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Life Events – Childhood

What activities did you enjoy doing as a child?

As a young child, I loved accompanying my grandfather, who was my “daycare provider,” downtown as he beat the bounds and talked with his cronies at the barbershop, the cab stand, the Studebaker dealership. We went to one of the three dime stores in Harriman, Tennessee, most days and he would buy me a comic book, which he faithfully read to me until I learned to read. I adored my Donald Duck comics the most.

Later I was an inveterate reader and I would collect just about anything: rocks, matchbook covers, bottle caps, even broken glass one summer. My best friend and I haunted alleys in search of red glass from car tail lights and blue glass from Milk of Magnesia bottles. That’s what life in a small town in the days before TV was like. You were so eager for visual stimulation that a matchbook collection or a jar of multicolored glass could transport you.
Describe your parents.  What were they like?  What did they do?

My mother divorced when I was eight months old and I grew up in the home of my grandparents with my mother and her younger brother, who was in high school. I was surrounded by adults and didn’t know other children until I started school. My grandmother was an excellent cook and a gracious person who was endlessly patient with me. I learned from her to make cornbread by the time I was four. I worshipped my grandfather, who was an FDR lookalike and a Democrat in Republican-dominated East Tennessee. My grandmother’s first cousin, Howard Baker, was our Republican congressional representative for many years. He was the father of Howard Baker, Jr., who was later a Tennessee senator. But we remained staunchly Democratic. My mother worked as a clerk at the local utility company and was very young when I was born. I went on dates with her and watched as she jitterbugged in the back dancehall at a local roadhouse. She married my stepfather, T.F. Bowman, when I was five. They were the jitterbug champions of Roane County one year.
What kind of school did you go to?  What was your favorite subject?  Least favorite?

School was mind-numbingly boring in our town in the 1950s. I most enjoyed social studies in elementary school. By middle school we were reading decent literature so English became my favorite subject. By high school my teachers expected me to become a writer. I dreaded P.E. in every grade.
As a child, what did you want to be when you grew up?

I wanted to be an archaeologist and thought for sure I’d also be a novelist.

Life Events – Adult

Did you go to a university or college?  How did you decide what you wanted to study?

Lucky me, I got to live at home and go to college. I was in the first class of undergraduates at the University of Alabama at Huntsville, which was founded as a graduate school to support the engineering needs of Redstone Arsenal and NASA. During my first quarter I was totally smitten by European history thanks to a remarkable woman, Frances Roberts, who became my advisor.
What job did you do for most of your life?  What did you like or not like about it?

I have fallen into many jobs, the two major careers being journalism and folklore. I became an accidental journalist after starting off as a technical editor for NASA. I applied for a job as a reporter for a weekly newspaper in Ann Arbor, Michigan, where I moved with my first husband for him to attend law school. Four years later I became managing editor (by default, no one else knew how to lay out a paper, plus I had a darkroom) of an investigative newsweekly in Jackson, Mississippi, when my husband got a job as a civil rights lawyer there. I loved the access to people and events that being a reporter gave me. I became a New York Times stringer for Mississippi after I gave up the weekly paper, where the 80-hour weeks and political cowardice got to me. I didn’t have the killer instinct that being an investigative journalist calls for, nor could I even pretend to be objective. It took until 1980 for me to discover the field of folklore, but it’s been a much better fit.

After graduate school at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, where I got an M.A. in folklore, I accidentally became an arts administrator, first at the Duke Institute for the Arts and then for five years at the Sarratt Student Center at Vanderbilt, where my second husband (both ex-husbands share the same last name, by the way) was in graduate school. My being a folklorist in that job paid off well for students and faculty, and my contributions to campus life were very rewarding to me. For example, I was able to add cultural events such as exhibits, plays, and even a reunion of the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee to the annual Martin Luther King, Jr., Lectures. I admired the occupational folklore of an extraordinary staff who worked in student life at that time and I learned a lot about integrity in the face of challenges.
Since 1993 I’ve directed a network of folklorists, folk artists, and educators in what was first called the National Task Force for Folk Arts in Education and is now called Local Learning: The National Network for Folk Arts in Education. As part of my lifelong pattern, this work was the accidental outcome of my getting involved with my daughter’s Kindergarten class when she was five. Now she’s twenty-seven, and this has become my career. There’s way too much to say about this job, I can’t do it justice in this short piece. I learn with and from so many people all the time. It’s sometimes frustrating that this field is overlooked by so many, but it’s a great fit for me.
What are some of the goals you are still working toward?

I’d like to connect our field more directly with schools of education, get folk arts in education materials reviewed by education journals (but this means they must be hardbound, which most are not), and encourage and support younger folklorists to work in this field.

Why do you find folklore important in K-12 education?

In the U.S., the general public, which includes K-12 teachers and students, have the idea that folklore belongs to an antiquated past or to recent immigrants, but not to middle-class people. I believe that understanding oneself culturally is an essential part of education, which helps us to view others with more openness and curiosity. “Oh, that’s how they celebrate a wedding,” rather than, “That’s the wrong way to do it.” Helping young people to view themselves as teachers as well as learners is another benefit of folklore in the curriculum. Learning that culture is dynamic and that they are producers as well as participants excites students. Helping teachers understand students, their families, and their communities more completely improves their connection to them and, ultimately, their teaching. The informal pedagogy of traditional culture is left out of the academic life of schools, yet for almost everyone, what matters most to us is learned and taught in this realm.
Influences

Looking back, what person, group of persons, or organization/institution has had the greatest positive influence on your life story?  Why?

I grew up with a bevy of aunts and uncles and great-aunts and great-uncles who doted on me and enjoyed sharing time and opportunities with me. Most of them had a great sense of humor as well. They helped me to see a wider world than the small town where I grew up and helped me to see how I could have a place in it.

Who are your role models or mentors?  Why?

Joel Williamson, the race relations historian, was my most formative professor while I was in folklore graduate school. He spent a career documenting historical records in archives across the South but also listening to stories, honoring the truth of people’s stories, which many historians might discount. These told him a truth that cut through statistics and records. His writing and his teaching helped thousands of white students and readers understand the cultural paradoxes of race relations in this country. 
 Elizabeth Radin Simons, an English teacher before she sought her folklore PhD at Berkeley, wrote a great book on folklore and education, Student Worlds, Student Words: Teaching Writing Through Folklore (Heinemann, 1990), that has been invaluable. She also introduced me to interactive ways of teaching folklore theory and fieldwork that transformed me, eventually, into an effective teacher educator. She admonished me to “Stop talking all the time and let the teachers talk.” I’m always grateful to her. She also told me that my fifties would be my most productive decade, and she was right.
Identity & Personal Ideology

What is something you are very proud of?  Why?

I’m very proud of the work that Maida Owens, Folklife Director of the Louisiana Division of the Arts, and I did to create the very comprehensive online education guide, Louisiana Voices. We learned so much about working effectively with teachers and we assembled units of study on areas of folklore that are important to all folklorists: family, occupation, rites of passage, the seasonal round, music, movement and material culture. Having the time and the funding plus a great editor in Maida made this a world-class resource.

Do you have any special sayings or expressions?

A student at Vanderbilt who chaired the film committee while I was the advisor told me when we were on a publication deadline and kept screwing up movie dates and times, “Dress slowly, we’re in a hurry.” He’s now a film critic and claims this is an old Spanish proverb from his family. Thanks to Facebook, recently I’ve been able to thank him for this invaluable adage.
Life Lessons, Challenges, & Legacies

Tell me about a memorable moment in your life; a time your will never forget.
In the fall of 1979 I made my first trip to Chapel Hill to visit a man I was dating (and later married). In DC, I was involved with a group of local Piedmont blues musicians, including Elizabeth Cotten, who was from Chapel Hill. I headed right for the student union to tell the director he should bring her to the university to perform. He said students would have no interest but I should go talk with people at the Folklore Program. Folklore Program? Who knew? I trotted over to Greenlaw Hall and found Dan Patterson in his small office hunched over a reel-to-reel tape player. After I explained my mission, he said, “That’s not what we do here. This is what we do.” He handed me a roster of the year’s courses: Sacred Music of the Upland South, African American Material Culture, etc. “This is what I want to do,” I told him. On January 7, 1980, I sat in the front row of Dan Patterson’s Introduction to Folklore course. Thank you, Dan!
What has been the proudest moment in your life and why?

My daughter’s wedding was a lifetime highlight. Witnessing her happiness made me so proud of her because she married a great young man and she’s a profound, wonderful person.
What do you know now that you wish you’d known when you were younger?

There’s no point, you can’t go back and be a different person, much less a wiser person.

Turning Point


In looking back on one’s life, it is often possible to identify certain key turning points—episodes through which a person undergoes a substantial change.  Turning points can occur in many different spheres of a person’s life—in relationships with other people, in work and in school, in outside interests, etc.  I am especially interested in a turning point in understanding yourself.  Please identify a particular episode in your life story that you now see as a turning point.  If you feel that your life story contains no turning points, then describe a particular episode in your life that comes closer than any other to qualifying as a turning point. 

Early in my junior year of high school, my family moved from East Tennessee to Huntsville, Alabama. It was November 1963. George Wallace was “standing in the schoolhouse door” to prevent racial integration of the University of Alabama. President Kennedy was assassinated. My world was topsy-turvy. I had left a small high school where racial integration of 13 students into a student body of 300 had been overshadowed by the school merger with a rural school that was our arch rival. But at Huntsville High School a lone African American boy, a tall, lanky young man named Connie Lee, desegregated a school of 2,500 students and he was tormented and mocked. This was so shocking to me. I wanted to lie down in the hall in silent protest, but I was also a stranger in this school. Being friendless was devastating. Leaving my hometown was crushing. But if Connie Lee could do it, so could I. Moving to the Deep South from the Upland South had a lasting impact because witnessing the many differences awakened an awareness of culture.
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Mississippi Crossroads Quilter Gustina Atlas taught quilt making to teachers in the Mississippi Whole Schools Summer Institute in a Local Learning folk arts track.
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During a Prairie Voices Institute teachers in Kearny, Nebraska, met local Latino artists and community leaders such as Patricia Garcia.
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Decoy carver Tom Boozer of John's Island, South Carolina, often works in classroom residencies with local students.

