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ABSTRACT

As the twentieth century progressed with radio esrdmunications technology,
the culture of the Appalachian mountains becamenaxplored resource of vast cultural
proportions. The Old Regular Baptist faith of theuntains had influenced creative
thinkers in the area for generations, and the cgrofrsettlement schools brought secular
evaluation from outside the culture. As the pedipiag in the mountains began to
understand the uniqueness of their musical heritagko technology was becoming
available on a much larger scale than ever befSegers and songwriters from the
mountains found eager audiences on a national. level

One of these musicians was Bill Lowe, of Pike CguKentucky. His early
experiences with music clashed with his family' #dfesystem and he found himself
caught up in the contradictions of southern smtity. Despite these conflicts, he began
a professional recording and performing careereanbodied the values and traditions of
rural Appalachian music for a national audiencéisBtudy will investigate the effects
of the religious culture of the Appalachian mounsaias well as the effects of secular
forces within the region. Bill Lowe will serve as example of how these factors
appeared as part of the larger national culture.

Using the author’s interviews with Bill Lowe, as lh&s secondary sources
regarding his life in the Kentucky hills, this syudill consider these elements in
correlation with authentic recordings of this musidus, elements of religion, exchange

with the outside culture, and radio will be tradeah the music itself.
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PROLOGUE

In the South of today, music is an integral pard efational trend involving
themes, instruments, and subject matter easilygrezable—if not universal—to people
throughout the country. However, in the early phthe twentieth century rural
Appalachian folk music was a distinctive and ramarf, characterized by the uniqueness
given it by the aural tradition through which itodved and the superstitious and
fundamentally religious region in which it grewhd& religious roots of Appalachian
music went far deeper than the changes that woarhdform the sounds and develop it
into a popular cultural phenomenon. Within that ligious tradition the personal and
emotional elements of the faith cried out for tkeanpaniment of music in order to be
deeply felt by the population. At the same tine, $tern religious climate rejected many
of the instrumental and secular elements of thegalsadition. For the purposes of this
study, “Appalachia” refers to the rural areas @& thountain range isolated by lack of
roads and cultural exchange with the broader nakicumture. Although there are many
variations across the mountain range with regardusical traditions, the pages that
follow will use eastern Kentucky and the surroumgdamea as an example of such a
microcosm of cultural development. The same stialyd likely be completed
considering a set of musicians and tunes from anatbrner of Appalachia with minor
variations on similar results.

While the southern Appalachian mountains at thebofthe twentieth century
were a rich cultural setting for preserving tramhtl music, this underlying contradiction

between the secular and religious spheres wasapparthe two streams of musical



thought, a microcosm of the conflict that influedeceany aspects of southern life.
Indeed, the traditional secular music from theaagincluding ballads, love songs, jigs
for dancing, and other songs about all kinds ddirbardships and joys, owes its
existence to the religious musical and culturalitran so prevalent in the mountain
culture! In Flashes of a Southern Spjrtharles Reagan Wilson discusses the Southern
culture using Flannery O’Connor’s insightful analagf a “lens of faith"—*The things
we see, hear, smell, and touch affect us long bef@r believe anything at all, and the
South impresses its image on us from the momerare/able to distinguish one’s own
from another.®

O’Connor speaks of the fiction writer’s fascinatiwith ultimate mystery as
embodied in the concrete world of sense experieaoel, with those “conventions which,
in the hands of the artist, reveal that centralterys™ While not all southern music is
religious in nature and not all southern musiciembrace the label “gospel” music, it is
essential to understand that Protestant evangshtélas permeated southern culture to
such a degree that it has colored much of creator& produced in the region. The
southern evangelical faith and the superstitiotigudes, and beliefs that accompany it
have formed a context within which all artisticsabbrn from the region must
subsequently appear. While change within the @ligiculture of rural Appalachia is
slow and seems at times to be almost static, grefsiance of the religious influence is

not its own transformation, but rather its effesttbe musicians working within its reach.

! Bill C. Malone and Jocelyn Neal, Country Music, USA (Austin: University of Texas Press, 2010), 503-505.
? Charles Wilson, Flashes of a Southern Spirit (Athens: University of Georgia Press, 2011), 146.
3 .

Ibid.



The following chapters will show how the lens adfgmn, as well as the complex
processes of exchange in the settlement schoolsthedcontact with the modern world,
would come to shape Appalachian music through rad@public exposure into a unique
form that would be a major contribution of ruralgitern people to the national culture.
My own path to the study of this music has beenraling one. | began my
musical life as a cellist. More specifically, Id@n my musical life as a fifth grader with
a cello, seeking to find out what it was about radlsat so moved some of the more
influential people among whom | had thus far lived small life. My grandfather was
one of a handful of farmers turned textile mill wers in the far northwestern corner of
South Carolina. Having lost an arm to the mill maery, he was faced with either
unemployment or relying on other means to makevhaig in the world. So he became a
traveling music minister, spending days at a tiraeeling to tiny rural churches
throughout South Carolina and Georgia and leadamgyeegations in musical worship at
tent revivals, camp meetings, and the like. He shagld songs that his parents and
grandparents had taught him, a musical inheritématewas an integral part of his earliest
memory. | was fascinated by the faded and well-iig@anals lying in the sun in the rear
window of his old Ford, and | was in awe of the wagt for him time seemed to stop
when he began to sing the spiritual songs of hik.fade would close his eyes and begin
to sing and he was tangibly caught up in somethmuagh larger than his own story. His
tireless travels on the weekends were a testarodms dedication to the thing that so
ensnared him. | could not wait to feel it for miysand | knew the cello would somehow

be my way there.



Twenty years later, the cello has led me dowmégeresting road complete with
my own travels and contributions to musical verguyeth sacred and secular. The cello
also led me in a roundabout fashion to the viairthe “fiddle” in conversations with the
family. When | at last got the courage to takefidgle to the local museum one
afternoon to watch Bill Lowe play and sing, | kn#vat | watching someone who loved
music in the way that my grandfather did. Wherasieed me to plagmazing Grace
with him at the end of his short concert, | coudadiy believe my good fortune. He
could not believe that he had met a fiddle playkoid not mind playing well and loud
enough to suit him, for his hearing had begun ildhfen in recent years. And so a
friendship began. As I talked with Bill Lowe ovae months and years following that
day, it became apparent that he was well familiéin the power that | had seen music
hold over my grandfather. | had to know more dltbhe music that these men learned
and loved throughout their entire lives in the Alppaian mountains.

| was fortunate enough to be able to talk abowté’e music and career with him
in his own home, and to play music with him regiylaHe was thrilled to learn of my
desire to study this music and was excited thateso@ with a formal musical education
wanted to learn what it was that made this musigrsque, so very much a product of
the rural mountains from where we all came. LoWerospeaks of the “secret” that
remains hidden in music, an idea that many claigrasp but that he asserts is known to
only a small few. “I never got just exactly whatanted out of music...l was always

reading and playing, but you've got to seek, seekk,* Lowe insists, describing the

* Bill Lowe, interview with the author held in Lowe home, Walhalla, South Carolina, February 19, 2011.



path he followed in his dream of a musical cardesr him, this path would mean a
musical career, national recognition, and a ticketof the mountains of his youth.
While his path led him far and away from the mourgaf eastern Kentucky, the music
of his childhood will always connect him to thaapé. He describes the attraction:
“Distractions in the cities takes the mind away.thia mountains, you hear the sounds of
nature. There is a feeling that penetrates the eba human being'While Lowe’s
musical career has spanned both sacred and sewusar from the mountains, the
dichotomy between the two spheres has causedismmtfconflict within his life. His
family’s association with the Old Regular Baptistutch, the branch of the Christian
faith prevalent around his birthplace in Pike Cguitentucky, would both inspire and
inhibit his growth as a young musician.

The OIld Regular Baptist Church, a Christian den@tndm specific to the
Appalachian region, received its current name @2180rganized in eastern Kentucky,
the faith of Regular Baptists aligns itself with rag@rimitive sects that reject modern
methods of worship and lifestyfe Although considered a separate branch of theigapt
faith, Regular Baptists’ beliefs align closely witfose of the Primitive Baptists, another
conservative group that professes to follow theveations of the first generation of
Christian churches. Ideological conservatism of tlature has traditionally maintained
simple worship practices and customs associatddraal congregations of little means.
Along Kentucky’s border with Virginia, in the aredKnott, Letcher, and Pike counties,

the Old Regular Baptist faith found a strongholdhie impoverished and superstitious

> Bill Lowe interview, February 19, 2011.
®Bill J. Leonard, Baptists in America (New York: Columbia University Press, 2005), 23.



population of farmers and later coal miners. Téa emphasizes an “election through
grace,” which argues that faith is the primary means tdlgishing religious virtue.

In keeping with these archaic beliefs, music anedi¢o the deep sense of
connection to a higher power. In their simple wagherents to these old forms of the
Baptist faith created their own music without instients. Isolated in the Appalachian
mountain range, their harmonies were unique butawiplex, and the worship music
took on the forms of comparable Gaelic-speakingyoegations in the Scottish
Highlands and Islands in which the leader singditeeline, and everyone joins in
thereafter. This type of line-by-line hymnody imwes the entire congregation and
supports frequent variation in harmony, meter, aheér elements of execution. Highly
effective for involving all members of the congréga, regardless of musical
background or social role within the church, thiagtice ensured that everyone would
participate according to their abilities, and theasactively engaged in the service.
Rooted deeply in established Protestant traditten “lining out® of hymns nurtured the
innate musical sense of the mountain children gngwip in the faith. In turn, these
young believers would preserve it for their ownlatan.

Most importantly, Regular Baptists stressed worshipugh traditional and
extremely simple musical forms for worship. Effeely, their emphasis on unadorned
musical structure created a distance between thehippers of the faith and religious
expression afforded by instrumental music. Thewestoh of musical instruments from

worship follows a trend throughout history of convsive religious leaders decrying

7 Leonard, Baptists in America, 21.
® Ibid, 110.



music as a dangerously expressive addition to vips#tvices. Concerns often arise in
religious communities about the secular naturestruments and the power of music
itself to detract from the moral lessons of worshiipdeed, the teachings of the early
Christian church identified music as “the servdiretigion, and only music that opened
the mind to Christian teachings and disposed hitoly thoughts was deemed worthy of
hearing in church® Surely then, the dead girl ballads and songs\oéquited love
familiar to the rural community fell outside thepapval of the church elders.

There were indeed beliefs of the Old Regular Bagaith that sternly warned
against other, secular types of rural music an@tmsequences of ignoring these rules
could be dire. Within the church doctrine, striadral guidelines played an active role in
maintaining the congregation’s appropriate behawigside the church walls.
“Churching” or “exclusion”—excommunication of regezfenders in the crimes of
drunkenness, adultery, gambling, lying, or othds aet forth as morally reprehensible—
was not uncommon in these churches. Secular mplesyed on instruments and strictly
for recreational purposes was a concern based®hrté of moral reasoning because,
church officials warned, the enjoyment of musie@ofted to drinking or gambling or any
of a list of forbidden behaviors.

While it is true that this fear of worldliness ibiied the enjoyment of secular folk

tunes for some people in the southern Appalachiaakso ensured that religious music

? Leonard, Baptists in America, 19-32.

% ponald Grout and Claude Palisca, A History of Western Music, 6" edition (New York: W.W. Norton and
Company, 2001), 26.

1 Bill Lowe interview, February 19, 2011.



would continue to have a strong foothold in théaeg culture’® However, the
predominance of evangelical Protestantism makegsangern about the religion’s fading
presence seem ungrounded. In a 1906 religiousisef6.6 percent of white southerners
affiliated themselves with the Protestant faithp@i®0 percent of individuals who joined
churches joined either the Baptist or Methodistgregations> The Protestant faith in
one form or another was the rule and not the exmepfThe people of the southern
Appalachian mountains embraced Protestantism tdegese that it became very much
the “lens” to which Flannery O’Connor and CharlesaBan Wilson refer when they
discuss the context of music and other creativeiarthe South of the twentieth century
and before. Wilson remarks that evangelical Ptatéism “has dominated for so long
that it offers creative people an idiom of its owhfough stories, imagery and
symbolism, institutions, rituals, and the exper&sof the southern peopte. The
southern setting, complete with the superstitions lzabits of God-fearing Baptist,
Methodist, and Presbyterian churchgoers, lentraaidture of imagination to the creative
tastes of the artistically inclined among the pagioh.

As a means of cultural and individual expressibis, familiar conflict of the
sacred versus the secular world often claims massits victim. In her ballad-collecting
trip in 1917, Josephine McGill remarked upon thered music of the eastern Kentucky

mountains, noting that the mountaineers’ repertoin@ligious music contained music

12 John B. Rehder, Appalachian Folkways (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2004), 230-243.

B samuel S. Hill. The South and the North in American Religion (Athens: University of Georgia Press,
1980), 110.

14 Wilson, Flashes of a Southern Spirit, 147.



found primarily in two hymn collectiondhe Thomas HymnahdThe Sweet Songster
These volumes could be found in most mountain horresvever, more telling of the
clash between sacred and worldly ideals is McGiléscription of a particular singer’s
social behavior. “The singer was so much interestednversation as often to interrupt
his performance to discuss the ethics of singingsalleevivalists having raised some
doubts about the question,” she wrttewhile the ballads and folk-tunes of the eastern
Kentucky mountains were not in danger of beingegtliieyond recognition or banished
on account of religious disapproval, they did magea body of musical literature that
religious authorities often publicly denounced aBstraction to the spiritual salvation of
the mountaineers. That reality was a strong stagaanst this music in an isolated
society of pious believers in the supernattfal.

Ironically, it seems that these secular tunesahsilonger foothold in the
mountain society than may have appeared at fgbt.sThe Thomas HymnandThe
Sweet Songstefound in virtually every mountain family’s homegntained only lyrics
and no printed musical tunes. For these southgrtiesre were precious few
opportunities for formal music training. The odoasl musical “prodigy” would be sent
away to a larger, northern city or to Europe teeree a formal musical education. The
rest of the mountain people learned in the auaalition passed from generation to

generation. Thus, these printed collections ofji@ls hymnody could not hope to

15 McaGill, Josephine. “”Following Music’ in a Mountain Land,” in The Musical Quarterly, Vol. 3, No. 3 (July,
1917), 364-384.

*® Ibid., 380.

7 Bill C. Malone and David Stricklin, Southern Music/American Music (Lexington: University Press of
Kentucky, 1979), 26-29.



present a new “sacred” tune. They were able aniupply lyrics, which the

Appalachian people would sing to the tune of thte traditional, non-religious melodies
that they knew so well. The words may have chanigetithe music underlying those
words remained a part of the southern Appalachias@ousness and heritage, as much
S0 as idiomatic expressions or cadences of spekglthe messages of the traveling
revival preachers lost their novelty after the aomal and flashy tent meetings and the
people settled back into their daily lives, thegmigers’ warnings about the sins of secular
music seemed also to fade into the backgroundeif ittnaginations, only to return again
at the next meeting.

McGill's account of her travels in search of Apgehiiian ballads also helps to
reveal changing elements of the mountain people/sicras religion’s place in the local
culture transformed in its own righthe Cherry Tree Carphn old song “based upon
Joseph’s momentary mistrust of Mary when she askddngather her cherries from a
wayside tree and for the first time gives him a loihher Precious Burden,” relates the
importance of January 6 in the southern mountaiellews’ religious traditiod® January
6 was customarily known as Old Christmas, and nthekeme of celebration on a
spiritual front for people in the eastern Kentuchguntains and all over Appalachia,
even into the 1930s and 1940s. Long after theofeste nation had adopted the more
commercial and less spiritual “new” Christmas cedébn, complete with Christmas
trees and gift-giving, the pious mountain peopfeeoted on the Nativity in a somber and

holy observation on the later date in January.

18 McGill, “’Following Music’ in a Mountain Land,” 375.
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In Singing Family of the Cumberlandiean Ritchie remembered, “[w]hen | was
a very little girl nobody in the country round rgatelebrated Christmas. Not what
you'd call celebrate, you know. It was more okhgious time then, and it fell on the
sixth of January. Old Christmas, we call it nowaye it was because the folks around
were too poor to give fancy presents then...On Oldsthas Eve we’d sit fore the fire
and Mom and Dad and Granny’d tell us about the J&sys born in a stable on this
night.”® For the observers of Old Christmas, the purpase neflection and
introspection—the complete opposite of the chamges Christmas traditions promised
to bring to the South. For the younger generataimaountaineers, the introduction of a
new Christmas celebration was a chance for fundeitbe stern judgment of their
elders. The birth of Jesus was not a great paheotonsideration. However, for both
the mountain youth and the older people a new @hais was an indication of a gradual
secularization of thought regarding such sociaidagys.

Indeed the differences between generations initlsedfi eastern Kentucky are
more apparent in light of the celebrations of Qid &lew Christmas. In the daily journal
recorded by Katherine Pettit and May Stone of thes&fras social settlement in Knott
County, Kentucky, the entry on September 1, 196lates a conversation between the
teachers of the settlement school and the locahtameers. As the ladies shared their
own Christmas experiences, their local friends ednb know if they were referring to
Old or New Christmas. As May Stone relates the menneers’ explanation, “the Old

Christmas, January 6, was Christ’s birthday andttigpeople observed that and the

' Jean Ritchie, Singing Family of the Cumberlands (New York: Oxford University Press, 1955), 162.
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young people had their frolics on new Christmas;ddeber 25. There is no giving of
presents or any religious celebration, but muchkiing of moonshine, fighting, and
general carousing® A distinct line was forming between the sacred secular
interpretations of the Christmas holiday. Changiagial and religious customs reflected
similar changes happening at the same time in t@awf the Appalachian people. As
Old Christmas became a custom associated withitlee generations of eastern
Appalachian folk,;The Cherry Tree Cardkll in popularity and significance to a whole
collection of carols and secular Christmas musimfthe outside world.

Although change was occurring within the spiritcakure of the eastern
Kentucky mountains, the religion’s effects on tlopplation were already established.
The isolation of the mountaineers would soon bdlehged by outsiders and
modernization, but the spirituality in the mindsBii Lowe and others like him would
remain a vital factor in the way that Appalachiature came to be a part of the larger
national identity. The Old Regular religion of tsaa Kentucky would remain a lens
through which the mountaineers and their visitoosnf urban Kentucky would peer at
each other, and would let its voice ring out onréio waves carrying mountain songs
to the rest of the nation. The following chapter evaluate the effect of this religious
lens in combination with the secular factors ofleatent schools and radio technology
on the music of eastern rural Kentucky in the firalf of the twentieth century. These

elements resulted in music that became a uniquertagproduct from the Appalachian

% Jess Stoddart, ed. The Quare Women’s Journals: May Stone & Katherine Pettit’'s Summers in the
Kentucky Mountains and the Founding of the Hindman Settlement School (Ashland: The Jesse
Stuart Foundation, 1997), 248.
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mountains. The task ultimately is to look to thesm to investigate traces of the
indigenous religion and evidence of the complexesysof filters imposed upon the
music of the hills to bring us closer to experiagcihat in this fine, old musical form

which Bill Lowe calls the “secret.”

13



CHAPTER ONE
SETTLEMENT SCHOOLS AND RADIO

Subsistence farming had been the established noéansvival in the rugged
terrain of the eastern Blue Ridge and Cumberlandntains ever since that area had
represented the frontier and people began totdalkkir home. In the waning years of the
nineteenth century, these mountaineers were makengulk of their living with farming
practices that had been in place since as far ésthe eighteenth century, with little
change in the means by which they survived arid bttange in their interactions with
the outside world* However, between 1890 and 1920, the vast Appiadbrests of
virgin timber caught the attention of logging epteneurs from outside the region.
Logging companies had found a cheap and fresaliee to the New England forests
whose timber resources they had exhausted, andriea@re eager to move to the
southern region to meet industrial demafidtinally, economic expansion had created
the momentum needed for cultural exchange acressittuntainous geographical
boundary to begin.

A popular business practice for these logging cammgs was to purchase and
lease acreage and use their thriving businessstteto entice railroads to build in the
area. After the land had given up all its timbewould be mined by the same companies
for coal at points along the mineral-rich Cumbedlamd Allegheny mountain plateais.

Mining and the coal towns, the industrial byprodoicthe mining phenomenon, would

'john B. Rehder, Appalachian Folkways (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 2004), 151.
% Ibid., 175.
% Ibid., 180.
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see a rise and decline that was an important featithe Appalachian culture between
1918 and the mid-195@8. For the most remote mountain residents at thedfithe
century, difficult terrain and poor options fornisportation were the realify. These
obstacles, which meshed with the mountain peoplatition of making their living at
home with their families, made factory work evessl®ef a viable option than subsistence
farming on paltry plots of land worked by their astors’ hands for generations. Change
in the Appalachian culture was a slow-moving curramthe counties of Knott, Pike,
Perry, and Letcher counties, the Kentucky mountaseere simply not very well
connected to the outside world from whence thesepractices came. Economic
powers caught the interest of the mountain famdigisof necessity—children must be
fed and families provided shelter despite any peabreluctance to join the modern
South. Their natural resistance to change wouldeabservers to later reflect on the
conditions of the local people living in the rustice-room log homes made by preceding
generations of their families. Indeed, the isolatf the rocky hills was so effective in
preserving the mountaineer lifestyle that it causesenterprising young women to
remark in their memoirs that “it was hard to realirat we were not living in the time of
our great-grandmother$®

So it was that into these remote regions two @sgjve young women set their

sights for a social experiment in educating andstisg the mountain people of eastern

24 Rehder, Appalachian Folkways, 186.

> Phillip J. Obermiller, ed. et al. Appalachian Odyssey (Westport: Praeger Publishers, 2000), 17.

*® Jess Stoddart, ed. The Quare Women’s Journals: May Stone & Katherine Pettit’s Summers in the
Kentucky Mountains and the Founding of the Hindman Settlement School (Ashland: The Jesse
Stuart Foundation, 1997), 274.
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Kentucky. Theirs was a different sort of inquinga the region than that of the money-
driven logging and mining interests and would beeaignificant as its own type of
“lens” or filter through which the Appalachian regiwould become known to the rest of
the world. Pettit, educated at Sayre Female utstin Lexington, and Stone, a student of
Wellesley, led a group of affluent young women vitaal found their newly-earned
educations to be superfluous in a male-dominatet0

Katherine Pettit was born in 1868 to a family liyim the rural country of central
Kentucky. By the time she was in her mid-twensbe had involved herself quite
thoroughly with numerous social and civic initias: Her interest in the feuds of historic
proportion that crackled between families in theumtain areas met with her active
involvement in such organizations as the Women’ssian Temperance Union
(WCTU) to pique her interest in becoming an ambdmsaf humanitarian aid to the
people of the eastern Kentucky mountains. May Steeealso a member of such
Progressive organizations as the WCTU and the K&gtiederation of Women’s Clubs.
A student for some time at Wellesley College inibgton, Stone ascribed to the same
social theories regarding class and educationaigiio A series of short preliminary
visits to the region and a visit to role model JAdelams of Hull House gave Pettit and
Stone a foundation for their assertion that thalmtants of rural eastern Appalachia
needed the help of their group of dedicated womEreir social settlement, Hindman,
was not the first one of its kind in rural Ameridaut it was among the earliest and for its

time, quite radicaf’

2 Stoddart, The Quare Women’s Journals, 31-33.
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The original model for the Hindman settlement wasudrban Hull House,
founded in 1889, and its purposes were the santit &el Stone, along with their
company of women, prepared to give training in éogkhygiene, and all other manner
of life skills. They would find themselves teadfpisome astonishingly basic lessons to
even the adults living in the remote mountain ragioAs part of this teaching initiative,
the women sought to learn about and appreciateesitnof the mountaineers’ culture,
recording and commenting on ballads and songs @tk them by the local people.
Through such efforts traditional Appalachian musid its preservation became a topic
of interest among the more artistically inclinedlod visitors looking for cultural
perspective.

Indeed the most distinguishing difference betwtaenmodel Hull House and
these social settlements in primitive mountain c¢toras was location. However, this
singular contrast was responsible for many of thelenges facing these philanthropists
in the mountains. Historian David Whisnant desesithe effort as “an experiment
designed to use that very imperiled cultural tiaditas part of an educational program to
help fit mountain children for life in the emergingw order without destroying the
personal and social characteristics that made #teance so attractive and so
vulnerable.?® Although evidence indicates that the mountaineen® eager for
education and opportunity, illiteracy and isolat@frthe mountain people proved to be

formidable obstacles. The Census of 1910 staedl®$ 2% of mountain white people in

%% David Whisnant, All That is Native and Fine (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1983), 19.
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Kentucky over the age of ten were illiterate, téliacy” defined as “inability to write?®
There were no regulations requiring children teradtschool, and while education was a
lofty goal, it was not a practical priority in tleea. Knott County, where the county seat
of Hindman was the choice for the women'’s settlemngaimed an illiteracy rate of 33%
among males of voting age. To the outside wohlds¢ eastern mountains were a world
apart from the surrounding cities and towns, bathoéf from opportunities for education
and led by uneducated leaders.

The first trip these women took to the mountaiasw 1899 to a place called
Cedar Grove, about half a mile from the town of &dan Perry County. There they
remained for six weeks, teaching kindergarten efa$s children and sewing and
cooking to some of the same and many of the adolintaineers® The next summer, in
the year 1900, Pettit and Stone returned to hostgdadustrial with a few companions
from among their temperance society acquaintanths settlement was at Hindman, in
Knott County. The site was larger and more compbext of the women’s plan to offer
yet more services to the local people. To thgainsummer’s efforts regarding sewing,
cooking, and kindergarten, the women added toishef classes some elements of
hygiene and music instruction. In a third sumntieg,women settled at Sassafras in
Knott County. This location was extremely remate difficult to reach, and the
attending staff was smaller than at the camp atlidem. This summer brought success
to the group, but it became clear that the locatioHindman was a better choice for a

permanent location. By this time, the WCTU and otheh interested groups had begun

2 Stoddart, The Quare Women’s Journals, 30.
30,
Ibid., 18.
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to provide regular funding and express an intareahd appreciation for the women’s
work 3!

While there had been talk by others of establglaipermanent settlement school
in the area, it was at the urging of financial supgrs in Hindman and surrounding areas
that Pettit and Stone came to found a permaneobsain 1902° Another important
factor in the decision to form a permanent ingbtutvas the vision of Uncle Solomon
Everidge, Jean Ritchie’s paternal grandfather. s to the “The Quare Womett 50
called because of the foreignness of their wayhdmatives of the mountains, is
indicative of the people’s welcome extended to faendly hope of education or
opportunity. In a 1918 article Bcribner's Magazinewritten by William Aspenwall
Bradley and entitled “The Women onTroublesome,” ldr#ol described the area where
he had spent his entire life. “When | was jest anghof a boy...and hoein’ corn on the
steep mountainside,” he said, “I'd look up Trouble® and down Troublesome, and
wonder if anybody'd ever come in and larn us amghiBut nobody ever come in, and
nobody ever went out, and we jest growed up anémawwed nothin’. | never had a
chanst to larn anything myself, but | got chillenmd grandchillern jest as bright as other
folkses’, and | want ‘em to have a chari$t.He also echoed the region’s concerns about
the future that these offspring might make for teelwes in the mountains, saying,

“Times is a-gittin’ wuss and wuss. When | was & bwas purty bad. The next

3 Stoddart, The Quare Women’s Journals, 19-23.
32 Whisnant, All That is Native and Fine, 28-29.
33 Stoddart, The Quare Women’s Journals, 13.

34 Whisnant, All That is Native and Fine, 82.
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gineration was wusser. What will this [next] giagon be unless you women come to
Hindman and help us?

While there is little doubt that his request wag migh compassion and the
women'’s sincere desire to help, Uncle Sol’s imageaime a valuable tool in generating
support and funding for the school. To the weldtoof the Kentucky Bluegrass region,
seeing his picture in a newspaper article or oroahure from the Hindman settlement
reminded them of their responsibility to thoseexdder means, a social responsibility that
echoed the Progressive movement's tenets regasdirigl welfare® However at a
superficial level, Uncle Sol’s heartfelt appeal foture generations suggests to his
audience that there were no schools in the regiore the settlement school idea came
into action. This was not the case. A man nameodr@ Clark had established a school
in Hindman fifteen years earlier in 1887. Clark&hool offered five months of primary
school subsidized by county taxes and also fivethwaof subscription school, or
instruction paid for by private means. It was fhisd and the three-room school facility
formerly called Buckner Academy that Katherine Pattd May Stone took over as their
new school at Hindmati. The original name of their school was the LogpiBa
Settlement School, but they renamed it the WCTUW&wEnt School to honor that
organization’s extensive financial support to thejgct>®

A look at the list of financial contributors fdré¢ mountain settlement work

reveals much of the motive on the part of the dets. Camp Industrial borrowed its

s Whisnant, All That is Native and Fine, 82.
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name from the “all-day educational programs” of WETU** and the WCTU's ability
to fund the school’s undertakings meant that tlieas@and moral initiatives supported by
the group would serve as a basis for the curricthey advocated in the settlement’s
educational endeavors. The journals from the suncamaps relate the women'’s efforts
at eradicating alcohol and tobacco from the mouanpaiple’s lives and they found an
audience for their mission among mountaineerslafgds. May Stone wrote that upon
stopping with Katherine Pettit for a visit to a#&bschool, “[she] showed [the teacher]
how to make pin wheels for the children, while Kathe put the temperance gloves on
them and gave them all some Scripture cafisXmong the older children and young
adults that visited them, the women shared infoionatbout the tobacco habit, and
entreated these citizens to sign the “triple pledgaver the course of temperance efforts,
the triple pledge appears to have had several fdiowgever, in this circumstance the
pledge seems to be against the triple threatscohal, tobacco, and profanity. These
three indiscretions seem to constitute the bulthefwomen’s distaste for mountaineer
life.

A practical and pragmatic woman, Katherine Pstitn realized that along with
the security of being the WCTU’s hamesake schowmlecaome challenging limitations.
Her distaste for such a strong affiliation with W&TU could have cost her contributors

as the school gredl?. As the experiment expanded, the WCTU'’s yearlyadions

39 Stoddart, The Quare Women’s Journals, 19.

“Ibid., 253-254.

* Ibid., 90.

* Olive Campbell. Southern Mountain Schools Maintained by Denominational and Independent Agencies
(New York: Russell Sage Foundation, 1929).
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became less able to cover all expenses. New batdrs had to step forth, or the school
would be lost. However, in 1916, the year in whicld school became independent, the
issue of Prohibition was causing disturbancesatiss the American political landscape.
Any overt affiliation with such an organization mlagve been off-putting to some
would-be supporters with deep pockets. The s g hvandled in friendly terms and the
WCTU handed over the Hindman assets to an exedotiae?*

While the official curriculum of the Hindman setthent involved lessons on
hygiene, housekeeping, and other such topics, thasea great deal of emphasis and
commentary from the women on the local traditiond erafts of the mountaineers.
Because these women and their methods were s@gsicaccepted by the natives of
the region, and because they were among thediestamine the culture in an evaluative
light, the tone invoked by their judgments and aéibn set the precedent for all those
who followed. While the Quare Women, as they waiéed, were not associates with
the powers of the logging and coal companies thaglst ingress to the region’s store of
resources, they represented another part of the satside world, distinguished
primarily by connection through literacy, moneydahe familiarity with encroaching
industry. It is important to note that both thenmmg companies and these women were
outsiders, but they were outsiders with differesmiges for evaluating the significance of

such a region and cultufé.

3 Stoddart, The Quare Women'’s Journals, 45.
“ Dwight B. Billings, ed. et al. Confronting Appalachian Stereotypes (Lexington: University Press of
Kentucky, 1999), 169.
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Through the work of Pettit and Stone, a profitadatéerprise materialized that
benefited both their school and the mountain comtywu he Fireside Industries was a
plan that involved the sale of handmade crafts frloenmountain people to the world
outside the eastern Appalachians. Inthe schdabhsiary 1914 newsletter, there was a
report of a growing number of weavers who “apprtecidhis chance to secure a little
income by keeping alive these disappearing &rt$His commercial alliance with the
outside world became an illustration of the ways/imch the mountaineers’ world
became encroached upon by the modern world lujkistgpast the mountain ranges.

These handmade products became quite fashionalileofse in the middle and
upper classes outside the area, but the demantbwiéasms built not for function in the
mountains—in other words, not built as though tleintain people would use the items
themselves—nbut for decorative items common to tbeermodern lifestyle. Mountain
women found themselves weaving not only blanketssarch with foreign design
features, but also weaving cloth napkins and adbeh ornamental trinkets that they
would never have used in their own log catfthg he association with authentic
mountain people made the products very desirabbeitsiders, but their desire was not
for a realistic representation of Appalachian lifeseems more likely indeed that their
want was for a conversation piece that would renthran of the benefits of their own
advanced social position. The end result of chamthie product to suit the market was
that the people who constituted the market hadlaa who these isolated people really

were. Further, according to Whisnant, these atsfanade trinkets to outsiders were an

45 Whisnant, All That is Native and Fine, 61.
*® Ibid., 66-67.
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analogy for what was really happening in termsubfuzal preservation. A process of
selection was occurring that was filtering the maumlifestyle and fitting particular
elements of it into a pleasing story for city dweedl back home with electric lights and
running water.

Like baskets and coverlids, people in towns andsiteadily absorbed the music
of the eastern mountains, although in not quitesdrae form in which it originated.
From the first interactions with the mountain pepettit and Stone remarked upon
their efforts to record some of the older ballagisgsto them by their newfound friends:
“We took down the words of as many of them as wddcget, but the music is equally as
unusual as the word§” The women noted that the kindergarten childrenKthold of
the songs readily® but that although the mountain folk enjoyed hegtire organ, they
“were slow to join in the singing, as their waysis different from ours® With regard to
the hymns sung at worship services, May Stone whatethey were “lined out and all
sung to the same tung>”While it is doubtful that every hymn actually eloyed the
same melody, it is likely that to an uninitiated,¢be Appalachian hymns of the
fundamentalist Baptist faith had a very distingtest If the reader imagines the scene of
the well-bred May Stone hearing this music forfih& time in the graveyard services
Bill Lowe recalls as characteristic of the Old RieguBaptist faith, it is easier to

understand her inability to relate.

4 Stoddart, The Quare Women’s Journals, 68.
* Ibid., 177.
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*% Ibid., 65.
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The ladies provided their own music with a portalrigan at Sunday schools and
the District Teachers’ Association meetifigsnd also attempted to teach the children
temperance songs. There is no evidence that theewavertly attempted to eradicate
the mountaineers’ traditional way of singing. Yiets evident by their friend Mary
Stacy’s assertion that she and her helper Rhodgateair hymns “yourn way—not
ourn™? that there was a great deal of flattery througitaition that occurred between the
locals and the women of the settlement schoalall an easy path for the mountain folk
to admire and learn from the pleasant-looking womesiean clothes who came bearing
gifts of newspapers, Bibles, pictures, and bodKseir innocence led them without
guestion to follow these women’s advice againseleirs reflecting immorality or
alcohol and tobacco use. David Whisnant argueadththis process of selection Pettit,
Stone, and their colleagues superimposed theirsystem of values—a system foreign
to the mountain folk—onto the culture they observe says, “...although changing
social and economic conditions in the mountainsfbeslver doomed that culture as a
functional basis for individual identity or famignd community life, in the urban,
middle-class world into which its professional eens moved there was space, leisure,
and money to promote, acquire, and ‘appreciat&s i cultural icon or possession—as
one would a Navajo drum or a Wedgwood plafe.”

However true Whisnant’s argument of selective agpt®n may be, the end of

eastern Appalachia’s isolation was certainly loggnimegardless of the women’s

>t Stoddart, The Quare Women’s Journals, 83.
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interlocution. With the large timber and mininghgoanies penetrating the forests and
cities and railroads on the increase, frontiersevgirinking and industry becoming a
major influence in the cultural world of the entBeuth. It was inevitable that the peace
and isolation that the mountain people enjoyed @@oime to an end. As long as Pettit's
and Stone’s observations and influences remainrthdemicroscope of historical
perspective, their work was invaluable in servisgesponsive ambassadors representing
the modern industrial world. Had the mountaine®rst and only important contacts
with the outside world been with the bosses anenfi@n of lumber companies, with no
representative of the softer side of modern lHe, dituation would have been very
different indeed. Modernization was inevitablensioleration and respect afforded to the
mountain folk in the process was not.

To place the women’s work into a wider perspectateground the same time
they were attempting these broad influences withénrealm of the settlement school, the
South as a whole was making considerable progriégesegard to education. Public
education was becoming universal, expenditures ware, as were both teacher pay
and the requirements to become a teacher and nmaanteaching certificate. New
compulsory attendance laws ensured that the nesokskistem would address the whole
of society. In this way, the social settlementiatdman was a model for the greater state
and region with regard to the curriculum tautfhfor elements of education and culture,
the Quare Women were much more compassionate pa¢isaists than those outsiders

associated more with the business of industry aofitp It was through the efforts of

>* Stoddart. The Quare Women’s Journals, 31.
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Pettit and Stone that although changes came tarthmecause of the Fireside Industries,
a dying skill was revived. Pettit wrote in the suer of 1900, “We found that many of
the older women still spin and weave, but the yooings are not keeping it up and unless
some new interest in it is revived, this great Btdpuwill die out.®® The same was true

of music. Despite the isolation and sluggishnéshange in eastern Appalachia, the
older customs were vanishing. Pettit and Stonekwrought attention to these customs
and effectively preserved them in a more marketfilly state.

While the unfortunate truth is that Katherine Rettid May Stone’s introduction
into the mountain region brought about some chaigtse culture through their
conservation efforts, their coming was as ineviadd the end of the isolation
mountaineers had so long enjoyed. Whether therfast considers these women as
preservationists with pure motives or the facenefrhodern world bearing down upon
the mountain people, they used their work to craatenage of the Appalachian people
that would last in the minds of those living in thevel-land.”®® The staff and official
powers at Hindman had consistently advocated ethgcetildren “back to their homes,
rather than away from them” but David Whisnant g#ssbat these homes had come
under direct cultural attack from “the profound eomic and political inequalities and
dislocations that were wrenching life in the moumgdrom its traditional moorings” and
that “the only real chance young people would Have decent life would lie in the

world outside.®” Geographical deterrents to mingling with theiilgh&ors in the flat
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lands were significant but not so strong that e ¢ultures would fail to meet, in the
end finding a balance that would serve them bothénSouth that a national audience
would soon hearing across the airwaves of radioneogy.

The lasting effect of the Quare Women'’s signifi@ancthe musical exchange
was also a product of how the people of easterralghia chose to share their music.
Evidence has shown that the mountaineers did alseonie of the influence from the
women’s music. As part of that broader culturesmlg the isolated mountains, the reader
can understand or investigate what portions optiogressive outside world did not go
into the fabric of rural mountain culture after tien of the century. Yet, how can we
know what songs and what musical forms these moudteellers may have omitted in
the transmission to their visitors? Their peraapf these visitors and their acceptance
of the women as “good” may well have colored thegsoselected for sharing or
changing the inflection of a ballad’s text. Perhapen through the process of notation
and transcription, these melodies transformed agahey were “preserved.”

Significantly, there was a duality in the cultueaichange between the women of
the settlement schools and the mountain peopléhelischools, the teachers taught
children songs from their own experience, musit taane from both the more urban
flatlands of Kentucky and from their affluent edticas at progressive universities.
Young children often watched their older brotherd aisters leave home to attend the
settlement schools, dreaming of their own chan@natlling there someday.
Throughout her memoi&inging Family of the Cumberlandsentucky folk singer Jean

Ritchie remembers herself as an envious youndigfiening to her older sisters sing the
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new songs they had learned at the school at Pinendin®® Not only were the new
songs of the settlement schools interesting andging to the young students, they were
shared along with new standards of manners andlsogectations. The Quare Women
were not just teaching the children some songy, Weze also sharing their own cultural
and moral perspectives, shaped by the social ptesguiding their philanthropy in the
mountains as well as their own religious values.

From the other side of the cultural exchange, tbemtaineers no doubt watched
very carefully the newcomers bearing gifts of musaoking lessons, and friendship. No
doubt pleased beyond expression by even the singifessof newspapers, magazine
clippings, or a bit of a song, these rural peopbell have discerned that these were
ladies of respectable society. How likely or cortdble then, would a mountaineer have
been to teach them some of the more sordid sonile &ppalachian culture? The
teachers’ journals share some of this reticengeeaeally in the mountain people’s
concern over the enjoyment of banjo music. Whikerare event of a fiddler passing
through the region was a cause for celebrationdamding, banjo picking was not a
pastime honored by most of the older generatianadntain folk.

In 1907, Katherine Pettit published a collectiorbaflad lyrics in thelournal of
American Folklore.By this time she had established a second schébhatMountain,
and both of these schools served as outposts llects coming to the area in search of
the old ballads, including Josephine McGill, C&tilarp, and Olive Dame Campbll.

While the hymns may not have thrilled Miss Stongvtwshipful enjoyment, the ballads

*% Jean Ritchie, Singing Family of the Cumberlands. (New York: Oxford University Press, 1955).
9 Stoddart, The Quare Women’s Journals, 55.
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were a different thing altogether because of thaed they told and their much wider
entertainment appeal. The more conservativeeofrtbuntain folk frowned upon
anything musical except for “meetin’ house sondtit there were those among the
younger generation who enjoyed even the scandglckig of the banjo. Katherine
Pettit wrote in the Camp Industrial journal frone ttummer of 1900, “Some of the
people thought it was wrong to have any kind of imusut ‘meetin’ house songs.” We
forgot that and asked a boy to bring his banjogind us some mountain music. A good
sister hastened to urge us not to have a ‘banjorpi@and said only wicked folks would
allow it and that some of the people were sayirag we could not be good if we liked
it.” 64

In an effort not to offend those they were tryingeach, the women largely
ignored an instrument that would make a profourstbiical impact in the music of
eastern Appalachia, as well as on the commercehireesion of the music that would call
this land its birthplace and go on to make a huggalct on national trends. Thus, as the
Quare Women endeavored to make a positive and engédiast impression on the
Appalachian people, the rural people they cameimact with were also trying to
present the “best” sides of their culture, one Whitese strange new visitors seemed to
treasure in a way the mountain culture had neven legamined before. The sharing of
culture in both directions became a subjectivelgleative act. This conscious or
unconscious filtering of the cultural exchange cameolor Appalachian music in a

manner much like that of Flannery O’Connor’s lehsetigion.
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On a more secular level, radio technology was ntpghogress in uniting the
people of the Appalachian Mountains in a culturahange with the rest of the nation.
The settlement school workers had establishedtaraysf evaluating and understanding
the mountain culture, and in the following decaodkthe early twentieth century the
mountaineers began looking outward at the natiounltire. Radio technology rose in
popularity in the 1930s and 1940s, bringing commaéentertainment to more homes.
Bill Lowe smiles when he remembers his father'schase of a radio in the 1940s.
While he notes that his father was concerned flia¢y] would get too open” or too
worldly and liberal, it was important to his fatherreceive timely updates on the
progress of World War Il. Unbeknownst to his fatheowe was busy listening to the
Carter family on the same radio and envisioningdalnin the larger world outside
Hatfield, Kentucky’® This small wonder from the modern world was eletakin
enticing Lowe into the world of music. It demorséd evidence of a life outside his
father’s house and the mountains in which he wawimg up, while simultaneously
allowing him access to a group who would eventuladyone of the most influential in his
life, the Carter family.

Thus, the radio became a contributing elemerttercbnflict shaping the life of
Bill Lowe the Appalachian musician. Radio techmploneant that the boy’s world was
no longer insurmountably separated from the reth@hation. He was able to hear the
music the rest of America had begun to talk abauod, eventually he was able to dream

for himself a place in the fabric of American medlaowe’s understanding of success

52 il Lowe, interview with the author held in Lowe home, Walhalla, South Carolina, February 19, 2011.
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would shift, guiding him to aim for audiences armfprmance halls outside the hills of
Kentucky. In stark contrast with the regional itigrhe learned as a child, he was able
to see himself as a young southern man with oppii¢s on a national level. While this
raised his awareness of what was possible, ittedgghtened his awareness that he could
not continue without violating the tolerances of father’s and the church’s strict moral
code.

In hindsight, it is possible that Lowe’s fathed diim a service in forbidding his
open pursuit of a musical career. By the timehibyg was ten, he would have a strong
foundation in the Old Regular Baptist faith thaii$is devoutly religious father.
Perhaps the Carter family’s music resonated soglyavith him because of their
mastery of the sacred tunes he knew. From southwuegnia, the Carter family—Sara,
Maybelle, and A.P.—were close enough to Lowe’s hgtage and realm of experience to
catch his attention with songs likéandering BoyandWildwood Flowey songs the
young Lowe had heard throughout his life from histiner's family. While furtively
listening to the Carter family across the airwaaed away from his father’s detection,
the young Bill Lowe was essentially hearing his ioaisheritage broadcast for a national
audience.

This music was not newly composed or created dpaltif for the radio
experience. These tunes were old elements ofultiere in which Bill Lowe and
Appalachian children like him grew to adulthoodpBlar recognition of such an
important part of their youth surely spoke to threembitions and influenced their paths as

career musicians. But with each new generationesaimansformation. Significantly, it
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was Lowe’s enthusiasm for the Carters that helpasve his distinctive guitar

strumming style. With no source other than thatlie shows, he was not able to discern
the sounds of an autoharp played by Maybelle ama Garter. In his quest to imitate the
group’s sounds, he sought to recreate the effeitteothorded zither instrument using
only his guita®® By the time Lowe learned that there was anothgriment adding to
the harmonic texture, he had already developedvamsdistinctive style using a system
of arpeggiation that thickened the musical texamrd afforded the guitar almost
exclusive control of the melodic and harmonic diivéhe ensemble. However, when
asked about his technique, Lowe cannot offer apjagation of how he creates the
idiosyncratic sound. Lowe is more comfortable dgsing music in terms of how it
makes him feel, and the message he wants to camtiey, rather than discussing
technical ideas on a musical instrum&nt.

Both the radio technology evolving in young Bilégperience and the settlement
schools at Hindman and Pine Mountain helped shaggmpal&chian music in the early
twentieth century on a cultural level in much theng way the religion of the mountains
influenced it from a spiritual angle. ChildrenRifl Lowe and Jean Ritchie’s age began
to see their musical inheritance from their fansilggow into a movement with national
appeal. The settlement school workers’ interegténmusic had given the mountaineers
and their children a sense of validation and piind¢ would work in conjunction with the

growing availability of radio and broadcast oppaities to give traditional Appalachian
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music an introduction to a national audience. music of the mountains would become

part of a larger national identity over the follogidecades.
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CHAPTER TWO

THE MUSIC OF APPALACHIA

What then were the musical effects of such coremrgpfluences as the regional
fundamentalist Protestantism, urban visitors toaifea like Pettit and Stone, and the
radio in Bill Lowe’s early life? These changes wereding the isolation long associated
with the people of the Appalachian mountains.thincase of eastern Appalachia, the
mountaineers’ cultural conservatism and revereacedst tradition made for an
isolation that was formidable enough to keep thsimaf the region distinct for decades
to come®® That isolation has in large part spread to foramallysis of the form and
construction of such music. Begun and preserveldaraural tradition, Appalachian
music has remained largely the product of unprindégn spontaneous musical
sharing®® This writer believes that the absence of largees of printed specimens has
deterred many trained musical analysts from thie dagterpreting chord structure and
the function of melodic elements within this bodyyasic. Therefore, much of the
following analysis is my own, formed using a musiacher’s understanding of the
universal theory of musical construction in the t@as hemisphere. In an effort to
balance the lack of secondary sources, this irg&pon will consider such an
understanding within the contexts of multiple maksources and recordings.

In the world of Appalachian spiritual musi&mazing Graces a widely used tune
that has undergone countless transformations amatieas as it has wound its phrases

into the religious culture of the South. Thougte @ould enter almost any denomination
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of church in the southern states today and fingldhmple song in the congregational
hymnbook, what has survived in print today to treuntain dwellers of eastern
Kentucky around the turn of the twentieth centuguld have been but a sterile skeleton
of their familiar, wandering melody.

The notes oAmazing Graceas printed infThe Broadman Hymngah staple of
southern Baptist churches in the Appalachian regeveal a simple interpretation that
uses only five notes of the traditional eight-tseale—G, A, B, D, and E. This
pentatonic orientation of notes makes the melodihewlentifiable, able to be quickly
committed to memory and reproduced by the listedenrally, the result is quite like the
familiar “open,” ringing resonance of simple folkies universal to many cultures—
largely consonant, authentic cadences (resultig the chord progression’¥in any
key signature), along with basic duple divisiondeéts in repetitive and regular phrases.
An authentic cadence functions in this type of mgeament to lead the listener’s ear easily
and naturally back to the tonic, or “the centralg®f a key.*® Supported by an
unremarkable and static four-part harmony basedstlentirely on a single G major
chord, this generic version is representative efttine as it appears in many modern
worship services.

Upon immediate inspection, the reader of JearhRite collection of family
songsFolk Songs of the Southern Appalachiamgl notice that Ritchie’s version of

Amazing Gracealls for the song to be suagcapellg without accompaniment. A

 B.B. McKinney, ed., The Broadman Hymnal (Nashville: Broadman Press, 1940), 161.
®® Edward Aldwell and Carl Schachter, ed. Harmony and Voice Leading, 2" ed. (San Diego: Harcourt Brace
Jovanovich, 1989), 4.
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surface level interpretation of this direction ntigidicate a simplistic setting, focusing
on a simple vocal line with no harmonic accompamind his assumption would be
quite accurate. However, there is a much deepeldation of the terna capellain the
context of a sacred song with such old roots irsghigtual traditions of the mountains.
The total reliance on the voice in this versionh& song is suggestive of Bill Lowe’s
account of song services in the cemetery of hisllcbod church, the Old Regular Baptist
congregation. Paired with the regular phrasing@edictable cadences, the reader of
this music can almost hear the song leader frondtbeRegular congregation “lining
out” hymns to worshippers amid the gravestonesw hdken in historical context, this
simple direction takes on the tone of a past stke@pthe religious settings of the rural
southern mountains. While nearly all the many \@rsiof ballads and other secular
songs Jean Ritchie features in this volume includeample chord progression for a basic
instrumental accompanimertmazing Gracend the few other similar church songs are
sung alone-a capella. These songs remain tied to their origins in #&ises of the Old
Regular Baptist church, which—according to Jeagot®i{s account—reached the people
of the Kentucky Mountains by means of circuit-rigliministers preaching to the gun-
toting moonshiners in the communfty.However the means by which this faith came to
the mountains, it is clear that it remained a haaflyence on the music of the mountain
churches well into the twentieth century.

If one imagines the simplifieBroadmanarrangement cAmazing Graceas a

skeletal concept of the whole tune, Jean Ritclgeting of the hymn is the entire animal.

®Jean Ritchie, Folk Songs of the Southern Appalachians, 2" ed. (Lexington: University of Kentucky Press,
1997), 45.
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From the first lines, the reader notices that there time signature—no means by
which a musician might visually identify a schenieounting the thing out and
identifying stressed syllables. Rather, Ritchieates the tune as four irregular phrases,
consisting of nine, eight, eleven and one-half, @igtit beats (in that order). Further
complicating any exact metrical reproduction of tinee in her version, Ritchie uses
fermatas, or holds, on important syllables wittia melodic line to indicate a longer note
in the phrase. The lack of a regular patterneatt lalivision would make this a
particularly difficult adaptation for a large coegation of musically-untrained
worshippers. The irregularity would confuse thd-eald-response format of such
services. It is likely that a version used in timedi-out hymns of the Old Regular services
would feature yet another different phrase strgctunstead Ritchie’s transcription is
indicative of the unstructured, soloistic qualifyn@any rural mountain singers, people
who did not typically need to concern themselveth \precision in counting rhythms or
with reproducing a tune exactly the same way eiact they sang. This version would
likely result in very different-sounding performascif given to several Appalachian
singers, especially when those singers bringtteeit own family’s tradition of how they
have heard it sung.

Running along the bare bones of those four oddpsed phrases, the melody
consists of a series of several more notes thaBrib@dmanarrangement contains.
While the five basic notes are present, there lageaawealth of passing tones, or tones

that “form a stepwise connection between two stadnies” in a melody? The addition

7® Aldwell and Schachter. Harmony and Voice Leading, 9.
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of this type of note gives a “transitional” qualitythe sound. Passing tones create
movement, as do neighboring tones, or “active tdhatsdecorate a single stable note
rather than move from one to anothér.In Ritchie’s melody, the addition of the note F
occurs both on the held, stressed points of thedyednd functions as passing and
neighboring tones to add interest and color ardwadcritical notes of the tune’s
structure, G and A.

The function of the note F on beats made long bhyd¢as indicates another
marked deviation from the standddbadmaninterpretation, a detail that supports the
distinctive character that Katherine Pettit and Mgne would note in their observation
of mountain songs at their settlement school irfitisetwentieth-century summers.
While the indication is for the affected note toHsdd for longer than its original value,
there is no hard and fast rule as to how longdbatally is. Ending phrases on cadences
that support the F note in this key would direet dar of the listener to a harmony other
than the simple G major harmonies preseftha Broadman Hymndlecause the note F
does not fall within the notes of the G major chdrkis more complex construction of
Amazing Graceesulting from the addition of more scale tonesates more opportunity
for additional chord changes and tonal color inuhderlying harmony, whether vocal or
instrumentalSuch a harmony with so many possible chord progmessvould not be as
easily understood and repeated in a congregatsatihg, and would likely vary

regionally by performer with regard to personalesgnd local tradition.

"t Aldwell and Schachter. Harmony and Voice Leading, 9.
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The underlying commonality between these two vessiofAmazing Graces the
text. Each form has four verses that are presemitiddexactly the same lyrics. This
song is a sacred song, which means that the textieaning for the mountaineers
beyond the entertainment value of performances Ehnot a song about human
heartbreak and unrequited love. This is a tunegb@aks of faith in God and the effects
of God’s grace on the believer’s fate. Out ofsb&emnity with which the mountain
people held their faith, these were sacred lyncsto be changed for paltry amusement.
Further, the words follow very closely the rhythrpiitern of the phrases, making it
difficult to insert extra words or to change thevil of the tune.

The reader of Jean Ritchie’s anthology of notales from her childhood will
also note the presence of another popular sorfgeiedstern Appalachian culture—
Barbry Ellen or as titled in Cecil Sharp’s volume of collecteilads Barbara Allen
Ritchie describes this version as the one heagliéetly in Knott County, Kentucky, and
notes that the tune came to her from her fathdrs Batchie. Barbara Allenis a ballad,
or a song that tells a story—often a story of uaitegl love or unfortunate young ladies
who have lost their virtue or their lives to sorditaracters. These song stories were the
perfect entertainment for close-knit mountain faesilgathered on front porches in the
evenings.

Becausdarbara Allenwas a common tune among the mountaineers of easter
Appalachia, it is natural that there exist manyateons of the song. Jean Ritchie says

that although this particular version was the @ught to her by her father, there were “at
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least three other tunes in the family” to which thle of poor Barbara’s fate was sufig.
In Cecil Sharp’s anthology of Appalachian folk senlgere are sixteen different
variations on the same tragic tale. The singlemomcharacteristic of all of them is the
story of how Sweet William dies because of his ltmeBarbara Allen, who would go on
to die of love for him on the following day, fulf cegret for leaving his love unreturned.
Unlike the identical texts of the versionsAthazing Gracethe texts differ greatly in the
number of verses, as well as the content of thedyncluded in each verse. The first
tune that Sharp includes, one he designates agioari'A,” was sung to him by Lula
McCoy of Chicopee, Georgia, in 1914. In this exlemhe narrator of the tale is Sweet
William who begins by telling of the last days a$ hfe: “l was taken sick, so very
sick/...I sent for the only one | loved/ Her name \Basbara Allen.*® In other included
versions, the narrator or storyteller is a thirdspe figure outside the drama that unfolds.
Of the sond.ord Thomas and Fair Ellingiwhose story is quite similar, Jean
Ritchie remembered the daydreams it inspired, “fah would come the time when my
heavy eyelids began to droop, and my mind to waall@round and the people in the
ballads would pass before me out there in the §pdtlsk...alive and beautiful. Fair
Ellender rode slowly by on her snow-white horse.. Thesome easy manner that never
had to be explained, | became Fair Ellender, aadrtbvement of the porch swing
became the slow, graceful walking of the white bBersHundreds of people lined the

broad highway as | rode by, taking me to be soneequas the song wound its way to

72 Ritchie, Folk Songs of the Southern Appalachians, 73.
7 Cecil Sharp, English Folk Songs, Vol. 1 (London: Oxford University Press, 1932), 183.
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the tragic ending™ In both these ballads the recounting of theitatae first person
perspective helps invite the listener into activietagining themselves in the action.
Seemingly minor differences such as text perspeend melodic embellishment can
help trace the development and adaptation of tbesgs as they moved from family to
family, region to region, and later from the oldywsdo the modern world.

Geographically, a reader can see links that tfaeg@ath this song has taken into
modernity. Of the many versions Sharp offer8afbara Allen Jean Ritchie’s version is
predictably most like the one sung to Cecil SharpMisss Ada B. Smith of Knott County,
Kentucky, on December 16, 1907. The opening melodies create a pick-up, or a
lead-in, to the first measures. These melodicd@ne the same in each version—scale
degrees 4-5-7-1, beginning on the same note, GinAGharp designates the scale upon
which the tune is based as the pentatonic conginsetthe use of five closely-related
notes that offer simple and predictable harmonhst, the identical key of both these
adaptations suggests the Dorian mode, a tonaltatien slightly more complex but very
common to Irish fiddle music and traditional solagsl ballads.

From the list of variations Sharp provides, we fiad other ways this particular
music has appeared in the region. We would exXgsatersion “A,” sung by Miss Lula
McCoy of Chicopee, Georgia, in 1914 to be quiteilsimf not identical to the one sung
by Miss Roxie Gay of the same county in Februarthefsame year because of both
temporal and geographical proximity. We might eegpect this to be the case because

of the similarities we have observed between thsioes offered by Jean Ritchie and

" Ritchie, Singing Family of the Cumberlands. (New York: Oxford University Press, 1955), 18.
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Ada Smith. However, this is not the case. Ms. g€ tune is based on a pentatonic
scale centered on the note G and begins its mebickeup with scale degrees 5-1-6-1,
entering a 3/2 time signature that alternates @/ithjust before each cadence. Miss
Gay’s version begins with a single note pick-up—ecegree 1—into a 2/2 meter with a
much less active melodic line. This adaptatiorohess around a hexatonic scale based
on the note F, suggesting the major mode inste#lteahore simplistic pentatonic scale
of the other version. How do we explain this difece in such a small region? The
answer lies within the many twists and turns thetaded life in Appalachia. Sharp’s
careful notations in his anthology do not tell usne of these women descended from a
different part of Appalachia, or if perhaps thesawven knew multiple versions and chose
this one to give to Sharp for their own reasonsth&ps one or both of the melodies were
made more elaborate in the context of sharing wghors from outside the mountains.
It may even be possible that the variation wasrgaga remnant from a previous
generation, the result of an older relative’s tigh yet another small community in the
mountains.

To better understand the conditions surrounding saciation, consider the
related example of the English ballad. In his 1B@6k,Ballad Studiesk.B. Lyle
suggests that when studying the distant roots kddsmand songs of tradition, “it is all
the more vital to give close attention to thosenamtions that can be traced, for they may
be of interest, not only in themselves, but asaatiibns of processes at work which

would have a general application to the questiahefost literature of medieval
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Scotland.*®

If we apply Lyle’s example regarding the Englisdilad’s roots in an even
earlier narrative to eastern Appalachian balladssamg, we see that the changes that
occur in a ballad or tune within one culture cdifece change on a larger scale, even as
that particular melody may actually be a relic ofewen earlier culture.

The Ritchie family’s act of preserving these bddldor their children and their
children’s children reflects a conscious desirprmtect these songs as part of a heritage
in which they had considerable pride. Their attento preservation fits the trend of
relatively slow change over time within their cuilvalues. In a surge of interest in
local music, ballad collector Cecil Sharp traveltedNorth Carolina and dictated one of
the most popular ballads in the South, and oneaf Ritchie’s favorites. On September
14, 1916, Mrs. Hester House sang for him her varsfd.ord Thomas and Fair
Ellinor.”® Note the variation in the female character’s nartielender” has been
adjusted to “Ellinor,” a common pronunciation amaogirces in eastern Kentucky
versus renditions from the Carolinas and farthertlsoHowever, in the verses of this
version, Sharp records the name as “Ellendry,»amgple of how small variations in
text and context exist throughout the Appalachegian, even within the same tune.
This tune was the same story that Jean Ritchidlsduwa family singing as she dreamed
on her porch in eastern Kentucky. Though the ferabhbracter’'s name did not survive

untouched the aural translations that came to ehtttese parts of the South, the story

remained constant—albeit with differently-statedses—and the listener can hear

> E.B. Lyle, Ballad Studies. (Great Britain: D.S. Brewer Ltd., 1976), 21.
76 Sharp, English Folk Songs, Vol. 1, 115.
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adaptations of the same original ballad in bothvérsion collected by Sharp in 1916 and
the one Jean Ritchie published from her childhdotiusical memories.

A deeper comparison of the two versions of thedlinomas ballad reveals some
telling structural variations as well. On the lsasi thematic content, the two texts reveal
much the same story. While the overall tale issdume, the difference lies in the syntax
of the stanzas. The Ritchie family version includeseries of several apostrophic “O,
Mother” additions to the text, perhaps to more ilgdd the 6/8 time signature of Jean
Ritchie’s published version iRolk Songs of the Southern Appalachiafi$ie 6/8 time
signature is a triple compound meter—its overatiéabeats, or pulse, of the music
consists of three smaller beats. Musical examgfl@scharacteristic 6/8 meter sound
include Irish or Scottish jigs and reels with acaiar, driving tempo. In contrast, Sharp’s
notation of Mrs. House’s version is in the timensigure of 3/2. While both time
signatures theoretically allow the same numbereafty per measure of music, the 3/2
time signature gives the feeling of a duple compgbone@ter—one in which the larger
beats are divided into smaller multiples of twdheTesult is a different metrical basis for
the listener’s ear, and thus a different represiemaf the same original material. While
we cannot escape the subjective interpretatioms the ears of the people creating these
printed renditions, we can realize that differenicetheir final products reveal at least
some significant difference in what they were tgytn emulate.

It is important to note that though the actuatseof these two versions of the
Lord Thomas ballad are not identical, the rhymeeswds are very close in nature. There

is an overall, more general pace to the tale thatantical—despite the differences in
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musical meter—and the matching rhyme scheme idtesdrthe point that these two songs
did in fact come from the same older source. Asxample, in the eighth verse of the
ballad Ritchie offers these words, “Dispraise het; fair Ellender, he cried/ Dispraise her
not to me/ For | think more of your little fingeFhan of her whole body’* Sharp’s
version gives this: “Go hold your tongue, you pyrdttle miss/ And tell no tales on me/

For | love your little finger nail/ Better than hehole body.*®

The meaning of these
two stanzas is the same, but the words are differ&dnd yet the similarity of the two
rhyme schemes suggests a common meter in speecoagdhat is part of these
adaptations’ essence.

Further, the modes of these two examples arerdiffaas well. Jean Ritchie’s
version—the faster-moving, triple-meter tune—isserged in the key of e minor, a
common key for modern ears. Sharp’s duple-metately translation centers on a
pentatonic scale based on the note D. To the mdidéener, this mode results in a
simple melody that is more predictable to the uné@ ear and more easily replicated
than the haunting e minor of Ritchie’s tune. Tonpticate the issue of origin and
comparison even further, Sharp also offers anraterrendering of the Lord Thomas
ballad, which shares the 6/8 meter with Jean Ritshiersion, but uses a heptatonic scale
in lonian mode, complete with multiple trill-likermaments throughout. This form of the

ballad came from Sharp’s interview with a womanwnas “Mrs. Moore” from Rabun

County, Georgia, on May 2, 1909.

7 Ritchie, Folk Songs of the Southern Appalachians, 60.
78 Sharp, English Folk Songs, Vol. 1, 116.
7 Ibid.
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Within each of these representations, there dfereinces even regarding the
intervals between notes of the melody. In otherdspwhile the melodic lines may or
may not begin on the same note, they do not alweee in the same direction. This,
with regard to the theory of printed music, medrad in effect they are separate and
distinct tunes. For example, Sharp’s version opatisthe interval of an ascending
perfect fourth; Ritchie’s, a descending minor thiftie overarching, poetic story that
accompanies these melodies is crucial to recognihiem as closely related material,
despite how the notated versions of the music naa heen altered into different
melodies over time.

The aural tradition by which these songs have Ipassed down through
generations of Appalachian families is responditaea considerable portion of the
variations that occur in comparisons of multiplesiens of melodies. In most cases, the
older generation—the family member doing the teaghidid not have any formal music
training, aside from the repetition of simple felbngs learned in the mountain schools.
In many cases as well, younger recipients of theicalknowledge had little training
either. Music notation was simply not commonly ¥amo In their journals, Katherine
Pettit and May Stone write of one or two childrelmonthey were able to send away for
formal music training at established urban schdmlis these opportunities were the
exception rather than the rule, and only held taue very small minority. Most
Appalachian children learned music in the same agglid Jean Ritchie and her family—
through repetition from their parents and grandp@ras they sat on the porch in the

evenings. Family unity was more than just beinthensame house because they had
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little else to do; family unity was an importaniv@to Appalachian families because it
answered to their sense of identity. Becauseehtlral nature of how older family
members shared this music with their children,gre@merged a style in which
“modifications are expected in the melody and kymé authentic folk songs because they
are in flux, constantly changing....In contrast, omg#ten, commercial, copyrighted
songs usually have few variant§.”

What remains after the aural tradition has aff@ctied developed this music is a
series of striking and unique characteristics. hiktgard to identifying origins of this
music, two of these traits are particularly usefille prevalence and development of
ballads and the idiomatic vocabulary of modes apeters. The ballad has long been
regarded by musicologists like Sharp and his conmparas a relic of very old English
and Irish ancestry. Jean Ritchie’s talks with ‘fumcle” Jason reveal the way in which
families often relied on one or two “musicologistéf’their own within the family tree to
remember and communicate all the many verses sétloemg and wandering ballads.
Many people of Appalachian descent who recall #iats sung to them as children do
so in much the same way Jean Ritchie did as stwilded Jason teaching her a new
ballad: “The one about Roseannie sounded more maklan most of his songs, but he
insisted that it was a very old one, although lmdiknow where it had come from
exactly, and he sang it with tears in his eyefasgh it had a special meaning for
him.”®! Jason’s authority within the family came from &igerience. About the manner

in which he’d learned the music, he said, “EvenyeiWill Wooton'd sing one | hadn’t

80 Rehder, Appalachian Folkways, 245.
® Ritchie, Singing Family of the Cumberlands, 131.
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heard, I'd get around him later on and keep onl lidtlearnt it. | got some from other
singers, too, and pretty soon folks began askingonpdays just on account of that. | sort
of got a reputation for it*

Jean Ritchie recalled the nature of how a sondnthdfer across even a small
region, saying, “It was always a wonder to me hamifies living close to one another
could sing the same song and sing it so differ@rthow one family would sing a song
among themselves for years, and their neighborlyameiver know that song at all. Most
curious of all was how one member of a family liyin a certain community could have
almost a completely different set of songs tharchissins living a few miles away>
The ballads were no exception to these circumsganceng, winding stories with
romantic imagery resembling fairy tales, these sunere enhanced and adapted as part
of the aural tradition. The change over time aetiieen family lines of a particular
ballad illustrate the illusive nature of a melodsped down in aural form, as well as the
combined influence of many singers reproducingne tihat they may have heard just a
little differently than their young sibling or caanssitting on the other knee of their

singing grandfather.

8 Ritchie, Singing Family of the Cumberlands, 119.
® Ibid., 140.

49



CHAPTER THREE
BILL LOWE

In the rural mountains of Pike County, Kentuckyeay young but very
determined Bill Lowe walked into the woods armethva can of coffee and a guitar. He
walked with his back to his father's admonitiongatthe devilment of music, and
without doubt walked with a sense of wonder atrthisical sounds he imagined pouring
out into the world from his guitar. His destinatiovas a desolate shack in the trees—an
abandoned cabin that his father had let standgtenton the family property for years.
This lonely spot was the place where his fatherdead he must go, if he insisted on
continuing to learn the language of music. He dwalgt a rudimentary start—a neighbor
from across the river taught him three basic chardshow to tune his secondhand
guitar. From that point, the boy relied almosirehg on his ears alone to find the music
in the instrument. He did not concern himself vitite hunting, fishing, and baseball
games of boys his age. Instead, he delightedandipg hours in the shack his father had
designated as the place for his music. Despiisoatation and lack of real protection
from the elements, the young Bill Lowe was drawthie place, still rooted in his
family’s religious heritage and yet pulled by tr@gnant tunes of folk music and the
siren song of the stringed instruments.

It was painful to Lowe that his own family was $h their views on his new-
found love of music. Lowe’s conservative Baptathker warned that string music was a

dangerous “party music” that would “destroy” hite fi* “My daddy was an old Baptist.

il Lowe, interview with the author held in Lowe home, Walhalla, South Carolina, February 10, 2011.
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He didn’t like string music. He had played it hetfsand he felt it would destroy me.
He thought that people got drunk and played itfandht and stabbed and killed each
other. And he thought that was what would happané.” His father felt that playing
music, especially with a string band of likemingebple, would lead to a lifestyle of
violence, murder, and drinking—habits that blighteduntain society despite the recent
Prohibition efforts of previous generations. Hoeewthe young man had discovered the
at once joyful and mournful sound that for him ofitidles and guitars could conjure.
The songs he heard sung on the radio and in teédallrs of his people had “set fire to
[him] and there was no hope.” His father's onljuson was a compromise: “He gave
me a house. We had several houses...well, my daddtaalbig farm, that he’'d
inherited. And he gave me a big old house upetbg the main road, with a big old
heat stove in it. He told me to take that musat,igout of this house, and take it up there
on the hill and have this hous®.”

For a young and impressionable musician, the mafdics childhood would
remind him always of his home and the hauntingituaf his solitude in the woods.
Speaking in later years of the musical environniretthe mountains, Lowe remembers
that his church’s musical services were often Irelcemeteries, an expression perhaps in
remembrance of the dead, but also providing a maii®iand poetic setting for the
subject matter. This music became familiar to L@and others in his generation as
“mouth music’—completely non-instrumental harmorissociated with religious

services and practiced by the wider community,amby trained individuals among the

& Bill Lowe interview, February 10, 2011.
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crowd®® Not only did this practice eliminate the necassitcostly musical instruments
or trained performers, it also offered a part terggne. It was a very democratic form of
music.

The careful listener hears Lowe describe his f&hefigious concerns over his
music, but as he recites the list of possible demdkere is an undertone of a spiritual
influence on a wider social level. It is evidemat the faith itself has been established
itself in his perspective on a subconscious lev#s.does not simply hear his father’s
voice intoning a list of sins; in that private imn@ice, he hears the teachings of his
church. In the reasons Lowe gives for his choaferusic and his actions growing up,
there is an undertone of moral uprightness thaplgieeflects a reverence for the Old
Regular Baptist beliefs, despite his love of badladd dance music. The nuance is an
explicit expression of the boundaries the Old RagBhptist faith imposed upon the
music of Bill Lowe and his contemporaries.

However, rivaling religion’s powers of influencetime boy’s life was the sense of
belonging and sharing he experienced from his f@sndecular musical tradition. While
his father’s admonitions aligned closely with teachings of their Baptist faith, there
were members of his nuclear and extended family wéa@ willing to teach him the
more worldly songs of his people, and who shardt tim the sense of community and
kinship that making music creates. His motherther Grover Runyon played banjo
and fiddle, and Lowe recalls the simple versiongioés such aBretty Polly and others

to which he refers as the “old English songs.” L@is® recalls Runyon’s “dwelling”

% Bill Lowe, interview with the author held in Lowe home, Walhalla, South Carolina, February 8, 2011.
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voice, “almost like a chant.” For Lowe, musicolagjiorigins of these tunes are of little
importance—“Somebody carted it over here from Emgjland Scotland, | don’t know
where, mostly Ireland...and | don't know if it gotttex or worse,® but these songs form
the basis of his musical understanding of tonalitg meter, expression and performance.
After Lacey Stepp crossed the river and taughbthehis first basic lessons, Lowe had
to rely on his ears alone to understand both whatusic was and how it must be
played. Standing between two clearly divided smeshe issue of secular music, Lowe
soon found himself to be an accomplished musidanbalso a faithful believer all too
aware of the church’s unsmiling position on the imtie wanted to pursue. These two
opposing sides created a moral friction for thengoman, and while he continued to play
secular music Lowe’s work has paid tribute to leiggrous upbringing.

For Lowe, the music of his childhood formed under influence of a strong
religious atmosphere and divisions over sacredugesecular music among his family
members. In such an isolated and rural settirggethan be little doubt that Lowe’s
family was the center of his young world. Edwargefs discusses regional identity as
“an inheritance from the past, a moral and intéllat‘heritage.”™® In the context of Bill
Lowe’s life, his regional identity meant a senséelionging to the rich musical culture of
rural Appalachia, and specifically to the easteemticky tradition of Primitive Baptist
worship practices. Whether melodic or themationature, the careful listener will hear in
Lowe’s music regionally specific harmonies thatrehce a variety of religious and

spiritual themes. Lowe calls his early years iatBeastern Kentucky growing up “in

8 Bill Lowe interview, February 8, 2011.
® Edward Ayers, et al, All Over the Map (Baltmore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 1996), 3.
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another world” and traces his earliest musical n&sdo the mouth music cemetery
singing that were such a part of his musical edacatHe remembers, “In the mountains,
the old music sounds better,” and this experiemzaime his “tuning foundatiof®

For Bill Lowe, the lens of religion in the mountainlture meant that he was not
allowed to play secular music in his father's houbies departure into the hills of eastern
Kentucky to seek that music on his own was sur@gfaning point in both his musical
journey and his relationship with his father anchitgt. In the eyes of those for whom
music is withheld as forbidden fruit there is ofeamadded attraction, an irony in the face
of the father’s fear that the young boy’s musicgileration would be his ruin. However
as the South is a land of contradictions, therelmen many other families for whom
music has been a natural and harmonious part ofitleatity, both secular and religious.

Fewer than one hundred miles from Lowe’s home lagl+eand even less as the
crow flies—little Jean Ritchie was born the yourtgddourteen children in her family’s
home in Viper, Kentucky, a tiny village of somedén or twenty families in Perry
County. For her, recollections of the best timmeker young life were when “the song
and tale-telling moved out onto the front porch. vgg] before [she] was old enough to
take much part in anything else the grownups dide] was doing [her] share in singing
the moon up on those soft summer nigfisor this little girl, music was a natural and
important part of her family’s identity. She woud&der share this music with a much
wider audience, but the child was not to know restithy as she sat daydreaming to the

ballads of her mother, father, and many sisterscldse as were the childhood homes of

8 Bill Lowe, interview with the author held in Lowe home, Walhalla, South Carolina, February 12, 2011.
% jean Ritchie, Singing Family of the Cumberlands. (New York: Oxford University Press, 1955), 16.
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Bill Lowe and Jean Ritchie and given the mere eyglatrs that separated their births, the
place of music in their respective families coutd have been more different. Ritchie’s
father may have found a wider and more moderateegofor the secular tunes he taught
his children from his education as a school teazh&nott County’* For Lowe, his
father's unwavering reliance on the Old Regulart&agpaith foretold that his son’s
interest in music would lead him to a life of siHis greatest fear and challenge to his
own faith experience was the affinity for the “gamusic” that he was certain would ruin
young Bill’s moral foundatiori Yet, Lowe’s love of his region’s music would tatkien

far and wide into the world.

When Lowe left Kentucky in 1950, he entered the.W&rine Corps and the
Korean War. He remembers performing on the shiptdyed my guitar and sang. We’'d
be a thousand miles in the ocean of an eveningna'alhear the PA system call us
musicians to go down and draw out our guitars amjds and so on. We’'d have a
singing.”®® At the completion of his enlistment, he marriegbang woman from
California and entered the music scene there wglodwn country band show on KXLA
in Pasadena, California. Further work with Chariflelven in Hollywood and an almost
successful contract with Decca Records sharpersgusiness sense to the profits and
losses of the music industry, although surely ntaagitional recording artists were the
subjects of exploitation in these decades becdubeio commercial naiveté. Lowe

called this contract, which would have put him tagse with Johnny Cash and a few

ot Ritchie, Singing Family of the Cumberlands, 57.
%2 Bill Lowe interview, February 12, 2011.
* Ibid.
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other up and coming artists to the southern musoe “binding,” and refused to sign.
Later, his work with Rounder Records would coma tmlt after an intense argument
over royalties. Because of family obligations amdapparent general mistrust of such
formal contracts, Lowe stayed away from agreemiaiiscould have put him on larger
stages for wider audiences. He says without retjreive always pushed fame away.”

Despite his aversion to the business side of th@enuodustry, Lowe has
produced a significant number of aloums. His n&aeappeared on the country charts,
most notably with a song on the Sundown Recordd leddledFoolish Heartan the
1950s. In the 1970s he recorded two records wtlivdind Cripple Creek. He continued
to be active in the recording studios into the E9&0significant career in the swift pace
of the music industry. Yet there are many loversakic who do not know his name.
His refusal of a contract to become one of Bill Mueis Bluegrass Boys was one of
several decisions that would direct him back torbats and home in Appalachia and
away from the glittering spotlights of Hollywodd.

For several years, Lowe worked as a company namsior Marquardt
Corporation, the conglomerate responsible for pgtd man on the moon. This was a
steady job and an enviable position for a tradeicrars of the time. Besides providing
Lowe with increased financial security, this oppaity gave him exposure performing
for veterans in Veterans’ Hospitals across the ttgyurHe describes this experience as “a

really important job.*® Not only did it strike a chord with his own idémtas a veteran,

% Bill Lowe interview, February 12, 2011.
95 .

Ibid.
* Ibid.
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but it also engaged his southern sense of rememdErthe past, a trait associated with
the society in which Lowe grew to manhood sincebellum days’ While a few of
Lowe’s standard tunes do tell of soldiers and thadarifices, the significance of his
experience both as a veteran and as a veteramstaner is paramount in this
comparison. The Bill Lowe that has fought in wad &ntertained national audiences is
far more experienced than the little boy strugglwth his first three chords on his
father’s farm, but his respect for his subject grattmains. Although Lowe’s hands have
played this music so often that he might even sagduld play it in his sleep, he comes
to it with fresh excitement at each performancdighbimg in the words he sings. The
battered, secondhand guitar has been replacegtgedess 1936 Herringbone Martin—
one of seventy-three made—but the desire in thd$ahthe player remains unchanged.
As for the place of traditional music in his litsgwe says, “It was not much, but
it was enough. | took that music from there toelieNowadays, “here” is his home in
West Union, SC, but the trip to that point was ading one. The music of his childhood
remains sacred in Lowe’s life because of its unicjuracter and its effect on him.
“There’s a hidden thing to it, a secret,” Lowe saysd after “hours of discussion,
thought, reflection...[he believes], many think thewe it, and most don’t.” In his
description of others in the music business, Loagalts, “I've seen druggers and dopers.
Something in the music takes over lives and talkiegs away.®® One can hear within

his description of what can happen to a musiciaghébusiness a reflection of his

% Bertram Wyatt-Brown, Honor and Violence in the Old South (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1986), 59-
61.
% Bill Lowe, interview with the author held in Lowe home, Walhalla, South Carolina, February 23, 2011.
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father’s distrust of music in terms of morality. hil¢ he clearly does not believe that
music leads all who follow it down a path of sirdanisfortune, he does acknowledge
the persistence of such vices in the music induslkiyis association is a clear result of
his established faith in the religion of the Apmdln mountains. Music has a different
function in his life, his listeners can tell, asihsists, “Music is a gift from God’®

Indeed, the distinct character of the Kentucky ntains followed Bill Lowe out
of the state and throughout his travels. The mraldnfluence of an agricultural society
on a boy growing up in that region is clear, butlfowe nature is also an important
aspect of his musical and spiritual life. He refffe “The music of Kentucky is a rare
music. It is truly a one of a kind sound thatfishe mountains and the deep valley”
His association of Kentucky’s indigenous music wita natural world is a direct
application of an innate sense of connection taetmh. One cannot help but see the
impact upon his music of so many musical churckices conducted in the dusky half
light of a graveyard in the evening. His charasterilack of steady meter and
unconventional phrasing techniques echo the linkrAgycadences of the old church
choirs in which he grew up.

Perhaps more influential to Bill Lowe than any $endetermining element in his
history is his distinctive southern identity. T@& Regular Baptist Church, his early
musical role models, his father’s lifelong worktie coal mines until his death at fifty-
two, and all the broadcasting experiences of fesiine are all aspects of his complex

career, indeed even of his very nature. Howewersla clear illustration of a southern

% Bill Lowe interview, February 23, 2011.
Obid.
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perspective that W.J. Cash traced to the antebedlounth. A key tenet of Lowe’s
simplistic explanation of his music is that heusmiue”!®* While this term can be
extremely vague when applied to music, it mustdiesiered for what it represents in
his introspective mindset. From the growing emghassouthern churches in Lowe’s
youth on “other-worldlines$? and individual salvation to the “romantic-hedoiuist
impulses prevalent in the southern charatfegash identifies a feeling of individual
drive and ambition that Bill Lowe personified irshearly career and personal life.
Characteristically, Lowe is proud of his Kentuckyelage, and identifies himself clearly
as a product of the region.

Bill Lowe’s formative years were rich with a muditeritage that was indeed
unique to the Kentucky mountains. However it wasmerely his geographic location
or the church services or any one of the numenufliseinces upon his life that served as
the shaping force in his life. Rather, it was brgnation of musical influences both
sacred and secular acting upon a boy raised isdhtnern tradition of personal ambition.
When that child witnessed the ethereal cemeteirginof his people’s faith, a musical
exchange occurred that led to the music’s contionatnd ultimately its transcendence—
from the rural and isolated upbringing of his yotdthe recording studio and radio
charts. The musical education given to him byfésily had been shaped even in
previous generations by religion and changes witenculture. It had become Lowe’s

turn to take that music onto national stages. aBse of these all these developments,

191 Bill Lowe interview, February 23, 2011.

W.J. Cash, The Mind of the South (New York: Vintage Books, 1941), 290.
Ibid., 289.
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Bill Lowe was able to reach younger generationsio$icians who had searched for
inspiration through similar technological pathway¥ith the rise of radio and television
technology, Lowe acted as part of the next steperproliferation of the Appalachian
string music tradition, ensuring that more generatiof southerners would hear the
music of their region and perhaps identify a srpatft of themselves within those songs.
For Bill Lowe, the “hidden things” in the music bis childhood would call him to serve
as an ambassador to represent the Kentucky hilleeination’s ever-widening musical

culture.
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