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Folklore grows from long-age
seeds. Just as an acorn sends down
roots even as it shoots up leaves
across the sky, folklore is rooted
deeply in the past and yet still lives
and grows today. It spreads

through our modern world with
branches as wide and sturdy as any
oak’s; it grounds us in yesterday
even as it helps us make sense of
both the present and the future.




INTRODUCTION

by Dr. Alan Jabbour



FAMILY FOLKLORE

‘ ~ hat do a tale, a joke, a fiddle tune, a quilt, a jig, a game of

jacks, a saint’s day procession, a snake fence, and a Halloween costume
have in common? Not much, at first glance, but all these forms of human
creativity are part of a zone of our cultural life and experience that we
sometimes call “folklore.”

The word “folklore” means the cultural traditions that are learned and
passed along by ordinary people as part of the fabric of their lives and
culture. Folklore may be passed along in verbal form, like the urban leg-
end that we hear about from friends who assure us that it really happened
to a friend of their cousin. Or it may be tunes or dance steps we pick up on
the block, or ways of shaping things to use or admire out of materials
readily available to us, like that quilt our aunt made. Often we acquire
folklore without even fully realizing where or how we learned it.

Though we might imagine that the word “folklore” refers to cultural
traditions from far away or long ago, we actually use and enjoy folklore as
part of our own daily lives. It is often ordinary, yet we often remember and
prize it because it seems somehow very special. Folklore is culture we
share with others in our communities, and we build our identities through
the sharing. Our first shared identity is family identity, and family folklore
such as shared meals or prayers or songs helps us develop a sense of
belonging. But as we grow older we learn to belong to other groups as
well. Our identities may be ethnic, religious, occupational, or regional—
or all of these, since no one has only one cultural identity. But in every
case, the identity is anchored and strengthened by a variety of cultural
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traditions in which we participate and share with our neighbors. We feel
the threads of connection with people we know, but the threads extend far
beyond our own immediate communities. In a real sense, they connect us

in one way or another to the world.
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FAMILY FOLKLORE

Folklore possesses features by which we distinguish ourselves from
each other. A certain dance step may be African American, or a certain
story urban, or a certain hymn Protestant, or a certain food preparation
Cajun. Folklore can distinguish us, but at the same time it is one of the best
ways we introduce ourselves to each other. We learn about new ethnic
groups on the North American landscape by sampling their cuisine, and
we enthusiastically adopt musical ideas from other communities. Stories,
songs, and visual designs move from group to group, enriching all people
in the process. Folklore thus is both a sign of identity, experienced as a
special marker of our special groups, and at the same time a cultural coin
that is well spent by sharing with others beyond our group boundaries.

Folklore is usually learned informally. Somebody, somewhere, taught
us that jump rope rhyme we know, but we may have trouble remembering
Jjust where we got it, and it probably wasn’t in a book that was assigned as
homework. Our world has a domain of formal knowledge, but folklore is a
domain of knowledge and culture that is learned by sharing and imitation
rather than formal instruction. We can study it formally—that’s what we
are doing now!—but its natural arena is in the informal, person-to-person
fabric of our lives.

Not all culture is folklore. Classical music, art sculpture, or great nov-
els are forms of high art that may contain folklore but are not themselves
folklore. Popular music or art may be built on folklore themes and traditions,
but it addresses a much wider and more diverse audience than folk music
or folk art. But even in the world of popular and mass culture, folklore
keeps popping up around the margins. E-mail is not folklore—but an e-
mail smile is. And college football is not folklore—but the wave we do at
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the stadium is.

This series of volumes explores the many faces of folklore throughout
the North American continent. By illuminating the many aspects of folk-
lore in our lives, we hope to help readers of the series to appreciate more
fully the richness of the cultural fabric they either possess already or can
easily encounter as they interact with their North American neighbors.
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demonstrates the importance of feeling as
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The story of the Ugly Duckl
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H ow Surprised the mother duck was when the biggest egg in
her nest finally hatched. But the creature that emerged from the broken
shell looked nothing like the rest of her brood.

“Look how big he is!” the mother said to her ducklings. ‘“Much bigger
than any of you.”

“Ugly, too,” one of the ducklings agreed. “Our feathers are yellow, but
his are a dull gray.” '

“He doesn’t talk like us, either,” quacked! another duckling.

The ugly duckling was so mistreated by the others that he ran away. He
found a group of wild ducks living on a pond nearby, but when he tried to
join them, they said the same things about him.

“You don’t look like us!”

“You don’t talk like us!”

“Go away!”
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12 FAMILY FOLKLORE

They flapped their wings at him and quacked loudly, scaring the
ugly little duckling.

He came to a barnyard where a flock of chickens pecked at kernels'
of corn. “May I eat corn with you?” he asked shyly.

The hen cocked her head and looked him over. “Hmmm, you’re a
strange looking one. And you talk funny, too.”

The ugly duckling knew what was coming, and he left the barnyard
before the hen could drive him away.

For a short time, the poor little duckling took shelter in the home of
an old lady with a cat. He tried to make
friends with the cat. He even tried to act
like the cat, since the lady seemed so
fond of it. But within just a day or two,
the duckling’s longing to be in the wa-
ter overwhelmed him.

“The water?” purred? the cat.
“You want to go into the water?”” He
arched® his back and gave a loud
meow. “You’re a strange, strange

creature.”
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The Meaning of Family 13

At last, tired and sad and longing to find a family of his own, the
ugly duckling came to a pond where he saw the most beautiful birds he
could imagine. He watched them for an entire day, hiding in the bushes
so they wouldn’t drive him away. Sometimes the beautiful big birds
swam gracefully, their long slender necks reflected in the calm water
beneath them. The ugly duckling stretched his neck as far as he could,
and felt his own legs ache to swim with them. Sometimes the magnifi-
cent birds flew, their powerful white wings sweeping the air and lifting
them high above the trees. The ugly duckling flapped®* his own wings
and, though he tried to be silent, he could not help making one little
cry—his own cry that all the other animals had found so strange.

Immediately, the huge birds heard him and answered with cries that
sounded just like his. They flew to where he was hiding and landed on
the water in front of his bushes. “Come and swim with us!” they said,
welcoming him.

The ugly duckling was afraid to join them at first. “I can’t. I’'m just
an ugly duckling,” he said.
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14 FAMILY FOLKLORE

The big birds said, “No, you are one of us!”

The duckling couldn’t believe it, but when they finally coaxed' him
into the water, he caught sight of his own reflection. He was no longer
gray. His feathers were white now, like theirs. His neck had grown as
long and as graceful as theirs. He spread his wings with delight and saw
that they looked as powerful as the wings of these beautiful birds.

“You are one of us,” cried the swans, and he swam away with them,

overjoyed to find his real family at last.

Flndlng a family of one’s own is a major theme in literature,
especially children’s literature. Humans come into the world with a long-
ing to belong to one group of people above all others, to be loved and
accepted and cherished unconditionally, as the ugly duckling finally
was.

How do families satisfy that innate? desire to belong? Perhaps the
basic component’ is sharing. Families share a history, a present, and

hopes for the future.
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