sing tradltlonal ballads——
they often do. But in this instance the Stanley Brothe;s seem
to have borrowed a ballad from one tradition and to have Qréssed
it handsomely in their own but different traditional garb--the
garb of bluegrass.

I do not know to what degree Hobo Jack Adkins is actually
a representative of the folk or is himself a folk poet. My own
feeling is that "Kentucky School BusJ may well be a ballad of the
folk, but it is obviously not a folk ballad. I have not come
into contact with anyone who remembers hearing the record
played, much less the ballad actually sung. Adkins' ballad may
be just one more instance of a ballad written with echoes of the
older event song and just one more that never caught the fancy

or the ear of a larger folk.
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"Tragedy of School Bus 27 (of Floyd Co., ky.r——w. é. Baréhett

In spring, 1978, another folklore student loaned %e her h"
mother's copy of W. C. Burchett's "Tragedy of School Bus 27 (-
Floyd Co., Ky.).“1 Although the condition of the record was poor:
I made from the copy the tape from which the woxrds and'mﬁgic |
below were transcribed. During the summer of 1978, folkibre stu-
dent Judy Martt gave me a tape of a second copy of the reéord; but
again the quality was poor. Dr. Michael Biel, a.proféésor of
radio and television production at Morehead Stéte University and
a man with an encyclopedic knowledge of recording and bréadcqsting
history, made the acquaintance of an avid collector of country
music recordings, Mrs. Virginia Jones of Huntington, West Virginia.
Mrs. Jones mentioned to him that she had recordings of:many ballads
concerned with disasters, including rwo about the 1958 bhs-disaster;
"The Yellow Tomb" (to be discussed next) and Burchett's "Trggedy
of School Bus 27...." Biel and I visited Mrs. Jones in Huntington
in June,'1980, and she gave me one of her two copies of the latter--

a record in excellent condition from which I was able to gain a
!

correct reading of all the words.

Tragedy of School Bus 27 (of Floyd Co., Ky.)

) NIl LI

ed | '
W‘L‘r G'Ow-n in old Ke""‘h"k Yy, = placs weVe hea d |OF bf Fon."

lw. C. Burchett, "Tragedy of School Bus 27 (of Floyg Co., Ky.),
vocal by Ralph Bowman, EX400A, matrix no. CP-1450 (Cincinnati:
Excellent Records, 1958).
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Tragedy of School Bus 27 (of Floyd Co., Ky.)

fl] Way down in old Kentucky s
A place we've heard of before :
I know you'll remember Floyd collins?
He lingered so long at death's door

[2] And now another tragedy
Has struck our hearts so near
And as odd as it may be 3
Twenty-seven was used by three

[3] A school bus loaded with children '
Came around a curve
A truck loomed out before them
The bus so quickly swerved

[4] The news soon spread in Floyd County
The whole world will soon know ;
Our school bus plunged in the river
In water many feet below

2yarious accounts of the 1925 Floyd Collins disaster may be
read in the print media of the day. For an interesting:note con-
cerning the composition of and the recording of the ballad "The
Death of Floyd Collins," see Bill C. Malone, Country Mu51c U.S5.A.,
pp. 61-2.

l

3his line refers to the coincidence of the numberi27's "being
used" three times relative to the disaster: The bus's number was
27, driver John Derossett’s age was 27, and there were 27 victims.
ThlS coincidence has entered the folk memory. On at least four
occasions I have been informed by students from Floyd County and
environs of the coincidence, and as often as not I have|been told
that the accident took place on February 27, not February 28, The
only written reference I have come across referring to the .coin-
cidence is in an article written for a student newspaper, the
Mayogram (March, 1958, p. 12). For further comment on the coin-
cidence, see the section later in this study entitlad Wlements
of Folkleore and the School Bus Disaster.

!
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They came from miles around '
When the school bus broke the surface
Twenty-seven children had drowned4 L

]
[5] Folks lined the banks of the rive {
}

[6] "All we have in this world is gone™" ! 1
A grief-stricken mother cried :
"Of tragedy we've had our share
But never to the heart so near."

[7] Our hearts cry out to you friendly folks
In a small way we know how you feel
We would 1like to deny this story
But God knows it's real

[8] The tragedy of Bus Twenty-Seven
Will be remembered throughout the years
But to the folks of Floyd County
This chapter is written in tears

[9]"Suffer all the children |
To come unto me,.."

From this mortal, sinful world
God has set them free

In attempting to uncover information about the defunct
Excellent Records Studio, the whereabouts of their files, and
the whereabouts of W. C. Burchett and Ralph Bowman, Iﬂwroﬁe to
Shad O'Shea, the president of Counterpart Creative Studios in

i
Cincinnati, Ohio. Although Mr. 0'Shea has been active'in ‘the

recording business in and around Cincinnati over the past 25
years, he wrote to me in April, 1980, that the song title was
familiar to him, but that neither he nor his contacts P,..had

any knowledge of Excellent Records, the artist, or theiwriterﬁ"
«7 t

Mrs. Anna Sue Stumbo (see interivew later in this.study),
i o

P

4Only 26 of the victims were children; the 27th victim was
driver John Derossett. ‘ ) o1

5Of the six ballads dealing with the disaster, only Burchett's
introduces drama through dialoque.




| 38

i
mentioned that she had hélped the Floyd County Libraryiin
Prestonsburg ggther together letters of condolence seng.té tﬁéﬁ
Prestonsburg Disaster Committee in 1958. In examiningfthé two'
volumes of letters in August, 1980, I found several 1étte§s.per—e
taining to the W. C. Burchett ballad.® In an undated i?tterg
Estel Lee, the president of Excellent Records, informea-tﬁe‘Com—
mittee that W. C. Burchett of Ashland, Kentucky, write%'of
"Tragedy of School Bus 27...," intended to give half hié royalties
from the recording to the Committee to use "...in any wéy‘fhat

it might help the people who lost their children.“7 Lee also
requested the name of the person to whom to send the m?ney when

it became available. There are no further letters from Excellent
Records, nor is there a letter from Burchett in the Floyd County
Library's collection.B !

Lou Epstein of the Jimmy Skinner Music Center, Cincinnati,
Ohio, wrote a'letter dated March 29, 1958, to Burl Spurlock,:
President of the First National Bank in Prestonsburg apd a co-
ordinator of the Prestonsbhurg Disaster Committee, informing him
that the Music Center was contributing 20¢ to the Comm;ttee for
each copy of Burchett's ballad they sold. Epstein alsé enclosed

a check for $14.00 (presumably the contribution from the sale of

70 copies of the ballad) and a copy of a release that Jimmy Skinner

bcollection of unpublished letters to the Prestonsburg Dis~
aster Committee, vol. 2, Floyd County Public lerary, Prestonsburg,
Kentucky. _

7Estel Lee, Letter to Prestonsburg Disaster Committee, n,d.,
ibid. T e

8The 1979 Ashland, Kentucky, telephone directory lists three
Burchetts whose first 1n1t1al is W. ©None of these Burchetts have
any knowledge ~f W. C. Burchett. . :




|
|
|
| 39
1

Music Center had sent to an unspecified number of discijock@ys
in three states: Ohio, Kentucky, and West Virginia.g_The,undated

release reads as follows:

Dear Country Music D.J.:

On February 28, 1958, 27 children perished in a schodl bus
accident in Prestonsburg, Kentucky. Enclosed find a record
which has caused considerable interest telling the true
story of the tragedy THE TRAGEDY OF SCHOOL BUS 27..

The JIMMY SKINNER MUSIC CENTER will donate 20% of the money
received on this record to a fund set up for the families

of these children, The Disaster Committee (Mr. Burl Spurlock,
President of the First National Bank, Prestonsburg, Ky., is
the chairman.)

If you would like to help play the record on the air, tell ‘the
pbeople to mail you $1.00 for a 45rpm copy of the record.’
Deduct 20¢ for your trouble and mail the remaining 80¢
to the Jimmy Skinner Music Center. We will donate; the
.20¢ on each record to the fund in your station's name.

Please let us know if you will help in this worthy;cquse.lo

Epstein later wrote Spurlock that three radio stations and
another record store were cooperating, and he enclosed:a check

representing contributions from the sales of an additibnal 150

nll

copies of "Tragedy of School Bus 27.... With the letter

I That the date of the letter is March 29 and that the record
had been cut, sold, and distributed before March 29 points to the
recording's having been made no later than around mid-March and
to Burchett's having written the ballad most probably during the
first week of March. According to the Catalog of Copyright
Entries: Music, January-June, 1958 (Washington: Copyright Office
& the Library of Congress, 1959, p. 558), a W. E. Burchett was
granted a copyright for "Tragedy of School Bus 27" on March 20, 1958,

10104 Epstein, Letter to Burl Spurlock, Unpubllshed col-
lection of letters to the Prestonsburg Disaster Commlttee, letter
dated 29 March, 1958, vol. 2 of collection, Floyd County Public
Library, Prestonsburg, Kentucky. '

llLou Epstein, Letter to Burl Spurlock, 15 April, {1958, ibid.
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Epstein also enclosed a copy of a fiyer distributed by the

i
-

Jimmy Skinner Music Center to potential record buyers. : The flyer.

includes notices of several records, Burchett's ballad included,

i
i
‘

and a description of the latter as follows:

A TRUE STORY IN SONG On Feb. 28 27 children drowned in a
bus accident in Prestonsbury Ky. This is the story of the
accident.... THE JIMMIE SKINNER MUSIC CENTER WILL DONATE
20% OF 'THE MONEY RECEIVED ON TIIIS RECORD TO A FUND SET UP

FOR THE PARFNTS OF TIHE VICTIMS (Disaster Committee Pres-
tonsburg Ky. )1

How many copies of the record were eventually sold and how
much more money came in to the Prestonsburg Disaster Coﬁmittee
is difficult to determine in that the Floyd County Libfary
volumes contain no more letters from either Epstein or the Center,

The Jimmy Skinner Music Center still operates in Cincinnati,
although no one now employed by the Center was employed there in
1958. During a phone call in August, 1980, Mr. Lou Ukelson of
the Center told me that in the 1950's some employees of the Center
opened the Excellent Records Studioc next door to the Center‘when
it was on 5th Street in Cincinnati. Ukelson had no knowledge of
the business relationship with or the arrangement betwegn the
Center and Excellent Records, and he told me that of those of
whom he knew that were connected with either company ij 1958,

all are dead except one, Estel Lee. Ukelson could £ind no listing

in his phone directories for FEstel lLee or for Estel Leé'Scarborough

(Lee's full name), .nor could he suggest a way for me td find him,

121pia. !
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Ukelson had no knowledge of either W, C. Burchett or Raiph‘
Bowman, the recording artist. -

The metrics of "Tragedy of School Bus 27...," its forced
rhyme, the peculiarities of phrasing related to these (Tweﬂty-
seven was used by three,..," stanza 2, line 4), and its abundant
use of clichés all point to the ballad's being a product of
a relatively unpracticed folk poet. However, the product is not
a folk ballad in that, so far as I can tell, it did not ehter
nor has it entered the oral tradition.

Burchett's narrative lacks the power and the genuine feeling
of Harp's "The Big Sandy Disastexr" ;hd of the anonymous "The
Wreck of the Floyd County School Bus" and, compared to these two,
seems hastily written. The use of the first person pronoun
(generally in the plural) is confusing in showing the poet's
relationship to the event. Only in stanza 4 does the pronoun
imply Burchett's being part of the group most directly involved
in the disaster--i.e., Floyd Countians. The our, we, and you of
stanza 7 clearly implies author identification with a group who
are not Floyd Countians, and the our of stanza 2 may refer to
non-Kentuckians, Kentuckians who are not Floyd Countian%, Floyd
Countians only, or a combination of the first two. The'resﬁlt
of the ambiguity is confusion--an interesting contrast ;6 light
of the results of the shifting of person in "The Wreck éf the

I

Floyd County Schoolbus." In addition to these problems; the
' !

ballad's preachment (stanza 9) arrives unexpecéedly. I# does:

not grow out of the earlier stanzas nor does it seem to|be -
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;
an extension of the matter of those earlier stanzas, as yepé the
preachments of the ballads so far considered in this stﬁ?§;:-
Perhaps the above observations may best be sumﬁarié?é £hd$:
the tone of "Tragedy of School Bus é?..."ldoes not lead ﬁqigrn,
lend to the elevation of spirit as "The Big Sandy Disasté;“;and
"The Wreck of the Floyd County School Bus" do. Burchetpns nar-
rative and preachment just do not set off a sympathetic;resboqée
in the listener or the reader as the other ballads do. ;ﬁ'é
not a question of fact vs. fiction or accuracy vs. inaccurécy:

it's a question of communicating heartfelt, shared grief vs. simple

reportage of grief.



"The Yellow Tomb"--A. L. Phipps L
3 :

As I implied in the introduction to the dlscu551on ofi Lo
"Tragedy of School Bus 27...," my first contact w1th A, L éhlPPS'
"The Yellow Tomb" was in taping that ballad from avrecordl"owned
by Mrs. Virginia Jones of Huntington, West Virginia. Tﬁe<ﬁé§¢
served as the basis for the transcription of the text and the ;une‘

below,

The Yellow Tomb
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lA L. Phipps, "The Yellow Tomb," vocal by Howard ﬁokes, in-
cluded in the album Tragedy & Disaster in Country Songs' SLP-258
(Nashville:

Starday Records,

n.d.).
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The Yellow Tomb

[:l] Come all of you good people and listen to me,
And hear the saddest story, the worst in history...
Of fathers and mothers that's left here to grieve.
Their homes are so empty, no children there to see,*

(Chorus)

[2] Then let us all take courage; we'll meet them bye-and-bye.
We'll join them in their mansion above the starry sky.
There'll be no sorrow in that land; the flowers are in bloom.
There'll be no children dying in a tragic yellow tomb,

[3] One cold Friday morning these children left their home

To have their daily lesson; they did not plan to roam,
They laughted and cheered each other as they went on their way.
They did not live to enter their schoolroom that day.

[4] The river called Big Sandy was deep and rolling high.
Was there the schoolbus landed and there they had to die,
Twenty3 children drowned--with the driver met his doom
Though God seen bhest to call them in this tragic yellow tomb,
e

{(Chorus)
Loyal Jones of Berea College recognized A. L. Phipps' name
i

. L
and gave me the Phipps Family Singers' Barbourville, Kentucky,

address. T wrote to Phipps in early July, 1980, asking for specific

2Kathleen (Mrs. A. L.) Phipps, writer of the lyricg, told me
that when she wrote this line, she had in mind specifically the
James B. Goble family, who lost all three of their children in
the disaster. - i r

3Twentg is obviously an error, and twenty-six woulé not have
destroyed the metrical regularity of the line. Mrs, Phipps offered
no explanation for the discrepancy. ) :

J

3
|
i
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information concerning his ballad, and I followed up th%'letter
with a phone ca;l. I spoke with Mrs. Kathleen Phipps, #. L.'S
wife and the mother of ten (two of whom, along with A. ﬁ: and
Kathleen, comprise the Phipps Family Singers). It turned out
that Mrs. Phipps had written the words to "The Yellow Tomb" and
A. L. had written the tune, .

The Phipps Family has a history dating back to the 1940'9
of recording both their own and others' gospel music and sentimental
songs. "The Yellow Tomb" was Mrs. Phipps' first attempt at writing
a disaster song. She heard about the accident from others and
over the radio, and she read the newspaper coverage of the dis-
aster. Mrs. Phipps began writing the ballad almost immegiatelyr
constantly reworking and adding to it: within ten days éf thetacci—
dent the lyrics were complete. Concerning the ballad, Mfs. Phipps
stressed that her intention was "...to stick to the facts..." and,
at the same time, to include "...something of comfort..." for the
families and friends of the 27 victims, She considers the ballad
something to "...help people remember--a memorial," Sho%t@y
after the writing, the Phipps Family recorded "The{YellQﬁ Tomb,"4
and although Mrs, Phipps is unsure of the exact date, she has. pxo-
mised to mail it to me as soon as she can locate the conFracf. The
original Starday recording was re-released on the Pine Méuntain
label (PMR-195) in either 1977 or 1978, to the best of M%s:‘Phipps'

memory. She also remembered that the original recording}(ﬁtarday’lgs)

ia. 1. Phipps, "The Yellow Tomb," vocal by the A. L. Phipps
Faimly, included in the album 01d Time Mountain Pickin' and Singin',
SLP~195 (Nashville: Starday Records, n.d.). [
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S

.did well,"‘although she had no figures at hand to!séy'exaégly_“l
how well. Since "The Yellow Tomb" was never released ag.aﬂsiﬁqlér
it would be nearly impossible to determine the degrbe tg ﬁhicﬁ :
sales figures would reflect the popularity of this partlcular |
ballad: it shares the record with fifteen other hallads and songs
comprised of gospel and sentimental songs and other disgster
ballads. .

Mrs. Phipps had no memory of the Howard Vokes recording .of
her and A. L.'s ballad. As I described and read Vokes' recording
to her, she was quite certain that the Phipps Iamily had not
sung any stanza as a chorus. Otherwise, the lyrics of Vokes'
recording sounded right to her. As it turns out, Mrs. Phipps
was quite correct. The stanza that Vokes uses as a chorus is the
fourth and last stanza sung by the Phipps Family, Compé%ed to
the text of the lyrics above (taken from the Vokes recording) the
Phipps family sang it in 1-~3-4-2 order with no repetition of any
stanza, In other words, in the Phipps Family's recording the
preachment (Vokes' chorus) retains its traditional position—jlast“
(cf V. H. Harp's calling the preachment in "The Big Sandy Disaster,"
Version One, a chorus but not singing it as such. Rathe;, hg
sings it simply as the final stanza.). The only other differences
in the text as the Phipps Family recorded it are the plu&aiizing
of mansion (Vokes' stanza 2, line 2) and a slight Variaﬁion in line
3 of Vokes' stanza 4. The Phipps Family sang it "Twentf children

drownded; the driver met his doom...."

The "Come all ye" opening of the Phipps ballad is reminiscent
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of the earlier event songs and the broadsiées.” "The Yeliow Tomb , "
as recorded by the Phipps Family, develops in a familiar%patte;ﬁL. 
Their stanza 2 (Vokes' stanza 3) makes use of irony throﬁgﬁ the:.
use of the third-person omniscient point of view. The p;eachmeﬁt .
(Phipps' stanza 4, Vokes' stanza 2 or chorus) is pﬁwerfﬁi in tone
and, although somewhat cliché—ridden, lends to an elevatiqn qf‘
spirit. h

Just as the Stanley Brothers recorded a slicked-up ferSiOﬂ~
of Adkins' ballad "Kentucky School Bus," so has Vokes recorded
a fancier, more professionally arranged and recorded version of
the Phipps Family's "The Yellow Tomb." The Phipps recording of
the ballad is the one to consider--not the Vokes recording. |

T believe the ballad as written by A. L. and Kathleen
Phipps is most likely a ballad of the folk, but it is not at this

time nor has it been a folk ballad.

Before I interviewed anyone in conjunction with the disaster,
I had for quite some time been curious about the effects of £he
recorded ballads gn those individuals involved directly Fith the
accident and its aftermath. Although V. H. Harp's "The:Big.Sandy
Disaster" brought a thousand or so requests, many from qoutheastern
Kentucky, he had not recorded his ballad; rather he had printed it
as a broadside without any indication of tune. ;

As the reader goes over the interviews in this stu%f} hé'may
be as puzzled as I was to find scant reference to the péogle inter—

viewed having heard the recorded ballads played over the air or

otherwise played much at all. Most certainly James Goble and Graham
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Burchett were too busy with the recovery effort to have }igtengd
much to the radio. But others--Mary Caudill, Anna Sue Stumbo, -

. . ! .
Jim Smiley, and Tke Vanderpool--most likely listened to the radio

regularaly to learn of the progress of the recovery effoéts}‘ The
former three remember hearing at least one ballad, but i# eaéhﬂ"
instance the hearing was almost by accident. In short, there.
seemed to be no "big play" of the recorded ballads in Floyd County. '
The reason for Floyd County people's being quite unﬁamiliar
with the recorded ballads became clearer during a phone cénvér-
sation in May, 1980, with Estill Lee Carter, Prestonsburg auto
dealer and an employee of radio station WPRT, Prestonsburg, in 1958.
Carter told me that WPRT was a low-wattage AM station that, in
accordance with F.C.C. requlations, went off the air daily at dusk.
During the disaster, however, the station remained on the air 24
hours a day, one employee at the accident site operating a remote
unit and Carter (and, presumably, an engineer) remaining at the
station. Carter remembers a copy of the Stanley Brothers' "No
School Bus in Heaven" coming into the station as part of a shipment .
from a subscription service and that the station manager set the
policy of playing no such songs or ballads over the air. . Cartér
remembers no other recordings' coming into the station, butlthey
could very easily have been set aside by the station manéger,
Further, Carter assumes the same policy was made at WDOC, the other
Prestonsburg radio station. ' %'

Carter recalled that throughout the disaster .WPRT played only

hymns, spirituals, and other inspirational music, especially any
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of these types recorded by Tennessee Ernie Ford.l. Carter also
!
remembered that, as a result of his being overtired, he acci-

dentally allowed Ford's recording of "Get On Board, Littie Il
Children" to be aired. When he realized what had happenéd, he
immediately lifted the needle off the record and apologi?ed;pro-
fusely to his listeners. He received only one call abou% the
incident, and that was from an individual who told him ﬁhat
the people understood that it was only a mistake and that they
knew he, Carter, was working with practicélly no sleep.

Under the circumstances, it is easy to see why so few Floyd
Countians seem to be or to have been aware of the ballads of the

disaster and why the few who did hear one or more of them heard

them so rarely.

1Ford wrote a letter dated March 19, 1958, to WPRT which was
printed in the Floyd County Times (3/27/58, p. 6). Ford said in
part that it "...[IE] an honor to have played a small part in com-
forting [the] people of the Commonwealth [of Kentucky]."
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The Poems of the Disaster F

-

Several poems--chiefly narrative and only occasionéiiy }y?ic--
were written about the 1958 Flovd County school bus:disqsteq."l
include here copies of all the poems I have recovefed té-date?
five narrative poems, one narrative fragment, and one 1§ric pégm.
The reader is by now sufficiently familiar with the histofic event
to which these poems are a response and has read six narrativés
(the ballads), their background, and their analyses. For these
reasons I present the peocems with little comment or anaiysis.
Although I assume the reader no longer needs to have inaccuradies
in factual content pointed out, I have included detaiis.ébout
each poem's recovery and other pertinent informatidn. In oniy
one instance have I sought out a poet, and his poem is not:ine
cluded for reasons I shall give toward the end of this section of
the study.

The poems vary widely in their writers' ability to convey
genuine emotion as well as in the poets' ability to handle with
facility the problems of metrics, rhyme, diction, point‘'of view,
and so on.

Sp./3 Elmer F. Fields, stationed with the U, 5. Army in
Japan in 1958, wrote "Tragedy," a narrative poem about the dis-

aster. He mailed it to the Floyd County Times and paid for its

publication in the March 20, 1958, issue.t Fields, for:all his

Edltor Norman Allen of the Times told me durlng aA interview
on May 9, 1980, that he never published a poem in his paper with-
out payment. Otherwlse, he said, he would be deluged w1th poetry
and would have to spend much of hlS time telling less- successful
poets why he wouldn't publish their efforts.

50 ‘
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inaccuracies, seems to rise above the mundane in his simply

stated but powerful final stanzas.

Tragedy2

by Sp./3 Elmer F. Fields ‘?

In the hills of Southcastern Kentucky ;
Where a river called Big Sandy flows, W
Unleashed by the furies of nature

And swollen by the new melted snows,

Things were as normal that morning in March,
Just a typical cold winter day,

Kids had their books and as often before
Were preparing to be on their way.

They kissed their mothers and fathers goodby
As the school bus came down the road--

Just a big yellow casket on a road to doom
With the world's most precious load.

Well, the school bus moved on down the crooked road
Until a wrecker moved out in its way; :
The bus then collided and the children screamed .

As the school bus began to sway.

Then down the river the school bus rolled
And into the water it dived

Twenty-six children were drowned that day
While sixteen others survived.

The news then was taken to the mothers and dads
And thousands of teardrops were shed; ‘
Then with a prayer that survivors were one of thelr own,
Down to the river the river they fled. A

Heads were bowed down and tears fell like rain
As the muddy, old river rolled on;

A young mother prayed as she accepted the truth'

All three of her children were gone. - X

Well, the tragedy happvned and the world said a prayer,
For they knew that those children would be

On the road shorter and straighter by far !
Than Highway 23. 4 [

2The.Floyd County Times, 20 March 1958, section 2, p. 3,
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Ilva (Mrs. Leo) Roth of West Liberty, Ohio, wrote q letterx

to the Disaster Committee in which she included a copy %f'the

ﬁoem below.3 She requested that each family be given a:copy of
1. C

her poem and that the numbers referring to victims and survivors
I .

be corrected in that she did not have access to the cor#ect fig-

|
ures at the time of her writing the letter. She wrote - that her

1

reason for wanting each family to have a copy is that when she

was younger, a train had hit a sleigh near her former hqme and

had killed ten people. A poem was written (presumably'by a local
bard) about the disaster, the families were given copies of the

poem, and they were "...so glad for it,"

A Group of Happy Children

A group of happy children

Eagerly going to school

Laughing and joking and having fun. b
As only a group in a school bus would rule.

Thirty-three children eager to know,

But a savior so kind came to take them to heavens shore.
Just twelve of the children can go on, |
And learn what the world has in store. -
A driver with great responsibility, ;
Has not lived to tell, !
For God took his responsibility, '
And made it His own.

When suddenly something happened. '
No one on earth can know why. ;
To claim twenty-one children and driver. \
And ushered them to that home in the sky. %

3Ilva Roth, Letter to the Prestonsburg Disaster Committee,
27 March 1958, untitled collection of letters to the Prestons-
burg Disaster Committee, vol. 2, Floyd County Public Library,
Prestonsburg, Kentucky.
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Dear God, I pray comfort those who are left. !
And in there agony find in Thee sweet rest. |
And those who have gone on before,

Give them peace on the other shore.

May no soul bhe so unkind,

As to try to place the blame.

As that wouldn't bring back the kin.
And would only put them to shame,

May each have the Grace to accept God. E

This tragedy without God's help they never can.:

And help them to feel He must have a special place.

For twenty-one children and a driver at His right hand.

Yes, to meet their maker and God.

These twenty-one children and driver have gone. .
Again we pray, "Dear Lord, kindly hold the hand
Of those who are left to mourn.

Help them to grasp that faith secure,

S0 they can meet there loved ones on the other shore.

Lord, give them strength to endure,

And strlve for that home where they can be togather for
ever more.

I belive, Dear God, in that special place
Reserved for those over on heavens shore,
Families will be rejoined togather for a reunion.
Never to part any more."

The Angles will bow their heads for joy.

And take the ones left aside

And talk over with them the why, |
Yes, we'll understand it better by and by.

1

While attending the Kentucky Highlands Folk Festival near

Prestonsburg in September, 1979, I met Mrs. Kathryn Fra?ier,

the director of the festival. By coincidence, Mrs. Frazier

mentioned that she had just read a poem in a scrapbook ﬁelonging
1 ‘

to Mrs. Docia Woods. The poem was on the subject of thé bus}

disaster. I immediately sought out Mrs. Woods, who let|me read

through her collection. In her scrapbook were éwo compLete and

two fragmentary narrative poems about the disaster. .She told me

- \ 1
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that the poems as she had them were given to her as partiqf-al

class assignment years hefore when she had taught Englfs? at,
Pastern Kentucky State College (now Eastern Kentucky Uniééfsit;){
The poems came as part of a larger project written by oné!o?  ;.
her students, Brenda Sue Scalf. Miss Scalf is the daughter of - |

the deceased Henry (Buck) Scalf, who was the reporter for the .

Flovd County Times who received a meritorious service award for

his writing about the bus disaster, Miss Scalf had turned in
to Mrs. Woods part of a scrapbook collection that her father had
made for her.

Mrs. Woods allowed me to read the poems and the fragments
onto tape, and I later transcribed them as they appear bglow.
I phoned Scalf's widow, Mrs. Nora Scalf, explained the nature oﬁ
this study, and requested a meeting with her. I told heF I was
in hopes of finding other poems in the scrapbook collection Buck
had made for his daughter, Brenda Sue. Mrs. Scalf enthusiastically
agreed to an interview, and she said that she would gather together
what written material she could find. However, shortly before the
planned interview, she wrote mc that such a meeting woulﬁ not
be convenient and that the family had decided to publish original
material Buck had written. Further, no one would receiye access
to any of Scalf's material until after publication under: her
dauvaghter Brenda Sue's direction. I wrote Mrs. Scalf ag%in to assure
her that I wanted none of Buck's work and that I was inéerested
only in the poems that had come to Buck much the same a% other

]
poems had come to me. I included copies of all the material I

had recovered up until that time (May 15, 1980), but as lof this
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writing I have had no reply. Perhaps I mav have access to.the"

¥

scrapbook collection after the publication of Buck‘Scalﬁ's

original work, . L
The first bus disaster poem in the material preserved by

Mrs. Woods is an anonymous narrative, which I include here with-

1

out further comment.

The Schoolbus Wreck ,
{(my own county, Floyd County, Kentucky)

The little children left their homes so happy and gay
They hadn't got far away

Till theyv left the bus to return no more

They are now living on the eternal shore.

Dear fathers and mothers are left to weep and moan

They know their children will never return back home

They are living with God in heaven on that beautiful shore

Fathers and mothers can prepare to meet them where parting will
be no more.

They can take them by the hand and live forever with Jesus in
that happy land

Where sorrow nor death can't reach that happy place

The little children left their home so dark and sad

They went to meet their Savior, the best friend they ever had.

We will meet Jesus and loved ones up there in heaven...We will .
walk the streets of gold.
In that bright city where the sweet little chlldren will® never
- grow old
There is a bright mansion for all who'll obey Jesus and live in
his way.
Jesus bids us come to his happy home on high ;

There will be no more school bus wrecks nigh |
There will be no more suffering; we will nevermore dle
There will be no more school bus wrecks in heaven -,
We will never no more say goodbye. !

i
Also from Mrs. Woods's copy of Brenda Sue Scalf's materiél
: R
gathered by her father is "Deepest Regret," a short narrative by
. il‘ *
Virginia Bates of Melvin, Kentucky. Preceding the poem,is the .
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comment that the disaster "...brought an effusion of this kind

of versification....

" ’ i
)

I8
Deepest Regret

by Virginia Bates

The tventy-eighty of February
Nearing eight o'clock

The earth was shook

With a might shock.

'fTwas the schoolbus tragedy
We will never know the answer
VWhich plunged into the river
Just above Lancer,

A high plunge into the river
Just out of town

Where twenty-six children

and a bus driver were drowned.

No doubt they struggled
Their lives to save

But the huge vellow coach
Went to a watery grave,

Mrs. Woods's material also contains an untitled fragment of

a narrative'by Wallace J. Johnson, 8r., of Williamson, West Virginia.

Preceding the single stanza is the comment that this fragment is

from "...a 12 stanza ballad poem——[%he] first j}tanza is] given
here." .

"In nineteen hundred fifty-eight

One February morn ing?

The sun withheld its ardent rays

And God withheld his warning."

In addition to

!

the two narrative poems and the nar;étive

fragment, Mrs..Woods's material also contains the openiqg of a’

narrative poem written by Clara Chassell Cooper of Bereég'Kentucky.

With the help of Ike and Kathy Vanderpool (see interview later

|

I
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in this study), I located Mrs. Cooper's complete poem edfitled
"Dirge For Kentucky School Children" and a second poem--a ‘lyric-- "

by lMrs. Cooper: "Levisa Lament."

Clara Chassell Cooper is Professor Emeritus of PsthOlOQY"

at Berea College in Berea, Kentucky. In 1973 she printed prl"

vately her collected poems, Recorded Insights: Poems of Yesterdqx

for Tomorrow. Among her poems are two on the subject of the Eloyd'

County bus disaster.

Dirge For Kentucky School Children4

by Clara Chassell Cooper

When morning dawned that February day

No portent marked the bleak Kentucky sky,

No falling star, no lurid gleam, to say,

"Ere school bells ring, some twenty children dle'"

The chores were done, the breakfast served, one eye
Clockways, the books and wraps assembled; then

They waited for the school bus to come by--

IFloyd County's little women, little men.

At length the school bus loomed within thelr ken,
The driver stopped, a gay good morning said--
Thus soon was gathered from each glade and glen
That morning's cheerful cargo of the dead.

A narrow road, a steep descent; ahead,

Around a curve, a sudden barrier loomed;

A swift impact; the bus carcened, and sped

NDown toward the swollen current with the doomed;

Though some escaped, the rest were trapped, entombed
In an untimely, unsought, watery grave,
Their hopes and aspirations all consumed-
Beneath Levisa's surging, treacherous wave.

A dazed community, bereft, forlorn,

]
HWeeps, while Kentucky and the nation mourn. {
¥

March, 1958

|
|

4Clara Chassell Cooper, Recorded Insights... {Berea, Kentucky:
Clara Chassell Cooner, 1973), p. 90.




Levisa Lament®
by Clara Chassell Cooper

0 Levisa, sullen river,
Yield the bodies of our dead! .
lleaven forhid that they forever
Lic entombed in river bed!
Plying daily o'er the surface
Men in boats row to and fro,
Searching, searching with grim nurpose
For the lost in depths below.

omen left at home arée wailing,

Worn with waiting, torn by grief,
Why the search so unavailing?

God, when wilt thou send relief?

"0 dear children, what could hold you?
Will you not return anon?

In our arms we would enfold you;
All too long you have bheen gone!

"Round about you played so gaily=--
Was it only yestermorn?
Off to school you must go daily,

Though it leaves our hearts forlorn.

0 Levisa, sullen river,
Yield the bodies of our dead!
Heaven forbid that they forever
Lie entombed in river bed!

Whence will come surcease of sorrow,
O'er the valley lingering st111°--
Live today, forget tomorrow?
Move away from yonder hill?

God of mercy, grant us power
To accent and do thy will;

Though the clouds of doubt may lower,

In our hearts new faith instill!

"March 31, 1958

It is apparent that Mrs,

poetry in that

~written tradition of noctry.
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Mrs. Cooner is very much aware of the 1i
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Her approach is highly fotmalyjhér
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metrics reqular and flawless (although occasion&lly'strained)ﬁ

i

and her rhyme schemes intricate. Further, her poetry gives evi;

dence of other, more sophisticated characteristics of much’ high-
5 ich, higl

1 . L.

art poetry (e.g., enjambed lines and matters of didtioni that ;-
i .-
' i

when combined with the earlier-mentioned features of her poetry.

and her tone, move her expressions out of the realm. of ﬁhe folk.

In the two volumes of letters to the Prestonsburg Disaster

Committee, I found two more letters that made reference to, enclosed

poems, but those enclosures were not part of the collection.

In an advertisement I placed in both the Floyd County Times

and the Lexington Herald, I asked for any information about "...

songs, song-ballads, or pcems..." pertaining to the diséster. of
five replies, one individual offered research help, thpéé offered
to record their copies of the Stanley Brothers' "No School Bus
in Heaven" if I would send them the tape, and one--Mr. %aéy
Blackburn--said that he had a poem written by himself aﬁd that he
would be glad to discuss it. The replies came to Mrs. ﬁary
Caudill, whose name and Martin, Kentucky, post office box I had
used in the advertisement. Mrs. Caudill called‘Blackbufn to tell
him of our interest, and I later called Blackburn and sét a date
for an interview. , ?
Lacy Blackburn of Drift, Kentucky, is a cordial maﬁ who*has
lived in the same house since 1931. A miner un;il 19705 he ié
new retired, is still a stronq UMWA man, and is proud Q% néverl

having to go more than eight miles in any direction frol ‘p?ift

to find work in the mines.

B R T
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Over a three-day period during the week aftér the bﬁé wreck,
Blackburn wrote a 44-line, iambic hexameter (or, more likely,.«
double trimeter), rhyming-couplet narrative poem about éﬁe disagtef;
Blackburn has written several other poems, chiefly reliéious in’
nature; however, he is particularly proud of his bus diéaster ‘
poem. When I asked his permission to read it onto tapeglhe
refused, saying that he "...wouldn't feel comfortable" %gﬁtinq me
have a copy or letting me read it onto tape. Ile wrote thé poeﬁ
"...just to get it [}he disasteﬁ] off my chest." He also éaid
that he had always had intended to revise it, but that he had.
never done so. |

The poem, as I remember it, is clearly a folk product, and
its tone is one of genuine grief and concern for both tﬁe victims
and the survivors. In that Mr. Blackburn appears to be; in many
respects, a very private man who is fiercely proud kbut?not boast-

ful) of his work, I pursued getting a copy of his poem no further.

Perhaps some day he shall allow me to have a copy. |
!

Most of the poems (with the exception of Mrs. Cgopér's two
poems, although they, too, follow much of the pattern) follow

[
the same pattern as the ballads. They begin with the events of
i .
the disaster, they move on to express the grief felt by:parents
I r

and others involved in the disaster, and they conclude on a
‘ "L

religious note, usually implying or actually stating thégithe
victims, their friends, and their families shall one day be re-
united in the presence of God., Such is the poetic resp?qsé .

L.
(whether in narrative poem or bhallad) of the folk to a disaster

that touched not only a single community, but also. a nation.

| ]
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Illements of Tolklore and the School Bus Disaster

i
| o
Graham Burchett and James Beta Goble were intimat?ly in-
volved with the disaster from the beginning and contingll.e to
remain active with the Floyd County Emergency & Rescue?Squad,
the organization that grew directly out of the Preston;bﬁrg
Schoolchildren Recovery Committee. Burchett, who was the dir-
ector of civilian recovery efforts for the Committee, énd Goble,
who was the Committee's treasurer, were on the river from shortly
after the accident on February 28, 1958, until the last child's
body was recovered on May 10, 1958, 71 days after the accidént.
Burchett was E.;related to half the children on the bus." Goble
and his wife, Virginia, lost two sons and a daughter in the
disaster. Mrs. Mary Griffie Caudill, whom I later interviewed
about her memories of the disaster (see interview later in this
study), contacted Burchett and Goble on my behalf, and she arranged
the initial interview with them. We met on June 10, 1979, in
the Prestonsburg Rescue Squad building. The men were open,
friendly, and interested in the proposed study, They;chose not
to have the interview recorded on tape because they félf they
could speak more easily without the imposition of the machine.
They spoke for nearly two hours about the accident anq its after-
math, and they confirmed generally all that I had read about the
disaster. They gave a firsthand report of the experiénce i had
read and heard about only secondhand. _ %
I'n addition to confirming generally the accuracyéof the re-
portage of the disaster, they looked over the poems aAd ballads
|
!.
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I had recovered up until £hat time, and théy pointed QU% botﬁ‘}
accuracies and inaccuracies in the "ballad truth.," Theé hgd:ﬁét
secn coples of the ballads or poems before. Goble,mentﬂoned-that
perhaps he had heard one ballad sometime in the past{ b#t he |
could not remember which one. Both men stated that sinée they
had almost literally lived on the river for over two moﬁths{
they would not have been likely to hear any of the recoﬁ@edAPal—

- lads even if they had been played by local radio statioés{f Goble
stated and Burchett concurred that the ballads; if takeﬂ;as a; 
whole, present a fairly accurate picture of what actually hap-
pened.

Naturally the men were curious about my interest in the dis-
aster. Apparently over the years various individuals wéuld have
liked to exploit the disaster for personal gain, or at ieast for
no good purpose. Burchett recalled that so thick were the curi-
ousity seekers and the souvenir hunters after the accident,
he ordered bus #27 cut up with torches and bulldozed under the
ground. No I"loyd County school bus has borne that numbér since.

i

One reason that neither a marker nor a memorial arch ha% been
placed at the site of the accident is the concern that 6ne way
or another commercial enterprise might have entered fhe:piéture.
After I explained that my interest lay chiefly in the ballads and
their relationship to the historic event, they agreed t? proyide
what help they could. i

During that interview and during a subseguent meeting heid

on August 13, 1980, Burchett and Goble discussed freely !many

events in conjunction with the disaster that were not répqrted

T
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by the media at that time or since. Of particular inteﬁest teﬁ
folklorists and- to students of folklore are various praétiqes
or methods employed in attempting to find the missing v;ctlms'
bodies. Burchett emphasized the Committee's w1111ngness to have o
gone along with any suggestion made by the victims' parehfs or’
next of kin that aimed at recovering the bodies, regardless bf
the Committee members' personal feelings about any suggested
plan's effecicy. In Burchett's words, "Anythlng anyone suggested
we tried."

Apparently someone told several parents of victims about
"a man from St. Louis" who had a reputation for success in divin-
ing drowning victims. The parents met with Burchett and Goble,
who, in turn, prevailed upon Floyd County Judge Henry Stumbo
to call the diviner in St. Louis. The Recoverprommittee paid
over $700.00 in travel and living expenses for approximately
ten days of the diviner's aid. 1His divining device consisted of
joined brass rods conneéted by wires to flashlight batteries
carried in a pouch at his waist. Burchett and Goble reﬁorted
that the diviner also used human hair--his own--somehow in his

method. The diviner found no bodies during the ten-or—so_days
he worked, and Burchett suggested that he leave before seising
the impatience and anger of local people. The diviner took

Burchett's suggestion to heart. o ) %::

o .
Other diviners or water-witches tried their skill and failed;
and, according to Burchett and Goble, several of them made use
L
of human hair, toenails, or both in their attempts to ldcate the

victims' bodies. Such attempts at the location fall'brgadly underx



.. 64

Stith Thompson's Motif D 1816.4.1, location of drownedjperédn&
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detected by magic. oot i
' !

1

It is interesting that several of these individuaﬂs-ﬁadé
use of human hair and nail parings with their divininé?devices.
Such use seems to be a variation of the principleiéf ;éntagéoqé
magic (magic of touch), which holds that items oflobjeéts?ét 6ne
time connected or in contact with each other maintain é sfmf
pathetic bond even after they are physically sep;rated{ io
fulfill the requirements 6f contageous magic, the'hairnand nail
parings would need to have been from the victims, and éhen“these
"parts" presumably would have aided in seeking‘the res£ of the
body to which at one time thev had been physically joined and
with which they remained in sympathy. In the instance‘of.the bus
disaster, however, hair and nail parings belonging to %he victims
were unavailable, so others' hair and parings were employed:
Whether the source of the hair and the parings was of any impor-
tance to the diviners at the disaster site is unknown. Perhaps
these instances of practice are variations of the prinéiple of -
contageous magic, or perhaps they are merely a wateriné—down
of older, more primitive practices.

In a letter dated April 7, 1958, a Captain James I, Héllon
of lazel Green, Kentucky, wrote to Burt Spurlock of the Pres-
tonsburg Disaster Committee stating that although he h;d offered
his help in locating the seven missing bodies some two;and one-
half weeks before, people had taken him for a crackpoti and he

"...had become rather peeved and took the bus back homé.“ How-

ever, he wrote, he had returned on the Saturday before{the letter's
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writing and had been allowed to use his method in attemptlng to

find

letter:

the bodies. Following is an extended quote from Hollon s

1 l“j' TEJ
. I E .

.They immediately took me down to thelr‘boatllanding

and had a motor boat ready to take me up the river to the -
scene of the tragedy. They took every precautlon ‘to .pror..
tect me as they were informed that I was aged and rather
infirm and as soon as we started I took out my 1nstrument
and behold it picked up one of the bodies right by us. T
counted up the seven bodies almost together and not many
yards from their bhoat landing and directly behind the
Municipal Bldg. all close together and I suppose in the
very place where nobody suspected they would be...

...[I] work with an instrument of my own maklng and I

am pretty sure that I know a scientific fact that T think

has not come to any sciehtist anywhere yet and I hope never
will because it would disrupt the business of the world .
by concentrating the assets of the world in the hands of those
who have the money with which to buy the property now.

I call the science "maynetic affinity." The old "peach

tree" switch [15 of:lsome merit but the user don't know why
but I do.

As we went up the river I spotted and counted ‘the seven

bodies and we camc back to the boat landing I had the men

get seven stakes and I walked up the shore as close to the

water as I dared and had the men drive a stake op051te fsic
each body.

On Sunday morning I went down to the boat land;ng and lo!

the river met me coming_up the bank. It rained very hard
during the night and [I] did know it. I was so tired that
I went to sleep and the thunder could not wake me up.

I suppose that they will be working at the search as

soon as the river and the weather permit. I don't. think

they should disturb anything without my being there be-

cause if they disturb one body in that sand it might cause
others to be released and get away and have to be hunted again,

I am wrltlng you this letter to inform you what I have

done and in the event the bodies are recovered at the rlace
staked out by me that I would be entitled to the rewards
offered for their finding. !

Captai
again,

naot af

n Hollon concludes that iLf his services should be needed
!
the "fund" should pay his expenses in that he hinmself could

|
ford much and had already spent $40.00 in his efforts.

1

1958,
Commit

Capt. James I. llollon, Letter to Mr, Burl Spurlock, 5 April
untitled collection of letters to the Prestonsburg Disaster
tee, vol. 2, Floyd County Public Library, Prestonsburg, KY,
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As Burchett and Goble remember the device that a;iowea’_
Hollon to make use of his principle of "magnetic affipity,“ a -uj;:
it was a sort of plumb-bob connected to a brass rod. Ifo the - |
bob were connected a battery or batteries and earphoneé throﬁéh
which a ticking was heard as the device located a bodyi.'~ Ai—} o
though Hollon claims in his letter that he and hi; dEVéCe had
located seven victims, none were found where Hollon in@idaﬁéd |
they were. Burchett and Goble said that what actually,helpga
them most in locating victims was the rise and fall of thé:Eiver
during the rains of March and April. The motion caused several
bodies to be turned free from submerged trees and brush. The
recovery workers also induced that motion in the water.by run-
ning heavy power boats in order to create large wakes to float
or jostle the bodies free. At least three bodies-were:recpvered
in this manner, l

Burchett and Goble had no faith in the attempts of the
diviners. They believe that the diviners had come chiefly for
the personal attention they would receive from people who were
willing to try any means to recover their children's bpdies.
Obviously some diviners sought only the reward money o& $1000Q °
per body. When I asked Burchett and Gobie if they thopght that
the diviner’s actually believed they could locate‘drownﬁng viqtimE
with their methods, they agreed that many of them probably did. .
However, the endeavors of all the diviners came to noéhipq.

Some parents took various articles of clothing bﬁlonging

to their missing children and put them into. the water in hopes
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that they would float to where their drowned owners weFe and

would sink to meet them. Two suggestions for use of tﬁis'methoqf‘;
came in the férm of letters to Burl Spurlock and the P%estonsburd
Disaster Committee. I include them here not so much f;f their
basic idea as for their detail, their tone, and the wr;ters',.
apparent belief in the effectiveness of the practice.ﬁ

President, First Nat. Bank, Prestonsburg

Dear Sir I know you will think it strange I am telling you
this but if you will try something my Mother told me many
years ago to find anyone that had drowned to put the last
piece of clothing [that the drowned person wore_ such as

an under garment in the wa'ter it would float until it came
to the body and would sink over the drowned person this may
sound foolish to you but please try it anyway. have a boat
follow the garment. '

In reproducing the letters above and below, I have changed no
spelling, punctuation, capitalization, or point of graﬁmar. It
is interesting in the above letter that the writer is éoncerned
with her appearing foolish in the eyes of the reader.

Monday A.M. Just heard the news and so sorrow you have
not as yet found 7 of these Dear Children--Pleas try this I
have all ways heard of my grand Parents and Parents say if
you would take some of the last clothing the [indecipherablé]
Pull of [off?] and Put it in the water where they went in
at these clothing would goe where thare Body was at and go
down and a few years back that was done here a Height Ealls[?]
Ky a Bratche [? women drowned they looked for her body '
could not find 1t they took her last dress she hadffindef
cipherable’] put it in the water where she went down at and
followed it it went down they found her Body hung in a tree
top so pleas try this maby you can find those Bodys of those
Dear children.3

Can anyone doubt the genuine concern and desire to helb that.is

apparent in these letters?

2E. Brown, Letter to Burl Spurlock, 15 March 1958, ibid.

3R, M. b., Letter to Burl Spurlock, n.d., ibid.
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As in the case of the diviners who used human hai;.énd'pgil
parings (albeit not those of the victims), the use of %ictims!
clothing to locate their bodies involves contageous magic; in’
this case magic of touch in a literal sense. In both ‘letters
above as well as in the memeries of Burchett and Goblé} the'h

| :
clothing used had to belong to the victim. In additién} both'
letters insist that the recentness of the victim's having worn
the article of clothing is an important factor in the method's
success. Neither Burchett nor Goble is aware of floating
clothing's having helped locate any of the missing bodies.

Another recovery method practiced had to do with ﬁarious
parts of the carn plant. Burchett and Goble remember an instance
of someone's throwing a bundle of corn tops into the water with
the expectation that the bundle would go to where a body was
submerged and swirl around as if in a whirlpool. Two letters
that came to Burt Spurlock and the Disaster Committee suggested
using corn in one way or another to locate the bodies.

To Whom it Concerns: '
Please notify the divers searching for those last bodies to
use bundles of "fodder" made from the blades of cornstalks.
They will definitely locate dead bodies.4
The second letter suggests taking fifteen leaves from;corn—
stalks, making a wreath of them, and putting the wrea%h_into the
water where the bodies went in. No further instructiéns afe-
included, nor are any particular results anticipated.i Cufiously,

!
the letter concludes: "It makes a pretty scene." i

One of the most interesting methods employed in locating

4Martha C. McMillan, Letter to the Prestonéburg'Qisastér
Committee, 3 March 1958, ibid.

[
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the victims involved the use of a sheep. One’individugl sug-,.
gested killinq a sheep and letting it float to the mis%iﬁg'b;dies.
A second person insisted that the sheep had to be“drdwhéa iﬁ“ihe
method were to be effective. A volunteer drgwned a éh%ep, ;ﬁd
Graham Burchett tied a commode float to the sheep witﬁt;mleﬂgﬁh
of cord so that it could be followed if it submegged. :SoméFime
later the sheep became lodged in a tree some distance downstream,
and neighbors complained of the odor, real or anticip§£ed.’ Bur-
chett asked for volunteers to dislodge and bury the éh%épf on
the way to retrieve the animal, the volunteers foﬁnd th body of
one of the disaster victims. Although the drowﬁed shéep had
nothing to do with locating the body, some people saw a cause-
and-effect relationship between the drowned sheep and,the’rebovery
of the body, thereby allowing continued belief by scme'-in the
efficacy of the method. K ~ﬁ
The insistance on the sheep's being drowned shows the prin-
ciple of homeopathic magic, or magic of similarity, at work.
The apparent assumption is that there is a sympathetic rela-

|
tionship based on drowning between the sheep and the victims.

It is interesting that the first suggestion cqncerning;the use
of the sheep did not include drowning. The link of drowning,
which clearly places the method within the realm of homebpathic.
magic, is the same kind of link that is missing in the diviners'
use of human hair and nail parings in their method of:locating
victims. Had someone not insisted upon the sheep's no% simply
being killed, but drowned, the connection between the method and

i

homeopathic magic may have been entirely overlooked.
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Another motif of folklore I have encountered in coqmectlon

with the school bus disaster is the belief that people J hair-

turned color as a result of the disaster. The.flrst antancezI

roq
e

came across of this belief was reported to me by an inf&rmant
who mentioned some years ago that I should talk’ to; Izaa (Ike)
Vanderpool about the disaster. Vanderpool, who sdrviveﬁ the
disaster, was seated directly behind bus driver John Dé;ossett
when bus #27 went into the river (see the interview witﬁ‘
Vanderpool later in this study). The infprmant; who had known
Vanderpool for many years, told me in all honest belief--and
he later reiterated--that Ike's hair had turneé totally:gréy
or white as a result of the harrowing experience (Motif
F 1041.7, hair turns gray from terror). When I met VanéerpOOl.
in May, 1980,.I was surprised to discover that his hairJWas dnly
beginning to turn gray. Certainly my informant knew th@ gdlor
of TIke's hair. Perhaps he also believed that after a periéd
of time hair thus transformed would return to its normal color—f
I cannot say. l o
The second instance I encountered of hair reputedl# turning
gray came from Vanderpool. After the taped portion of the inter-
view, Ike mentioned that Mrs. Virginia Goble's hair turﬁed-gray
as a result of her and her husband James' having lost ail three
of their children in the disaster (Motif F 1041.21, reaqtions to
excessive grief). When I mentioned to Ike that I had héard that
his hair had also turned gray as a result of the digaster, he

laughed and said that he had used the phrase figuratively in

reference to Mrs. Goble, who, it seemed to Ike, did appear to
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age or to grow older more quickly after the disaster. %I have
no doubt that'Ike did speak figuratively in reference %O"Mrs.
Goble. What especially raises my interest and curiosiLy:ébout
the "hair turned gray or white" motif is the e#tent toi$ﬁich“
one person's figurative description becomes another pe%son'é
literal description, or the degree to which there is igtefp¥ay
between the figurative and the literal. More guardedl?, I wénder
about the extent to which we may eventually take even ;ur-own
oft-repeated figurative speech literally. Obviously t%is is
speculation for another study. ,

Other occurrences include an informant's telling me that
he had direct knowledge of a mother who told her children on the
morning of the disaster not to prepare to go to schoolL When
they asked her why not, she said that she didn't know-;but they
were not to go to school that day. The children were trans-
ported to school daily on bus #27. As a result of their mother's:
apparent premonition, they were not aboard the bus when it
plunged into the Sandy. t

p i

Also circulating in Floyd County orally is the beiiéf that
the Goble's fourth child, a daughter bofn three or fou%:years
after the disaster, is indeed a heaven-sent child. I ?entioned
the belief to James Goble during our second meeting, apd he said
that he and his wife tended to believe it themselves. !The*Gobles
wanted another child as quickly as possible after the Foss qf

their three' children in the disaster. Goble told me thqt hig

wife suffered many miscarriages before the birth of their second

daughter and that they had almost lost the latter by asphyxiation
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at birth. Most happily she survived and is enfglled a%'a college
freshman at tbis writing. ' ‘ | ﬁ ;

The discussion of W. C. Burchett's "Tragedy of Sc%ool Bus
27..." earlier in this study included éomment on the c?incidénce
of the number 27's entering the oral tradition. Also %eported'
to me with great certainty at least twice by students ?rém.Floyd‘
County was that the late Rod Serling had come to Prest?nsbﬁrg
poking about in hopes of building the plot of a "Twilight Zone":
television episode on the coincidental repetition of the numbex
27-—-the bus's number, the driver's age, and the number of victiﬁs.
In both instances of the report, Serling was prevailed upon to
leave before he found himself in trouble with the parents of
victims and others involved in the recovery effort. Neither
Burchett nor Goble had ever heard the story, although Loth knew
who Rod Serling was. Perhaps such stories, although not literally
true, are a means of expressing a more general feelinglqr

belief: no group wishes to have its misfortune exploited for

profit--especially by an outsider.




Transcripts of the Taped Interviews

Following are transcripts of taped interviews with five
individuals who were involved in varying degrees with the Floyd
County school bus disaster. Each of the five transcripts has
been edited only to the extent that inaudible and hopelessly
garbled passages have been so indicated or have been recon-
structed in brackets, punctuation to aid the reader's clearer
understanding has been added as necessary, and pauses and rapid
changes in thought have been indicated by triple periods (. . .).

Only in the interview with V. H. Harp has any material
been edited out of the transcript. Material so removed has been
indicated by a triple space and periods widely separated across
the page. The material left out, although of interest to the

writer, has no bearing whatsoever on the disaster.

13
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I first met Mary Griffie Caudill in early 1979. "An:’

oo

article about my interest in collecting folklore;had appeared

in the Floyd County Times. Mary wrote me a kind and encouraging.

[ x| [

letter and called me at my campus office one afternoon:just‘?s

I was trying to call her. We finally met when she came to
campus to work out a few details for a course she was Eaking“by

correspondence, ' .

Mary is in her mid-forties. Poor health prevents her .

I

teaching or otherwise working full-time away from home, so much

of her energy over the past several years has been spent in col-

lecting local folklore and aséertaining the facts behind lod%l
legends. Mary has been a student of folklorist Leonard Roberfs
at Pikeville College, where she received her B.A., Shefhas-ﬁ;ken
graduate work through Pikeville College and at Morehea;-Stagé
University.

One of the first things I asked Mary was what she knew !

about the Big Sandy disaster. She told me that she remembered
a great deal in that her first year of teaching was iﬁvFloyd"
County in 1957-1958. She invited me to visit her'andihe; f%?ily
in Orkney, Kentucky, and she promised to introduce meﬁto seVéral
1 T
individuals whom I, as a student of folklore, would eﬁjoy m§eting.
My first visit toiOrkney led to the followihg taéed int?r—
view with Mary. I had arrived at about noon on July £3} 1979;
and after a full day of getting to know each other be£ter and
Mary's guiding me through interviews with two'eldérlf, lifé—lohg

residents of Floyd County, the following interviqw took place

at about 11:0C p.m, The situation was relaxgd. ; o bl

1 3t I
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Taped interview--July 13, 1979--Mrs. Mary Griffie Caudill of
Orkney, Kentucky. . ’
The Big Sandy School Bus Disaster
- ! ) )

G. R. Dobkler: ...very well, of course you were teachlng-—let me

see, where dld you tell me you were teaching--right
down the road from here I guess in a one-room
school house at that time. .

Mary Caudill: Yes, I suppose about two and one-half miles!down

GRD:

MC:

GRD:

MC:

there and another couple of miles off the main
highway up in a place that they call Neds Fork or’
Fraziers Creek--there's several forks up in there,
but there was three different ocne-room schools up .
in there and I had the middle one.

That was your first year of teaching.

That was my first year of teaching in '57 and '58...and I
had grades one through six...and the kids were advised
especially during the winter months to stay at home because
all of them walked to school, and some of them over two
miles. And even I couldn't drive closer than that on the
worst days. At that point in time it was the teacher or
the principal that made the decision not to have school.

It was not a county-wide thing like it is now. I got to
school before the young man that always made. the’ flres

for us, »

]

He was one of your students, right? .
He was a sixth grader, he was the little Keithly boy} and
he was never late. He came in around 8:30 or maybe a
quarter of nine, and the first thing he said when he! came
in the door--he didn't apologize for being late or even
give and excuse for it--but considering the bleakness of
the day and so forth, I wouldn't of asked him for one
anyway. AsS soon as he came in the door he said, "Mrs.
Caudill, there has been a school bus wreck and they think
that there were several children drowned on it." And I
suppose that my first reaction to it was pretty much like
everybody else's reaction...that it could happen to some-
body else, but not to me; or it could happen somewhere
else, but not here. And I did say to him "Did you know
where it was?" But more as a force of habit than anythlng
else because, well, accidents do happen, and kids do
exaggerate; and when someone comes in and tells you
something like that, you want to believe it is an exaggeration
whether it is or not. He said this one happened in
Prestonsburg.
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50, since 1 didn't have all the kids there that day!anywaya
[ took them all out to the car and turned the car rddio on..
That was ull that was on there--every radio station |[that:you
could pick up--a school bus had plunged intd the Big Sandy
Aver just below the Knotly ifollow Bridge at lmma. : The '
number of casualities at that point was unknown, and they
stressed the point thut there were survivars. They also’
stressed the point that there was a mother that had just put
four children on the bus, but I don't know thut the lady

wis the wother of the four. T just know that four children
ot on the last stop that the bus made. ‘ ;

A}

&

r
1

... that was the Knotly Ilollow Bridge.

—ww =
L .

-+.dt the Knotly llollow Bridge. Then supposedly a wrecker
appecared out of nowhere and the bus c¢areened over the °
embankment, and they hastened to point out the fact ‘that
the river was swollen. That would probably account. for a
higher death toll than would normally would be expected.
Almost every radic announcer that we had at that time,’ .
particularly the man who serves as Floyd County clerk now,
C. Ollie Robinson, said that we don't like to think ‘about-
casualities in such cases like this but we do have to be |
realistic, Very shortly thereafter, there was a coemmunidue
that was read from Mr., V. 0. Turner, who wus-superjmtendent
of Floyd County Schools at that time and is currently an
associate prolessor of education and economics at Pikeville
College, asked that all schools dismiss and all bus drivers
return to their posts until further notice. Then came the
state police plea that if you don't have any business down
there, don't go, unless you could provide some help or some
assistance in some way. We were down there, I suppose
before noon or around noon, because [ know we made cakes
and some sandwiches and took down there. The crowd increased.

What do remember about the size of that crowd, Mary?
I read in the paper at that time there were hundreds of
cars parked along 23 in each direction.

You could walk for two or three miles without much trouble,
especially on the Sunday when they pulled the bus out of the
river. That was one horrifying experience.

Were you down there when they pulled the bus out?

b
'

...but I did not go to the funeral home to view the bodies.
Because I 1like to think anyway that I am not that morbid.

[ felt for the parents, although 1 had no children of my
own, but my reaction was that the kids that I was teaching
at that particular time were a part of me, and therelfore I
could share the gricf that those parents must have had.
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At that point of time I was not past questioning why

Now, my mom went to cvery (uneral that they had, even v
when they had the closed caskets and the plctUteb sﬁttlng
on top of them. {

1 would presume probably that your mom knew many of ;the

parcents., ;

No.

;o

No? 'y

She may have known the Gobles because he had fishing business
down there--you know, I showcd you where he lived--when after
you prassed his place of business which is fishing tackle and
bait and what have you (since I don't fish, I don't know what
all you buy), but anyway, you could turn to the right there
and po out that road and turn around and come into Dewey

Lake another way. You could ulso buy picnic supplies there.
It is highly probable that Mom and Dad may have known him
through that. But now, Mrs. Coble was a teacher in 'this
county at that time. I think she taught at Prestonsburg.

Yes, I remember reuading that Virginia Goble was a teacher.

Well now, that I wasn't absolutely sure of. '

1
[ do remember reading that I think. Was she teaching at
the time, incidently? '

Yes,
Oh, boy.

1 don't know what happened to the child that had hls.arm
off. One of the little boys was one-armed.

Yes, I can't remember whether it was John or James.i
i
That was the one that the father found last. -

That was James. That was his twelve-year old, which . was, .
I think, the sccond last child found. That was in May, I
believe, or pretty close to May, c

liell now, you could figure it up exactly at one end..look...
27th of February or the 28th? a

The 28th of February, and [ believe the last ch11d was found
on just about the tenth of May”therc is something llke 71
days total. L '

|

3D el Tt
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MC: Well now, Graham Burchett told me 64,

GRD: Well, I am su&e that his records are accurate.
MC: He said that they were on the water 64 da?s and”nighﬁs,}.f
GRD: Well, newspapers sometimes get a little bit confused jon nqmﬁers.

MC: ...until the last child was breught out.

GRD: Tell me, back on that Friday, Saturday, and Sunday down by the
river, was your impression that people were simply gatherlng
out of curiosity, or were people actually there to help and
falling all over each other to do what they could? Do you
have any remembrance of that sort of thing? ’ :

MC: I would say a little bit of both, since that sort of thlng
is not common. I know that there is no parallel to the two.
When this county was integrated the same thing happened.
There was people here that could not in any way help the
situation. They could make it worse. Some of them probably
did, T wasn't involved in that. .

GRD: From what I read about the state police and national iguard,
they really had their hands full just trying to keep{crowds

from...

MC: They did. And there was quite a few people that were
inebriated and so on, and the bus driver was under heavy
criticism and him dead. I sometimes think that the man

died on the bus on purpose because I get the feeling'that
if he had gotten off there that he would have never gotten
to the top of that bank, and it would not necessarily have
been the parents. ;

. F

GRD: Well, from all I have read it sounds as though he practically

froze at the wheel after hitting the left rear of that tow
truck--he just simply lost it.

+
'
b

MC: But nobody could ever account for what the tow truck was
doing there.

GRD: He had pulled over to check out a pick-up truck that was
pulled off to the side of the road, and according to.eye-
witnesses, the tow truck driver, Mr. Horn, did give hand
signals, the brake lights were present, but the brake
lights on the bus never went on, nor did it ever slow down

MC: No, now I remember that, that it went into a skid when it
rounded that curve and then when it went down it made a
horrible sized-gulley.
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: o
tRh: Oh, I could well imapine that. [ think it went down. sowething
1ike 80 leet. Lo

HC . Bqt now, [ don't think that [ would have any doubt that many
of those children would huve survived had that llver not .
been swollen. 1 1

GRD:  That was the impression. [t is usually about two fecet deep
now; it was, what did you say, between twenty and thirey
feet deep? E :

C: Most of the time you LOUld sce the bottom of it. It was
clear then and it isn't now. Lven though it is down to its
normal size, it's not clear any more. Kids waded along through
there in the summer time, waded in the sand and carried omn,
You could go down there just about any hot day -and see a
bunch of them playing there. [ don't know that it was any of
them that was in the bus or anything like that, but apparently
there was some safety in the fact that there was seldom an
adult scen with them and the children were of all ages and,
too, that was before Dewey Lake became such a popular resort
jldLe and I imagine a good muny of them, like myself, the
only place they had to play il they wantcd to go nedr the
water was the creek bank, .

|

GRD:  Well, from what I read things happened very, very quickly.
Mr. Horn, who had been driving the tow truck, ran down into
the water and I guess, with the help of some child pushing’
inside, managed to get thc cmergency door opened, and he -
said if the thing had floated fFor another minute they would
have potten cverybody out. But apparently it sank very, very
rapidly, and anything that could po wrong did.

MC Well, there was no actual litigation in that, I don't think,
But after your 1nqu1r1 s about it and I went to working on
it rfor you; (I don't know how many people I have talked to
about it, it has been quite a few), but several of them have
told me that the only available records that were ever
Jocunmented were being used as a test case now for some
similar tragedy. My mind simply won't let me recall,..

|
1
GRD: No, I don't imagine. '
|

MC e ...something else like that, that would be as close: as
Cincinnati where that many youngsters would be involved,
The only thing 1 could think of was that Supper Club.

ARD:  Well, that perhaps could be it, or maybe there was aj single
incident involving a single child which would not have
made the national headlines quite like the Prestonsburg
disaster did.
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But now T tricd to think, but now the pcopl that told

me where the records were said that they were in C1nc1nnat1
and they were being used as a test case. I was aibo told
that they would be made available to anyone who wanted

to look at them. I don't know where they are’in Clnclnnatl,
and that's a bip place.

c

,;_:.-- 4
A

Well, as [ osaid, T am interested primarily in Lhe'mﬁsic'
that came out the situation, so [ suppose it is not
necessary for me to go stirring up bad memories by poklng
about in the transcript of the trial, or not the trlal
but the intented indictment or ththLr lepal procedure
came out of it. -} W Lp
Well, as far as T know, it was just an of ficial" 1nqu1ry
Recause they didn't affix the blame T don't think fon any
onc person but just o culmination of effects, 11Lu the'
tow truck and the slick roads and the icy rain and.s¢ on.
And then of course, bLefore they did the autopsy on. the
bus driver, they Flgured that he may have had a heart attack
but they determlncd later that he didn't. | ' i
Yes, they certainly checked every angle after the 'bus was
brought out. I know they checked the brake linings,” and
they were in pood condition, and the bus had been,checked
T believe two days before the accident. .

- £
Tt had becn, 3
So, 1t secms as you say that just a combination of many
unfortunate things happened all at the wrong tlme, that -
was the result. What do you rcmember about those’jsongs
being banned on the radio? You were telling me about ”
that, too. OFf coursc 1 can't quite imagine anyone in
Plebtonsbu1p wanting to play them on the radio, but
apparently someone did. 4

But, they did.
They did.

They did becausc T talked to Corman Collins that owns and
manages WDOC in Prestonsburg, and one of his DJ5. | And T .
also talked with the young man, T don't know what lhis name
is, at WPRT., But it is up c]oscr to where the bus accident
was then, DOC radio is what 1 call it. They both told me
that they had copies of every song that came out. | But

tliey were plaved once, or somcone coming in not know1nlT ~
would play it, and be fore they had gotten the last child
out of the rivcr those songs were banned. The records
were destroyed.

That was both of the Stanley or should T say...?




