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This study includes an analysis of the autobiographies

of William A. Owens, a contemporary writer, educator, and

Texas folklorist; a discussion of Owens' educational experi-

ences and attitudes; an explanation of Readers Theatre re-

quirements; and a fifty to fifty-five minute Readers Theatre

script, "Lighting the Lamp: William A. Owens' School Days

in Pin Hook." The script portrays Owens as a Texas schoolboy

and country schoolteacher and it conveys some of Owens' atti-

tudes about education. The script was adapted from Owens'

two autobiographies, This Stubborn Soil and A Season of

Weathering, to be performed by junior and senior high school

students.
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CHAPTER I

INTRODUCTION

Biographical Information on William A. Owens

When William A. Owens was born seventy-two years ago in

Pin Hook, Texas, the women who assisted the doctor with his

birth "talked of the wonder that had happened," He had

been born in a caul and, according to folk legend, a boy

baby born in this manner would grow to have special powers.

Moreover, Owens' thirty-year-old father died, perhaps of

meningitis, on the same night in which William, his fifth

child, was born. Because of the caul birth and his father's

sudden death, Owens was thought by the women in attendance to

be gifted from the start with prophesies "of luck, of fore-

knowledge, of healing."2  To the women, the prophesies were

"making up for the loss of a father." 3

Most observers would agree that William A. Owens has

lived up to the portents of the two auspicious signs at his

birth. His interest in imparting knowledge brought him a

wide range of teaching positions, beginning with that of

lWilliam A. Owens, This Stubborn Soil (New York:
Charles Scribner's Sons, 1966), p. 9.

2 Owens, p. 9.

3Owens, p. 9.
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East Texas country schoolteacher and ending with that of

Columbia University dean. Owens' writing includes such

diverse genres as the novel and geographical, biographical,

and autobiographical non-fiction. His love of Texas

folklore and folksongs led Owens to friendships with fellow

folklorists Henry Nash Smith, Roy Bedichek, Mody Boatright,

J. Frank Dobie, and Walter Prescott Webb, and provided the

inspiration for his collections of Texas folksongs and games.

The recent edition of Texas Folk Songs, in which Owens has

revised and enlarged the original edition, has recently been

published by the Southern Methodist University Press.

In addition to being an outstanding educator and writer,

Owens served as second lieutenant in the United States Army

during World War II and was awarded the Legion of Merit.

Currently, Owens lives in South Nyack, New York, with

his wife, the former Ann Slater Wood. Although Owens is

retired from teaching, he maintains an interest in education

and serves as an advisor to the South Nyack Public Schools.

He lectures frequently on college campuses and is still an

active and prolific writer. He recently combined his inter-

ests in education, lecturing, and writing when he was a

guest at the annual writers' symposium at the University of

Texas at Arlington on March 3, 1977, and spoke on the topic,

"Writing Creatively."
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Critical Analysis of William A. Owens'
Autobiographies

Owens' varied accomplishments would be outstanding for

anyone, but for a man who grew up in the backwoods of East

Texas in direst poverty, without a father, his accomplish-

ments are remarkable. In his two autobiographies, This

Stubborn Soil and A Season of Weathering, Owens perhaps best

exhibits his natural talents as a writer and his keen obser-

vation of human nature and locale, and in doing so, enables

the reader to understand Owens, the man. In William A.

Owens, Southwest Writers Series Pamphlet 17, author William T.

Pilkington writes, "This Stubborn Soil is a work of solid

craftsmanship. Certainly it is the best book of its kind

ever written by a Texas author, and it is already recognized

as a landmark achievement in the state's literature."4 Pil-

kington goes on to state, "The book is extraordinary in its

universality. As an autobiography, This Stubborn Soil is

the unique story of a unique human being. At the same time,

it has something to say to people everywhere--because, of

course, human nature is the same everywhere."5

Mody C. Boatright, the Texas folklorist who collaborated

with Owens on Tales from the Derrick Floor: A Peoples'

History of the Oil Industry, reviewed This Stubborn Soil and

4 William T. Pilkington, William A. Owens, Southwest
Writers Series, 17 (Austin, Texas: Steck-Vaughn Company,
1968), p. 7.

5 Pilkington, p. 7.
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found it to be "a profoundly human document which with unerr-

ing art details the struggle of a poor North Texas boy to get

an education. . . ."6 In reviewing This Stubborn Soil, Texas

Observer critic Dave Hickey found that "Owens' distance from

his subject has its virtues. There is no 'weird nostalgia,'

no sentimentality, in Owens' account of dirt farming life in

northwest (sic] Texas. . . ." Hickey further states that

"held together by the boy's drive to escape the farm, the

book eschews 'form' and 'drama' and in doing so captures

with real grace the inconclusiveness of everyday life. . . .

Owens sees rural and urban life as two radically different

things, with different virtues and different vices, and this,

for me, is the happiest quality of his book." 8

Owens' second autobiography, A Season of Weathering,

begins when Owens arrives in Commerce, Texas, on June 3,

1924, to attend classes at East Texas State Teachers College.

It is just as honest a portrayal of Owens' early life as its

predecessor. It also contains fascinating accounts of Owens'

experiences as a country schoolteacher. Lee Sullenger

praised A Season of Weathering when he reviewed it for

Library Journal by saying,

6 Mody C. Boatright, "Hard Times and Good in Old Pin
Hook," Southwest Review, Winter, 1967, p. 99.

7 Dave Hickey, "Elegy and Exorcism: Texas Talent and
General Concerns," The Texas Observer, 20 January, 1967,
p. 14.

8 Hickey, p. 14.
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His previous books including This Stubborn Soil have
established Owens' place in Texas writing; and in this
one he reaches still new heights. The book illustrates
autobiographical writing at its best. The book empha-
sizes the author's student life at a teacher's college,
his life as a laborer, his contact with Southern Bap-
tist religion, and his work as a country schoolteacher.
Owens' characters are skillfully drawn; his eye for
detail is virtually flawless, and his understanding of
the East Texas milieu always immediate and deep. His
book will inevitably be important for its insights into
East Texas culture.

Further praise for A Season of Weathering came from

Dotson Rader sho critiqued the book for the New York Times

Book Review. Rader had taken writing courses from Owens at

Columbia University and, "during the S.D.S.-led [Students

for Democratic Society] student rebellion of 1968,1"10 had

been "situated on opposite sides of the barricades" (p. 18)

from Dean Owens who "played a pivotal if unpublicized role in

the events of 1968" (p. 18), when his office became "the

administration's 'command center' after the students evicted

President Kirk from his office on the floor above" (p. 18).

In his review, Rader wrote that, after reading A Season of

Weathering,

I now think I know what Owens was thinking when he
looked out his office window at Columbia and saw
radical students seizing Mathematics Hall across the
yard: In his mind must have been the memory of an
America done over and lost, the one-room schoolhouses
in which he learned and taught, of farm children with
no shoes or winter clothes sitting two to a seat in

9 Lee Sullenger, "A Season of Weathering (review),"
Library Journal, January 1, 1973, p. 64.

1 0 Dotson Rader, "A Season of Weathering" (review),
New York Times Book Review, 11 March, 1973, p. 18. Herein

cited in text.
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cold schoolhouses, . . . of his picking cotton until
his hands bled under the hot sun because he needed
tuition, of all the friends dead in their youth of
diseases come of poverty. To Owens the University,
education, was the symbol of the promise of America
(p. 18).

Owens is currently finishing his third autobiography,

which will take readers up to the present by detailing his

further education at Southern Methodist University, the

University of Texas, and the University of Iowa; his mili-

tary service; his lengthy writing career; and his later

teaching experiences at various colleges, including Texas

A & M University and Columbia University. Almost certainly

Owens will also include in his third autobiography an account

of his friendship with four important men, Iowa artist Grant

Wood and Texas writers Roy Bedichek, J. Frank Dobie, and

Walter Prescott Webb. Owens eulogized Wood in his article

"A Lesson in Writing," printed in the first volume of South-

western American Literature, and dedicated his novel Walking

on Borrowed Land to Wood, with the sentiment, "To the memory

of Grant Wood who loved the spirituals in this book, who

taught me many lessons about people, who gave me my best

instruction in the methods of form and expression."1 1 In

1969, Owens published Three Friends: Roy Bedichek, J. Frank

Dobie, Walter Prescott Webb, a collection of the letters of

the three men, bound together by Owens' historical and

llWilliam A. Owens, Walking on Borrowed Land (New York:
Bobbs-Merrill Company, 1954), frontispiece.
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biographical notes on the association of the three friends.

Owens also wrote a tribute to Bedichek, "On Top of Tallman

Mountain," in The Texas Observer, June 27, 1959, a memorial

issue to Bedichek after his death.

The worth of Owens' writing in general is best expressed

in Pilkington's summary in his pamphlet on Owens:

The reader who approaches Owens' books and articles in
the spirit in which they were written easily finds his
desired rewards: a better understanding of human
nature, a broader comprehension of the way of life of
East Texas, and the pure pleasure of reading them.
Owens' works spring from East Texas soil, and like the
fruits of that soil, they are in appearance rather
plain, but to the taste are savory and satisfyingOnce tasted, their flavor is not soon forgotten. 1 2

Purpose

The purpose of this thesis is to study the autobio-

graphical writings of William A. Owens, especially those

dealing with education, and his collections of regional folk

songs and games, and to compile these writings and songs

into a Readers Theatre script of approximately fifty to

fifty-five minutes in length.

Procedure

The procedure for this thesis will involve the following

steps.

1. An analysis of Owens' autobiographical writings.

2. A study of Owens' attitude about education.

1 2 Pilkington, p. 39.
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3. An investigation of the requirements for Readers

Theatre script adaptation.

4. A selection of portions of Owens' writing which

deal with his education and early teaching career.

5. A compilation of selections from Owens' autobiog-

raphies into a Readers Theatre script.

Following the completion of the script and thesis, it is the

intention of the writer to cast and direct the production,

employing her students at Strickland Junior High School,

Denton, Texas. It is hoped that the script and subsequent

production by junior high school students will enable par-

ticipants and audience to see that it is possible to find a

delight in learning that comes from literature, music, and

human experiences, as Owens himself found as a schoolboy and

as a country schoolteacher.



CHAPTER II

OWENS' ATTITUDE ABOUT EDUCATION AND ITS

RELATIONSHIP TO A READERS THEATRE

PRODUCT ION

It is interesting to note that in the entry for

William A. Owens in Who's Who in America, 1976-1977,l he is

listed first as an educator and second as a writer, although

his writings probably have brought him more national promi-

nence and renown than his outstanding career as an educator

has been able to do. Intentionally or not, the listing does

reflect the emphasis which Owens places on education through-

out his autobiographies. Although he writes of family

experiences, religious encounters, and occupational problems,

he most frequently and poignantly writes about his school

days and his feelings about education. Thus, those portions

of the autobiographies which deal with education dominate

both works and give them unity.

Because Owens "emphasizes his personal educational

history"2 throughout his autobiographies, the reader

'Who's Who in America, 39th ed., vol. 2 (Chicago:
Marquis Who's Who, 1977), p. 2398.

2William T. Pilkington, William A. Owens, Southwest
Writers Series, 17 (Austin, Texas: Steck-Vaughn Company,
1968), p. 4.

9
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recognizes from the beginning Owens' "unyielding resolve to

acquire an education,"3 whether it be in a classroom or in

the outside world. In the introduction to This Stubborn

Soil, Owens mentions the school at Pin Hook, Texas, a one-

room frame building, built between the crossroads and the

graveyard on land deeded to Pin Hook by his father. Then,

in Chapter 18 of the same book, Owens describes his first

day at the Pin Hook school, where he went with "tin bucket in

one hand and a U. S. history in the other."4 His evocation

of this early memory is slightly reminiscent of similar

sensory description in the novels of Thomas Wolfe. Owens

writes,

I soon knew the sound of the school room, and the
smells: chalk dust on the blackboard, the rags kept
wet to wipe off slates, shavings from cedar pencils
sharpened with pocket knives, biscuits and sidemeat
sweating in tin buckets with holes punched in the
lids (TSS_, p. 60) .

Because of his fatherless family's poverty, Owens never

stayed in one school for long, and in This Stubborn Soil he

relates his experiences at the many schools in East Texas

which he attended for days or weeks. The teacher who made

the greatest impression on Owens during this period was

Mr. Tyler Frank Jessee, who, taught him at Spring Hill and

later at Pin Hook. Mr. Jessee, with his precise handwriting,

3 Pilkington, p. 4.

4 William A. Owens, This Stubborn Soil (New York:
Charles Scribner's Sons, 1966), p. 58. Hereafter cited in
text as TSS.
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his love of narrative poetry, his firm discipline, and, not

inconsequentially, his fine brown leather shoes, "so new

that the white thread in the soles had never been dirty"

(TSS, p. 205), had a catalytic effect upon Owens. While

walking to school with Mr. Jessee, the undernourished, bare-

foot country boy made the decision that he "was going to be

a teacher and wear good brown shoes every day in the week"

(TSS, p. 205).

The summer after his year with Mr. Jessee at the Pin

Hook school, Owens met another man who loved books as he did.

This man, an itinerant tie-hacker, told Owens, "I read

everything I can get my hands on. It don't make no differ-

ence what" (TSS, p. 218). With that announcement as an

introduction, Owens decided that the tie-hacker "had the

look, the sound of a teacher, only better than any teacher

I had ever seen. He should have been in school, not in the

woods, I knew, and I in the schoolroom with him" (TSS, p. 218).

After the tie-hacker cautiously lent Owens two books, Penrod,

by Booth Tarkington, and Martin Eden, by Jack London, they

started to talk about books. "You got a touch of the star-

dust," Owens' new friend said. "Don't ever lose it" (TSS,

p. 220). Owens realized that he "did not understand the

exact meaning of his words . . ." (TSS, p. 220), but that he

did not have to grasp the meaning precisely to know that he

"was talking about books and my feeling for books" (TSS,

p. 220).
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This Stubborn Soil ends with the revelation that Owens

is going to be permitted to enter East Texas State Teachers

College on the strength of his high performance in a competi-

tive examination which he had had to take because of his

inadequate previous schooling. Owens' ecstatic thrill at

having been accepted at East Texas State, and thus having

the chance to become more than what he had been--a stock boy

for Sears, a scullery boy, a farm laborer--is reflected in

the closing lines of This Stubborn Soil:

I was in school with an hour between now and waiting
tables at the boarding house--long enough to walk back
through town, to look at the railroad tracks and know
I was not going to leave. Across the square I walked
at a steady pace. Close to the station I broke into
a run (TSS, p. 307).

A Season of Weathering was published in 1973, seven

years after This Stubborn Soil, and it continues the narra-

tive which the first volume began. In A Season of Weathering,

Owens puzzles over the intricacies of plane geometry and

ponders the vagaries of elementary education while he works

his way through school. He writes of paying "six bits" to

hear Edgar Lee Masters read from Spoon River Anthology, and

then of wishing that he had spent his money to see Houdini

instead, who had been there before Masters. Owens recalls

that Houdini was "dark and handsome and looked like a magi-

cian." 5  In contrast, Masters did not look like a poet to

5William A. Owens, A Season of Weathering (New York:
Charles Scribner's Sons, 1973), p. 25. Hereafter cited in
text as SW.
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Owens, who had envisioned him as "more like a god than a

man, or at least like the bearded pictures of Whittier and

Longfellow. He looked like a farmer in a hand-me-down suit

that did not fit well and needed pressing" (SW, p. 24).

Owens admits, "I was not ready to understand that what

touched me in Masters was also magic" (SW, p. 25).

A Season of Weathering is much more than an account

of Owens' schooling at East Texas State Teachers College

and his days as a country schoolteacher, but it is in his

writings about his early teaching experiences that one

senses what education must have been like for many Texas

children who attended one-room school houses in the 1920's.

Owens first taught at Pin Hook where he had started school

in 1911. In the following passage, he vividly describes

his first hour as a teacher:

Nothing had changed in the years I had been away; five
rows of single desks faced the blackboard at the other
end of the room, a few double desks faced the black-
jacketed stove. I went to a double desk and found the
initials WAO I had carved years before. Then I tried
the pump organ. It was wheezy from dirt daubers and dust
but there was enough voice for an opening song. The
floors had been cleaned and oiled with an oil that
smelled of cedar shavings. There was nothing for me to
do but open windows and put out chalk and erasers. The
little room at the back, for pupils from the primer to
the fourth grade, smelled of cedar and buzzed with
wasps from a nest under the eaves. I knocked the nest
down with a broom and left the door and windows open
for the wasps to fly out. The water fountain, a
varnished oak keg with a shiny nickel bubbler, stood
on a rack near the cistern. Under the new school laws
the zinc water bucket and tin dipper could no longer
be used. I drew water and filled the keg. Then I
searched the walls of the two outhouses at the edge
of the woods for smut (SW, p. 183).
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By the end of the first full day, Owens realizes, "I

did not know enough and I had not been trained well enough"

(SW, p. 187). He worries about what he "could do with these

boys and girls to make them see more of the world outside and,

having seen it, use it to make their lives in Pin Hook better"

(SW, p. 190). He knows that his task is "to help them see

beyond the printed page" (SW, p. 191).

Owens accomplished his task by getting to know his

students as individuals and by letting them, in turn, know

him. He writes,

I found staying all night a way to know pupils better.
Parents would send word by the children that they wanted
me to come and stay all night so we could visit. I
decided that no matter how poor or crowded the home I
would go. Something they said might make me know Pin
Hook better; I might work better with a boy or girl
knowing what the life was like in the home (SW, p. 196).

During his evenings at the student's home, Owens ate

just what the family ate, which was usually sidemeat, beans

or greens, and cornbread, and often had to sleep in a double

bed with one of the boys. He recalls, "I had learned to know

them as teeth gritters, teeth chompers, snorers, and bed

wetters, but once I had gone to one place I had to go to

others. I could not afford to make anyone feel slighted"

(SW, p. 196). But for all the discomfort, Owens maintains

that the talk and the singing around the fire made each

visit memorable and happy.

Owens also got to know his students at "play-parties"

where celebrants would play singing and dancing games.
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These games were never called square dances or folk dances

because the "mere suggestion of dancing would immediately

exclude the greater number of people because of the church

affiliations." 6  The reader perceives that Owens was an

enthusiastic and welcome participant at these play-parties.

He concludes his description of one such party by saying,

"From the schoolhouse on walking alone, I was glad they had

made me a part of their singing and dancing" (SW, p. 244).

Another way in which Owens learned more about his Pin

Hook students, and consequently taught them more than

"book-learning," was through the Christmas program which he

helped stage. Owens describes the students in the program

and his feelings toward them in the following passage.

They shuffled in, shy and frightened, and took their
places, girls in front rows, boys in back. There was
a reedy sound from the organ and then they began, "0
little town of Bethlehem, how still we see thee
lie. . . ," too softly and then stronger as they found
their voices. I stood with a curtain puller where I
could see without being seen. At that moment I under-
stood best what it meant to be a country schoolteacher,
seeing every head turned toward the stage, seeing tired
faces brought to life with music, with pride in the
singers, with memories of a procession of Christmases
back to the times when they were the singers (SW,
p. 213).

Although there was no applause for him or his students ("Pin

Hookers almost never applauded") (SW, p. 214), Owens writes

that "some who had known me a long time said to me, 'I

knowed you'd be a good teacher'"' (SW, p. 215). Thus, the

6 William A. Owens, Swing and Turn: Texas Play-Party
Games (Dallas, Texas: Tardy Publishing Company, 1936), p. xv.
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reader knows that Owens' first months as a country school-

teacher had been successful and satisfying.

Owens' writings about teaching and his feelings about

education provide a natural basis for a Readers Theatre

script and production because they fulfill the requirement

given by Leslie Irene Coger and Melvin R. White in Readers

Theatre Handbook that "for literature to contain the

dramatic element expected in theatre, it needs provocative,

compelling characters engaged in an action capable of

stirring the imagination and/or the emotions of an audience,

bringing it to a state of awareness."7 Owens, his teachers,

and his students are certainly compelling characters, and

their actions and thoughts are capable of stirring the

imagination and emotions of an audience.

Furthermore, a production of selected segments from

Owens' autobiographies may be enhanced by the use of songs

from Owens' collection, Texas Folk Songs, which was origi-

nally his doctoral dissertation at the University of Iowa;

the use of play-party games, described in Owens' Swing and

Turn, Texas Play-Party Games, which was originally his

masters thesis at Southern Methodist University; and the use

of various poems quoted in This Stubborn Soil and A Season

of Weathering. Such an addition of songs, dances, and poems

7 Leslie Irene Coger and Melvin R. White, Readers
Theatre Handbook, revised edition (Glenview, Illinois:

Scott, Foresman and Company, 1973), p. 6.
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should add spectacle to the literature, similar to what has

been done in Readers Theatre productions of Spoon River

Anthology.

In adapting Owens' autobiographies to the Readers

Theatre script, "Lighting the Lamp: William A. Owens' School

Days in Pin Hook, " the adaptor has found it helpful to eluci-

date her feelings and desires about the script and production

in a "production concept." The production concept has been

defined by Beverly Long, Lee Hudson, and Phillis Jeffrey as

"the articulation of your intent, "8 the embodiment of "what

you have found (your interpretation through analysis) and

what you intend to do (adaptation, rehearsal, staging). "9

Certainly in the production concept of "Lighting the

Lamp," Owens' emphasis on education, and the adaptor's

emphasis in turn on the same theme is most important. Since

the theme of the autobiographies and the script is that of

a young man's striving to attain and impart an education

amidst an alien environment, everything in the production

must relate to and reinforce that theme.

Segments from the autobiographies which involve educa-

tion, then, become the appropriate choices for the adaptor

in compiling the script. Unfortunately, because of length

8Beverly Whitaker Long, Lee Hudson, and Phillis
Rienstra Jeffrey, Group Performance of Literature (Englewood
Cliffs, N. J.: Prentice-Hall, Inc., 1977), p. 19.

9Long, Hudson, and Jeffrey, p. 19.
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of production time and lack of relevancy to the rest of the

script, certain segments dealing with education must be

omitted. Even though the scene in the tie-hacker's shack is

beautiful and moving, it says nothing about Owens' experi-

ences in school; in production it would be superfluous.

Likewise, even though the school experiences which Owens

had during his time at East Texas State Teachers College and

at Paris Junior College are interesting and important addi-

tions to the autobiographies, they would be redundant in a

Readers Theatre production of fifty to fifty-five minutes.

Another concern with scripting which has arisen for the

adaptor is in arranging segments of the autobiographies so

that the audience can see the subtle development of Owens'

attitude about education. Therefore, a chronological ar-

rangement has been chosen so that the audience can become

gradually aware, almost as Owens himself became aware, of

his love of learning and of books.

In addition to the selection and arrangement of the

script, the use of a narrator reading the words of Owens is

equally important in conveying Owens' attitude about educa-

tion. The narrator as Owens frequently states his beliefs

about education, and consequently, through the narrator, the

audience can realize the importance of education in better-

ing one's life and can see the excitement that can be found

through learning.
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The arrangement of the stage is another crucial concern

for the adaptor, who believes that Owens ' feelings about his

past and present must be grasped immediately by the audience.

In the introduction to A Season of Weathering, Owens writes,

As awareness grew, I began to know that I was part not
only of a time but of a special time. Perspectives
began to change. I began to understand how much sway
time has over place.

Almost daily some teacher reminded me that we were
in a time of remarkable change, especially in education,
expecially in education in Texas. Occasionally a
teacher singled me out--me and my country language, my
Pin Hook schooling--as an example of the need for
change. These were moments of embarrassment, eased
only when the teacher pointed out that I was there to
take part in the change, in one of the most difficult
ways, that of country schoolteacher.

No teacher brought out one thing that I knew: I
was going to be a country schoolteacher at Pin Hook.
It was a way, I told myself, to bring time and place
together (SW, pp. xi-xii).

Owens' feeling about time and place and their relationship

to his education have been considered in planning the ar-

rangement of the stage. Hence, the adaptor has decided to

create areas behind the narrator's area, each of which

represents a specific scene or locale. The audience should

be able to sense that when the narrator walks back into the

"school" or "home" area, that he is suggesting a return to

an earlier time in Owens' life. This literal "stepping

back" by the narrator is an illustration of Thomas 0.

Sloane's remarks about the element of time in Readers

Theatre:

Time in the Readers Theatre performance is always a
compound of past and present. In Readers Theatre we
hear the past tense and we sense by the very manner in
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which the story is being demonstrated that we are

seeing something which has already occurred, but all

of this pastn ss is made to live again in a re-creative

presentation.

Last, the title of the production itself needs to

convey the theme of education. The lamp has long been a

symbol of learning, and since the lantern is a common figure

in Owens' writing, the title "Lighting the Lamp" holds both

literal and figurative meaning in relation to the script.

Therefore, through the arrangement and selection of passages

from the autobiographies and through the narrator, the stage

arrangement, and the choice of title, the theme of education

in the life of William A. Owens is made evident to the

audience.

Long, Hudson, and Jeffrey suggest that the production

concept provides answers to the following questions:

(1.) What discoveries or decision have you made about
the literature on literal, thematic, structural
and metaphorical levels?

(2.) What is its essence?
(3.) Which of the discoveries do you want to translate

into your production?
(4.) What the effect you desire from your produc-

tion?

Literally, the autobiographies of Owens are the story

in his own words of the first two and one-half decades of

his life, and "Lighting the Lamp" also deals with Owens and

his education during that period. Thematically, the

1 0Thomas 0. Sloane, "Readers Theatre and Illusions and

Classroom Realities," English Journal, 66 (May, 1977), 78.

llLong, Hudson, and Jeffrey, p. 20.
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autobiographies are concerned with one man, Owens, and his

desire to know more about himself and his fellow man;

"Lighting the Lamp" deals with Owens attaining his desire

through education. Structurally, both the autobiographies

and the Readers Theatre script are chronological and

episodic, although the script is necessarily condensed. In

judging the literature metaphorically, the adaptor has found

a complete lack of artifice in Owens' writing and, in order

to retain Owens' honesty, feels that it is faithful to

Owens' writing to portray it in a simple, direct manner.

The essence of the autobiographies is found in Owens'

frank, unsentimentalized style which takes the reader back

to earlier, perhaps less complicated times when the country

school, with all of its limitations, was the hope of Texas

children in rural areas, and probably the redemption of one

Texas boy in particular. Owens recreates his youthful world

painstakingly, lovingly, candidly, and sometimes humorously

for his readers. Therefore, the Readers Theatre adaptor has

tried to be especially sensitive in capturing the essence of

the autobiographies so that Owens' world may be visually and

audibly recreated for the audience for a time. Because the

essence of the autobiographies is Owens' unique recreation

of his early life in East Texas and because much of Owens'

early life revolved around his attitudes about education,

the adaptor has decided that essence and theme are the most
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important of the discoveries made about the literature which

should be translated into the Readers Theatre production.

Producing and performing in "Lighting the Lamp" should

be a meaningful activity for junior high school students

because Owens' autobiographies may have a profound effect on

students of that age, especially those who are interested in

careers in education. Studying and producing a script should

make students aware of Owens as a noted writer from Texas

and should provide an opportunity for them to study his

writings in depth. Most students are not aware of the

struggles for an education experienced by some young people

in Texas in earlier times; studying and producing "Lighting

the Lamp" should make Owens' struggle apparent to students

and possibly bring about a greater appreciation in them of

today's public education. Another important gain from this

script for a class should be the group involvement required

in staging an effective Readers Theatre production. It is

hoped that students could give this production to individual

school classes, to school assemblies, and to various civic

and educational groups. It would seem that older audiences

would be especially responsive to the script because it

could recreate times they had known.

Furthermore, students should be given models to respect

and to emulate; Owens, with his insight into human nature,

his sense of humor, and his idealistic love of humanity and

learning, would seem an apt choice for students to study and
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admire. In his autobiography, Some Part of Myself, J. Frank

Dobie recognizes a bond among students who love to learn

when he says, "Always there are some who had rather see than

remain blind. Always there are reachers for the stars and

yearners after the high and lovely.,12 Throughout his life,

William A. Owens has exhibited a yearning for knowledge, and

for imparting knowledge. Although present day junior high

school students may be far removed from Owens by age and

background, many share his hunger for education and his

curiosity about life. Through reading and performing a

Readers Theatre script based on Owens' autobiographical

writings, other students may find that they, like Owens, are

"reachers for the stars and yearners after the high and

lovely. "13

12J. Frank Dobie, Some Part of Myself (Boston: Little,
Brown and Company, 1952), p. 218.

1 3 Dobie, p. 218.



CHAPTER III

THE ADAPTATION OF WILLIAM A. OWENS' AUTOBIOGRAPHIES

FOR READERS THEATRE PRESENTATION

In the revised edition of Readers Theatre Handbook,

which is generally accepted as the standard reference for

Readers Theatre directors, Leslie Irene Coger and Melvin R.

White stress five literary elements required for Readers

Theatre. These elements are "evocative power, compelling

characters, action, enriched language, and wholeness. " In

the same text, Coger and White also provide a list of key

characteristics in Readers Theatre productions which distin-

guish Readers Theatre from conventional theatre. These char-

acteristics include minimal use of costume and scenery; action

or movement which is suggested by the interpreter and visual-

ized in the minds of the audience; a narrator who speaks

directly to the audience, usually establishing the basic

situation or theme and linking various segments together; a

physical script, usually carried by the reader or in evidence

somewhere; and a continuing effort to develop and maintain a

closer, more personalized relationship between performer and

lLeslie Irene Coger and Melvin R. White, Readers
Theatre Handbook, revised edition (Glenview, Illinois:
Scott, Foresman and Company, 1973), p. 33. Hereafter cited
in text as RTH.

24
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audience--"a relationship which, in Readers Theatre, requires

a decidedly different kind of participation from that demand-

ed by the conventional theatre" (RTH, pp. 30-31).

"Lighting the Lamp," a Readers Theatre adaptation of

parts of the autobiographies of William A. Owens, adheres to

both the literary and production criteria set forth by Coger

and White. First, the script contains evocative power, as

it is derived from literature "with the power to stir the

imaginations of the listeners" (RTH, p. 35), to make them

more responsive and sensitive human beings (RTH, p. 34).

Owens' writing is simple and direct enough to appeal to

audiences of varying ages and interests. So many emotions

are encompassed in the literature, sometimes many emotions

simultaneously, that the most hardened listener should

respond to some portions of the script. An audience should

find both humor and pathos in the scenes involving Owens

and Mr. Jessee at the Pin Hook school and Owens and the

widower's family at the dinner of squirrel stew. An audi-

ence may experience nostalgia in several scenes, including

the Christmas finale; excitement and joy during the play-

party games; and a pervasive empathy for Owens as he

discovers his love of books and his determination to become

a teacher. Through the important educational experiences

of Owens' life, the reader, or audience, may be drawn into

Owens' world to feel, at least for a while, as he did about

books, school, and the power of education.
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Coger and. White specify that "literature for Readers

Theatre needs the interaction of interest-compelling

characters" (RTH, p. 35). The autobiographies of William A.

Owens provide both characters and interaction needed for

Readers Theatre. Owens' characters are "involved with each

other and with the situation" (RTH, p. 35). Owens, as the

pivotal character, is closely involved with every other

character in their mutually common situation. The audience

is quickly made aware of the interest which Owens' mother

and grandmother had in his education. The audience is also

made to realize Owens' respect and admiration for Mr. Jessee.

Throughout the script, direct involvement and interaction

between Owens and his school friends and between Owens and

his students are found.

Next, "Lighting the Lamp" contains "action that is

provocative, intriguing, stirring" (RTH, p. 35). Coger and

White believe that action in Readers Theatre "need not be

physical; a character thinking or feeling is a character in

action, especially if the thinking or feeling is directed

against a counter-sentiment or force" (RTH, pp. 35-36).

"Lighting the Lamp" contains physical, or outward, action,

especially in the scenes where there is singing or play-

party games, and mental, or inward, action, especially in

the scenes where Owens feels respect for Mr. Jessee and yet

joins his classmates in taunting him and eventually making

him leave the Pin Hook school. Inward action is also
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evident in Owens' narration about his own days as a school-

teacher at Pin Hook. During a performance of "Lighting the

Lamp," an audience will probably vicariously participate in

the scenes involving outward action and empathically par-

ticipate in the scenes involving inward action.

"Not only should the material be thought-provoking,

provide a memorable emotional experience, and present

interesting characters in provocative action," state Coger

and White, "but it should also be written in language rich

in evocative overtones, in language with a poetic cast--

hence in language that benefits from being 'sounded,' from

being heard" (RTH, p. 37). In the afterward to This

Stubborn Soil, Owens explains,

In writing this book, I put down speech as I remembered
it. When I could not remember, I wrote it as the
person would have said it. In the twenty years the
work has been in progress I have gone back to Pin Hook
again and aain, listening to catch the exact flavor
and rhythm.

Because of Owens' retention of Pin Hook speech through-

out his autobiographies; because of his own succinct, unpre-

tentious, yet evocative writing style; because of the rich

sensory description in the autobiographies; and because of

the poetry in the ballads and songs included in "Lighting

the Lamp," the script is written in language which benefits

from being heard.

2William A. Owens, This Stubborn Soil (New York:
Charles Scribner's Son, 1966), p. 308 (afterword) .
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Finally, according to Coger and White, a script for

Readers Theatre "must possess wholeness, a sense of com-

pleteness; that is, it must have a beginning, a middle, and

an end" (RTH, p. 39). "Lighting the Lamp" begins with Owens

as a young schoolboy, follows him through college, and ends

with some of his experiences as a first year country school-

teacher. Concurrently, the script traces a few years in the

life of Mr. Jessee, one of Owens' best remembered teachers.

Because "in Readers Theatre there must be condensation and

telescoping of events and characters" (RTH, p. 39), it has

been necessary, in adapting Owens' autobiographies for

Readers Theatre, to select only those events which deal with

Owens' educational experiences so that those events could

portray the theme of education and the importance of receiv-

ing and imparting knowledge. The events in the script are

arranged chronologically and "structured so that the story

moves along and comes to a focal high point" (RTH, p. 39),

as Coger and White deem necessary. The focal high point of

"Lighting the Lamp" is the play-party, with its homor,

frivolity, and warmth. The play-party is followed by the

Christmas finale which should provide a quiet, soothing, and

serene ending, and a sense of completion for the audience.

Symbolically uniting the beginning and end is the lantern,

which is held in the first scene by Owens' grandmother, as

Owens and his brother return home from school and which is
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extinquished by Owens at the end as he leaves the Pin Hook

school.

In addition to adhering to the preceding literary

criteria set forth by Coger and White, the adaptor of

"Lighting the Lamp" has also felt bound to follow the pro-

duction guidelines used by most Readers Theatre directors

and listed by Coger and White. As is standard in most

Readers Theatre productions, "Lighting the Lamp" makes

little use of costuming or scenery. Areas on the stage may

be used to suggest the school or Owens' home; chairs suggest

school desks or other furniture; and slacks and shirts and

dresses suggest various male and female roles. Action is

usually merely implied, except during scenes with songs or

play-party games. Obviously in order to be effective, these

songs and games must be performed enthusiastically and vigo-

rously. Readers should carry and use scripts throughout the

production of "Lighting the Lamp," except during the segment

in which they perform the play-party games. Finally, the

narrator speaks directly to the audience much of the time, a

technique which may contribute to developing the required

close, personalized relationship between performer and

audience.

In the preparation of the script of "Lighting the Lamp,"

every effort has been made to follow the literary principles

for Readers Theatre and the production guidelines established

by Coger and White in Readers Theatre Handbook, so that the
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Readers Theatre production of "Lighting the Lamp" should

create for its audience "the opportunity to experience a

'living' literature--a literature that is emotionally and

intellectually invigorating, that can probe man's interrela-

tionships and interdependencies in new and revealing ways

and that can revitalize the human spirit" (RTH, p. 27).



CHAPTER IV

LIGHTING THE LAMP: WILLIAM A. OWENS'

SCHOOL DAYS IN PIN HOOK

This Readers Theatre script has been adapted primarily

from This Stubborn Soil and A Season of Weathering, the

first two autobiographies of William A. Owens. Since it is

customary in Readers Theatre adaptations to adhere as closely

as possible to the author's own words, most of "Lighting the

Lamp" is in the exact words of Owens as they appeared in his

autobiographies. Because of this extensive use of quoted

material, it would seem illogical and confusing to footnote

every quoted line. The first portion of the script through

page 57 has been adapted from This Stubborn Soil. The re-

mainder of the script, unless otherwise indicated, is from

A Season of Weathering. Other sources, which will be noted

throughout, are Owens' Texas Folk Songs and Swing and Turn:

Texas Play-Party Games and The Play-Party in Texas, which

was Owens' masters thesis at Southern Methodist University.

In a few instances, the adaptor has taken the liberty

of changing punctuation and syntax in Owens' writing so that

a director may have greater ease in interpreting certain

passages. The adaptor has also written occasional brief

transition sentences to bridge episodes. Otherwise, the

31
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writing is that of William A. Owens throughout "Lighting

the Lamp."

Production Notes

Readers.--The narrator, Reader 1, is always in the role

of William A. Owens. Readers 2 and 3 are the other male

readers. Reader 2 has the lines of Cleaver Owens, the

unnamed acquaintance in Commerce, and various schoolboys.

Reader 3 has the lines of Mr. Jessee; the registrar, dean,

and president of East Texas State Teachers College; Kirby;

the widower; and various schoolboys. Reader 4 has the lines

of the grandmother and other female roles. Reader 5 has the

lines of the mother and other female roles.

Costuming.--Costuming is not necessary, except that

Readers 4 and 5 should wear simple dresses or skirts and

blouses, while the male readers should wear slacks and

shirts. Reader 3 might wear a blazer until he reads the

lines of Kirby. Readers 1 and 2 should be casually and

comfortably dressed.

Suqgested Physical Arrangement of Scene.--The various

times and places in Owens' life may be suggested in the

following areas on stage:

School Middle Area Home

Narrator's Area
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The Narrator's area represents the present, while the areas

behind it represent Owens' past in Pin Hook. There should

be four simple chairs or stools on stage. These may be

arranged in various positions as the presentation progresses.

They may be used singly or in pairs; however, they will all

be used simultaneously during scenes in Mr. Jessee's class-

room and in Owens' classroom.

Props.---Each reader should have a script, preferably in

a black binder, which can be used to suggest other props,

such as the report card and the president's catalogue. The

only actual prop will be the lantern which is held by the

grandmother at the beginning and is extinguished by Owens at

the end.

Songs.--All lyrics to songs and play-party games are

included in the text. The director may use as many stanzas

of each song as he feels necessary. Music for the songs and

play-party games is included in the appendix.
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LIGHTING THE LAMP

(Female reader in home area softly sings "Barbara
Allen. ")

In Scarlet town where I was born
There was a fair maid dwelling,
Made every youth cry, "Way-la-way,
Oh here comes Barbara Allen."

'Twas in the merry month of May,
The green buds were a-swelling,
Sweet William on his deathbed lay
For the love of Barbara Allen.

They sent a servant to the town
Where Barbara was a-dwelling,
Saying, "Rise, oh, rise you up and go
If your name be Barbara Allen."

So slowly, slowly she rose up,
And slowly she came nigh him,
And these the words she said to him,
"Young man, I think you're dying."

"Oh, yes, I'm sick and very sick,
And death is on me dwelling,
And one sweet kiss would comfort me
From the lips of Barbara Allen."

"Oh, yes, you're sick and very sick,
And death is on you dwelling,
But one sweet kiss you never will have
From the lips of Barbara Allen.

"Oh, don't you remember on a wedding night
When we were at the tavern,
You drank a health to the ladies round,
But you slighted Barbara Allen?"

"Oh, yes, I remember on a wedding night
When we were at the tavern,
I drank a health to the ladies round,
But my heart was Barbara Allen's. "

He turned his face to the pale cold wall,
And death was on him dwelling;
"Farewell, farewell to all false maids,
And woe to Barbara Allen."
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When she was walking in the field
She heard the death bell knelling,
And every toll, it seemed to say,
"Hard-hearted Barbara Allen."

She looked to the east, she looked to the west,
And she saw the cold corpse coming.
"Lay down, lay down that cold, cold corpse
That I may gaze upon him."

The more she looked, the more she mourned
Till she fell to the ground a-crying,
Saying, "Pick me up and carry me home,
For I am now a-dying.

"Oh, mother, mother, go make my shroud,
Go make it long and narrow;
Sweet William died for me today,
I'll die for him tomorrow.

"Oh, father, father, go dig my grave,
Go dig it long and narrow;
Sweet William died for me for love,
I'll die for him for sorrow."

They buried her in the lone church yard,
Sweet William lay a-nigh her,
And out of his grave grew a red, red rose,
And out of hers grew a briar.

They climbed, they climbed to the tall church top,
Till they could go no higher,
And there they tied in a true lover 's knot,
The rose wrapped around the briar. 1

(Reader 1, in narrator's area, begins while she sings.)

1: On nights like tonight, I start remembering Texas folk

songs, friends, my family. . . . I am from Pin Hook,

Texas, and Pin Hook is a part of me. All of my life has

been a flight from it, but now, after many returnings, I

see that it has overtaken me at last. I remember all

the old times in East Texas where I grew up. I especially

'William A. Owens, Texas Folk Songs (Dallas, Texas:
Southern Methodist University Press, 1950), pp. 51-53.
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remember my school days, for I was both a schoolboy and

then a country schoolteacher in East Texas.

5: Cleaver . . . Billy . . . come on now . . . tomorrow's a

school day.

1: That's my mother's voice. She always did have a hard

time getting us settled down before we had to go to

school. I remember the day Cleaver and I started fifth

grade. We went to school in Spring Hill near Pin Hook,

three and a half miles away, past houses and farms and

the Novice Church and the crossroads where a fork of the

Paris road went down to Slate Shoals on the Red River.

2: (As Cleaver) The school was a two-room white frame

building set off the road in a broad clearing. The

playground was open for running games like wolf over the

river.

1: We went slowly across the silent playground with Cleaver

in front because he was the oldest. (Join Reader 2 in

school area.)

2: We're starting to school.

3: Well, come on in, I'm Mr. Jessee.

1: (To audience) He took our names and wrote them on the

board for the others to see.

3: What grades are you in?

2: Fifth.

1: (To audience) I could feel Cleaver trembling against

me.
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3: Both of you?

1 and 2: Yes, sir.

3: Let me see your report cards.

1 and 2: We ain't got airn.

3: Where have you been to school?

2: Blossom. We moved down here and didn't get our report

cards.

1: (To audience) No report cards, no books. Nothing to

show what grade we belonged in. But we were there and

he had to do something with us.

3: You boys go back to the fifth grade row. Just sit while

I hear the other lessons.

1: It was a long day and I was glad when it was over.

2: On the way home we walked with other boys as far as the

Novice Church. Then we had to go on alone through the

long stretch of weeds when the sun had set and darkness

was coming in.

1: My grandmother met us at the door with a lamp.

4: (As Grandmother) It took you a whet to get back.

2: We kept hoofing it.

4: You'll have to hoof it faster or get in wood and water

after dark. It's done this time but it won't be when

work starts in the field.

5: (As Mother) You like your teacher?

1: I reckon. They say he's strict.
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5: I hope he is, and I'll tell you what I've told you before.

You get a licking at school, you'll get a licking at home.

You hear me?

(Readers 1 and 2 nod heads solemnly.)

2: He sure stands up straight. They say he wears a corset.

5: It don't bother me what he wears. What did he teach

you?

1: (To audience) There was nothing we could put into words.

4: Didn't he teach you nothing? Didn't he try to teach you

nothing?

1: He sent me to the board. He tried to make me diagram a

sentence, but I didn't know how. (Move to narrator's

area during the next lines.) So that was our first day

in fifth grade. The next day Mr. Jessee started ex-

plaining diagramming to Cleaver and me. Taking time

with me in a way that made me feel he had all the time

in the world, he diagrammed the sentence he had given me

and told me the meaning of subject and predicate.

Before he moved on to the next sentence I had made up my

mind to memorize everything there was to know about

grammar. (Walking to school area) It was the same with

reading. I wanted to learn everything I could about

reading. Mr. Jessee divided us into two kinds of pupils

3: (Didactically) The ones who still had to learn to read

and the ones who knew they had to read to learn.
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2: Both groups read from the same book, the Elson Grammar

School Reader, Book Two.

4: The ones learning to read took their turns before the

class, standing up, stumbling over the words, waiting

for the teacher to help on hard ones.

1: This is how I heard my first lines of "The King of the

Golden River," read by a boy who saw nothing but words on

a page, . . .

2: Who said each word separately and looked at the teacher

to see if he had said it right.

5: Half a dozen other boys and girls had to read the same

line aloud.

1: I waited and listened. Then the book was in my hands

when the teacher went on to another class. I turned to

"The King of the Golden River" and read without stopping,

not hearing the sounds in the room around me, knowing

only that I had to read fast to get through before

"books" was over. (Walking to narrator's area) The

story ended and I was left in a world of my own. I

walked home by myself, not wanting to talk to anyone,

wanting only to take myself again and again through the

story. As the days passed I had my own lesson to learn

from this book . . and now and then a verse from a

poem. . .
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3: Have you seen an apple orchard in the spring?
In the spring?

An English apple orchard in the spring?
When the spreading trees are hoary
With their wealth of promised glory,
And the mavis Fipes his story
In the spring.

1: I had not, but I had seen an apple tree in bloom and

knew what the poet meant. I hardly knew when reading

changed to saying out loud. It may have been when

Cleaver dropped out of school to work in the field. To

keep myself company I would start saying something aloud

like "Abou Ben Adhem may his tribe increase . . ." or

"Blessings on thee, little man, Barefoot boy, with cheek

of tan . . ." Mr. Jessee liked to give us poems that

taught a lesson.

2: Dare to be right' Dare to be True.
You have a work that no other can do . . .

1: Or ...

5: I'll find a way or make it.

1: Or ...

4: Heaven is not reached at a single bound.

1: He once had me recite the whole of "A Psalm of Life" in

class, and then he talked about the lesson in the last

verse.

2William A. Owens, This Stubborn Soil (New York:
Charles Scribner's Sons, 1966) , p. 134.
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3: Let us then, be up and doing,
With a heart for any fate:
Still achieving, still pursing,
Learn to labor and to wait.

1: There was one he passed over, "Horatius at the Bridge."

3: It was too long and the words too hard.

1: I liked it best of all, for the story and for the sound

of the words. When I was walking through the woods

alone and wanted to be Horatius I could say as I thought

he said it,

0, Tiber. father Tiber.'
To whom the Romans pray,

A Roman's life, a Roman's arms,
Take thou in charge this day. 4

(After a short pause) The other boys and girls were

laughing at me. I found out when I heard them calling

me "Wild Bells" behind my back. I had stayed in at

recess because I wanted to recite all of "Ring Out,

Wild Bells" to Mr. Jessee. (Walk to school area,

reciting)

Ring out, wild bells, to the wild sky,
The flying cloud, the frosty light;
The year is dying in the night:

Ring out, wild bells, and let him die.5

They heard Mr. Jessee say,

3: Go on and play now. I don't have time to hear anymore.

30wens, This Stubborn Soil, p. 134.

4Owens, This Stubborn Soil, p. 135.

50wens, This Stubborn Soil, p. 135.
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1: They laughed at me for trying to be teacher's pet, for

the clothes I wore, and for not knowing the things they

did. They had been to Paris, Texas.

2: Some of them went to Paris nearly every Saturday.

4: Anybody who had never been to Paris was behind the

times.

5: A fast-stepping team could make it to Paris and back in

a day, with time left over for hanging around on Bonham

Street or taking in a picture show.

2: You been to Paris, Wild Bells?

1: I ain't been.

2: You ever seen a moving picture show?

1: (To audience) I had never seen a moving picture show,

neither had anyone in my family. (To reader 2) No,

I ain't never seen one.

2: I seen one Saturday. It was so real you'd have to see

it to believe it. It was some cowboys trying to catch

a gang o' rustlers. They come up on them on the side

of a mountain and chased them all the way down the hill,

shooting as they went. You could see the smoke and

purty near hear the guns go off. You ain't never seen

nothing like it till you seen a moving picture show.

1: (Moving toward narrator's area) With nothing to go

on but what he told me, I saw what he had seen, and it

became real to me. (To reader 5) Can I go to Paris?

5: (Speaking from home area) When?
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1: Next time somebody's going.

4: From the amount of work we've got to do, that'll be a

whet.

1: My grandmother's words were to haunt me, for one morning

in March that year my mother told me that I was to bring

my books and things home from school. It was Friday and

a good time to stop. Monday morning I could go to the

field and do my share of the work. For the first time

in my life I had to be a full field hand, doing any of

the work that had to be done except the plowing. I was

still too light to hold a plow. Then school was out.

I knew because my report came by mail.

3: "Retained" in red ink was written in Mr. Jessee's hand.

1: School was a hundred and twenty days. My report card

showed that I had been there less than a third of the

time.

(Reader 5 softly sings "The Lazy Man," as readers 2, 3,

and 4 hum along.)

Come all young people and listen to my song;
I'll tell you of a young man that wouldn't hoe

his corn,
For the reason why I cannot tell,
This young man was always well;
For the reason why I cannot tell,
This young man was always well.

He went to his cornfield and there he peeped in,
The weeds and grass were up to his chin;
The careless weeds did grow so high,
Made this young man weep and cry;
The careless weeds did grow so high,
Made this young man weep and cry.
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He went to his nearest neighbor's house,
Courting as you might suppose;
The conversation did begin,
"Say, young man, have you hoed your corn?"
The conversation did begin,
"Say, young man, have you hoed your corn?"

He answered her with a sweet reply,
"Yes, my dear, I've laid it by;
For it ain't worth while to strive in vain,
For I don't believe I'll raise one grain;
For it ain't worth while to strive in vain,
For I don't believe I'll raise one grain."

"If you don't believe you'll raise your bread,
Why do you hope to strive to wed?
For single I am and single I'll remain,
A lazy man I won't maintain;
For single I am and single I'll remain,
A lazy man I won't maintain."

Now he's gone to see a widow,
I'm in hopes that he won't git her,
For the rake or a hoe or the handle of a plough
Would suit him much better than a wife just now;
For the rake or a hoe or the handle of a plough
Would suit him much better than a wife just now.

He cain't raise bread and he cain't get a wife,
Bound to live a bachelor the balance of his life,
For single I am and single I'll remain,
A lazy man I won't maintain;
For single I am and single I'll remain,
A lazy man I won't maintain.

After two stanzas of the song, reader 1 continues.)

I was in and out of Mr. Jessee's school several times

during the next months, as my family worked the farm

land we rented. Then, in 1919, we decided to move back

to our own land in Pin Hook. Once again my path was to

cross Mr. Jessee's, for he was by then the teacher at

the Pin Hook school. In the fall while we were picking

6 Owens, Texas Folk Songs, pp. 220-221.
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cotton and gathering corn, we watch Mr. Jessee go by

in the morning riding his bay pony. (Song stops here.

Reader 1 waves to reader 3.) I'm going to Pin Hook

school this year. We're gonna move back to Pin Hook

when our house gets empty. We'll walk to Pin Hook till

we move.

3: You starting soon?

1: The cotton's got to be scrapped over again. Then I can

start. (To audience) The first thing I learned at the

Pin Hook school was that the boys and girls hated and

despised Mr. Jessee. He gave hard lessons and expected

them to be learned. He kept them after school. He

threatened whippings for the ones who did not study.

They were from fifteen to eighteen and had paired off,

boy, girl, boy, girl. They were young men and women,

full of talk of love. When Mr. Jessee turned his back,

they passed notes up and down and across the aisles,

notes that were stopped for peeks and giggles along the

way. A note came over my shoulder with a girl's name

on the outside. I opened it and read one word. At home

my mother had washed my mouth out with soap and ashes

for saying something not half as bad. At recess some of

the younger boys hung around the cistern. (Move to

reader 2 in school area.) Mr. Jessee's sure a good

teacher.
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2: (Laughing) We sure God ain't got no use for him. Too

strict.

1: He ain't too strict for me.

2: You ain't had him a whole day yet.

1: (Spoken while walking to home area) At home, through

supper and around the fire after supper, my mother tried

to talk to me about the day in school. I could tell her

about the books and the new drinking fountain, but I

could not tell her what school at Pin Hook was like.

5: You like the Pin Hook school?

1: Yes'm. (To audience) I was sure of that.

5: You gonna learn a heap this year?

1: Yes'm. (To audience) I was thinking of more than the

lessons in books. (Return to narrator's area.) I was

to learn many lessons outside of books that year . . .

lessons about myself, lessons about teaching, lessons

about human nature. In early winter I came down with the

flu and didn't go back to school until the first warm

days when I was well again. I did not want to go. My

shoes had worn out, and I knew I would have to go bare-

foot. We were down to cornbread for breakfast, and I

would have to take cornbread in my dinner bucket. It

was bad enough to go to school barefoot. It was worse

trying to hide what I had to eat. As soon as the dinner

bell rang I would take my bucket and slip out of sight

in the woods behind the school ground. There, hidden in
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the bushes, I would cram down my cornbread and fried

meat in a hurry so I could get back to playing. One day

I was caught eating cornbread. The next day was wet and

cold, and I did not take my dinner. The others would

eat behind the stove, and I would not eat with them.

When the dinner bell rang, I told them a lie: that I

had to go to the store to buy something. Mr. Jessee

looked at my bare feet and let me go.

3: You won't have much time left for dinner.

1: At the store I had to lie again and ask for something I

knew they would not carry. While I was waiting, Mr.

Jessee came in for a tablet and pencil. I went out the

back door and toward the school. Before I had gone

halfway I heard Mr. Jessee on the road behind me. He

spoke to me about the muddy road and came up beside me.

I did not look up at his face. I looked down at his

shoes and knew why he talked about the mud. They were

new and of fine brown leather, so new that the white

thread in the soles had never been dirty. He walked

beside me, so close that at every step I saw my muddy

bare feet and his new shoes. Before we got to the

school ground I knew what I was going to do: I was

going to be a teacher and wear good brown shoes every

day in the week. I did not tell him. I did not tell

anyone else. My friends would have no use for anybody

who wanted to be a teacher.
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2: Anybody would be a fool to be like Mr. Jessee.

4: He never gives time off on Fridays for basketball games.

2: He never gives time off from books for anything.

5: He never laughs at school.

4: He never takes time to visit in our homes.

5: He's just not the kind of teacher we need.

1: By spring at the time when he could look for a new

contract, people were doing what they could to work

against him. Once they had decided he had to go, war

was on between him and the boys and girls, a war he

could never win. We dared each other to . . .

2: Mark words on the privy walls, . . .

4: Cut notches in Mr. Jessee's switches, . .

5: Wite dirty words in the books, . . .

1: Things we knew would frustrate Mr. Jessee and make his

job as teacher unbearable. (Walk to school area.)

3: I've been teaching a long time, but I have never seen

anybody like you boys and girls. It's Pin Hook. You

don't want to learn. Nobody'll make you. It's the way

people are in Pin Hook. They're not raising you to do

right. They don't stop you from doing wrong. The next

one I catch'll get this. (Holds up real or imaginary

switch.) I don't care if it's a boy or a girl. I'd as

soon whip one as the other. You three boys over there

stay in at dinner.
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1: It was nearly time for books when they came out. (To

reader 2) You gonna get it?

2: This e'ening. He ain't about to wait.

4: He thinks he's so big.

2: He can kill us but he cain't eat us.

1: That afternoon I waited in the bushes with some other

boys, but we were too far away to hear what went on in

the schoolhouse. When we were about to go home, the

boys came out and started along the road to the store.

(To reader 2) Did he lick you?

(Reader 2 nods and shows backside.)

1: Did it hurt?

2: It hurt like the devil.

1: Did he say who's next?

2: He didn't talk about that. All he said was we're all in

it and before he's through we'll all get it. Your

time's coming. He said so. He said he ain't stopping

till he's tanned the hide of every last boy and girl

in Pin Hook.

1: One afternoon, almost at the end of school, Mr. Jessee

kept me in alone. He sat at his desk and made me stand

before him.

3: You used to be a good boy. I used to brag about you

when you first came to Spring Hill. You were a good boy

and you studied hard. I used to tell people you would

go a long way in spite of your mother being a widow
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woman. Then you moved to Pin Hook and got in with the

crowd. It didn't take you long to be as bad as the rest

of them. You know you've been wrong, don't you?

1: Yes, sir.

3: I've got to whip you.

1: Yes, sir.

3: You know what for?

1: No, sir.

3: You said a word at recess for the girls to hear.

1: They said I said it. I didn't.

3: You didn't say it?

1: No, sir.

3: (Looks at reader 1 for a long time.) I believe you.

(Leans closer to reader 1.) I have to ask you. Have

you done anything to deserve a whipping for?

1: I reckon.

3: (Standing) Might as well get it over with, and make it

one you'll remember. I hate to do it, but it's for

your own good. Come here.

1: Yes, sir. (Readers 1 and 3 pantomime the switching.)

3: They notched my switches. Dirty little . . . Pin

Hookers, I started out with ten good ones, and I don't

mind wearing out the last one o' them.

1: One by one he broke nine switches over my legs, and

there was not enough pain for me to feel like crying. I

could have laughed at the sound of sticks hitting the
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wall, but did not. The look on his face stopped me from

laughing or saying anything.

3: (Straightening up and shaking the hand of reader 1.) I

don't hold anything against you. You didn't know what

you were doing when you got in with this bad bunch. I

can tell you. You stay with them, you're bound for

trouble. If you take it to heart, it'll do you some

good. If you don't . . . (Drops hand of reader 1). You

may go now.

1: Thank you, sir. (Walks to narrator's area.) The battle

between teacher and school, teacher and Pin Hook wore on

through the last days. Pin Hook against Mr. Jessee.

The last day was a big day in Pin Hook. The children

were to get their report cards. When he called my name

I went up with the feeling that he might take a switch

from the corner and wrap it around my legs.

3: You did not do well. I could not promote you on the

work you did. I had to retain you in the sixth grade.

It's a disappointment to me that I have to.

1: 1 took my report card and went back to my seat. I sat

staring at the word "Retained" written in red ink in

the handwriting I had tried to copy. School was out,

and we could all go home again. Mr. Jessee was gone.

5: And good riddance.'

2: He was too strict:

4: We don't need his kind of education.
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1: I watched the people going off in groups, talking,

laughing. I had to go home alone, and all I could think

of was how I had treated Mr. Jessee. (Pause.) Well,

you see the kind of impression Mr. Tyler Frank Jessee

made on me. I'm seventy-two years old now and I still

remember Mr. Jessee because he was a good teacher and

because he made me want more than anything else to

become a teacher too. But becoming a teacher in East

Texas in the early 1920's was hard for a boy who had no

money. Finally, on June 3, 1924, after I had saved

thirty-five dollars, I took the train to Commerce, Texas,

the only place I had ever heard of where everybody could

go to school.

2: You a student? (Coming forward to reader 1.)

1: Yes, sir. (To audience) I was glad to be thought one.

2: New student?

1: Yes, sir.

2: You got a place to stay?

1: Not yet. I just got off the train.

2: We rent rooms for boys. Good clean room--cheap. Close

to the campus.

1: I don't know where I'll stay. I've got to work for my

room and board.

2: You don't have much money?

1: Not much.

2: How much?
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1: Thirty-five dollars.

2: You'll need more'n that all right, but you can make it

if you get a job waiting tables somewhere.

1: I went with him and was glad I did. His mother was

running a rooming house to help her three boys through

school. They all worked in town and knew of jobs coming

up, and they were all ready to help somebody else. The

next day they had found a job for me waiting tables.

Then they took me to the college, to the office of the

registrar. (Walks to school area.)

3: How much education have you had?

1: Eighth grade.

3: Where?

1: Pin Hook. (To audience) I had to tell him it was in

Lamar County close to Paris.

3: Oh, yes. Is it affiliated?

1: I don't know.

3: (Looks at reader 1 for a long time, turns through pages

of college catalogue, then shakes head.) We do have a

subcollege department, but we've dropped everything but

the last year of high school. You're not ready for

that. I don't see how we can take you.

1: Some people from Pin Hook come here. People in school

with me.

3: Maybe before we changed. We used to take anybody that

came. If you had another year at home and then come?
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1: I cain't.

3: (On top of reader l's last words) Probably not. I'm

not surprised. I was a country boy myself. I did not

make the rules. I just have to follow them. You know

what I mean, don't you? (Standing up) Go to school

somewhere and then come back. We'd be glad to help you

then.

1: (Walks to narrator's area) That night I began waiting

tables at the boarding house without telling them that

I could not go to school. I was not ready to give up

yet, not after I had spent money for train fare to

Commerce. I did tell the boy who'd rented me the room.

2: (Cross to reader 1) Did you see the dean?

1: No, only the registrar.

2: Go see the dean. He might know some way. He was a

country boy and knows how hard it is for a country boy

to go to school.

1: (In middle area) I was waiting for the dean the next

morning when he opened his office.

3: You're a whole year short. Last year we could have

helped you. You've got to have another year somewhere

else.

1: That night I packed my clothes.

2: Why don't you see the president? Anybody who wants to

to to school as bad as you do ought to have the chance.
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3: I know what you're up against. I was a country boy

myself. If I had the only say, I would let you in

without a word. That's the way this school was before

it was turned over to the state. It has been taken out

of my hands. New rules have been set to make it better.

We have to raise the standards, and somebody's going to

be hurt. The first ones hurt will be country boys like

yourself. I don't see any other way. We've got to cut

out third grade certificates if we ever hope to stop

third-rate teachers from teaching country schools. As

it is now, you can finish our high school work and get

a certificate. We've got to stop somewhere.

1: You don't see a chance for me?

3: Not a chance. If you had one more year, it might be

different.

1: (In narrator's area) I was close to crying when I left

his office. I waited tables and then walked all over

town. I looked at the railroad track and thought of

striking out on the crossties. I looked at roads and

wondered. which one to take out. Then I came back to the

college, to the red brick buildings. That was where I

wanted to be. The next morning I was outside the

president's office when he came down the hall.

3: (In school area) What do you want this morning, son?
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1: At the boarding house I've been hearing about this

entrance examination. I want to take the examination.

You've got to let me take it.

3: Well, come in, young man. Let's see about that.

(Ponders the question for a while.) You take the

examination. If you do well on it, we might figure some

way to let you in. (Shakes reader l's hand and walks

him to "door.")

1: I'd like to study for it. What can I study?

3: Nothing. Any studying you could do now would not help

at all.

1: (To narrator's area) The next morning I was in the room

more than half an hour early. The dean had the papers

handed out. Name, address, school. I wrote nervously.

Then I turned the page and took a quick look down the

questions. There in front of me was Long John Silver.

Who was Long John Silver? I told who he was and felt

better. Finally it was all over and we were told to

come back in two days to the same room.

3: (In school area. Takes up slip of paper, clears throat,

hands paper to reader 5.) Susan Ann Bragg.

(Reader 5 nods head.)

3: Bessie Clagett.

4: Thank you, sir.

1: Slowly he called other names, and people left the room.



57

3: William A. Owens. (Shakes hands with reader 1.) Con-

gratulations. You were second highest. On the basis of

this we can take you. This is your class schedule.

1: Thank you, sir. (Walking to narrator's area) I took

the card and went out into the hot June day. I read

"Geometry, English . . . ." I was in school, with an

hour between now and waiting tables at the boarding

house--long enough to walk back through town to look at

the railroad tracks and know I was not going to leave.

Across the square I walked at a steady pace. Close to

the station I broke into a run. (Pause.) So that was

how I got to go to school at East Texas State Teachers

College. I stayed there for nine months, through the

three terms it took to get my high school diploma and

my elementary certificate. Then, after doing many odd

jobs in city and country and after getting more school-

ing at Paris Junior College, I was hired at last for my

first teaching job. Where? Back in my home town, Pin

Hook. While I taught there, I lived with the Phillips

family. Thinking back, I can remember just how it was,

the morning that school started that year. Breakfast was

by lamplight, cooked by an old Negro man, . .

2: (In middle area) Big soda biscuits, salty side meat,

and fried eggs.

1: While I ate, he made my dinner, . .
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2: One biscuit cut open with a piece of meat between, one

with butter and molasses, a baked sweet potato, and a

piece of cake, all piled in a half gallon molasses

bucket with nail holes in the lid to keep the grub from

sweating.

1: (Slowly walking from narrator's area to school) When I

got to the school, I found that nothing had changed. I

went to a double desk and found the initials WAO I had

carved years before. There was nothing for me to do but

open the windows and put out chalk and erasers. I

knocked a wasp's nest down with a broom and left the

windows open wide for the wasps to fly out. Then I

searched the walls of the two outhouses for smut. Still

alone, I sat on the front steps in a warming sun,

waiting for my first students to come. (To other

readers) March in.

(Readers 4 and 5 primly walk to "desks" and sit down.

Readers 2 and 3 clump to desks.)

1: We'll begin with the Lord's Prayer.

All: Our Father, who art in Heaven
Hallowed be thy name.
Thy kingdom come, . .

1: (As others finish prayer softly) I led them in the

Lord's Prayer and the Pledge of Allegiance to the Flag,

though we had no flag in the room. When we started

books, arithmetic came first--fifth grade, sixth,

seventh, and then algebra for eighth.
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4: (Raising hand, nodding and standing at desk) 1 X 7 = 7;

2 X 7 = 14; 3 X 7 = 21; 4 X 7 = 28; 5 X 7 = 35; 6 X 7 = 42;

7 X 7 = 49; 8 X 7 = . . . (Voice trails off questioning-

ly)

1: Fifty-six.

4: 8 X 7 = 56; 9 X 7 = 63; 10 X 7 = 70.

2: How come we got to study algebra? I cain't see no need

for algebra in Pin Hook.

1: I have to teach it 'cause it's required by the state.

And you'll have to study it. (To audience) I knew that

most of these boys and girls would live in Pin Hook or

places like Pin Hook. Better to spend time preparing

them to live there and make a living on the farm. But

there was no way in the school to give them any kind of

vocational training. They could learn algebra, but they

would go on as their fathers had done wearing out the

land with cotton and corn. Reading was easier for me to

teach. (To other readers) Would anyone like to recite

something he learned last year?

2: I cain't stand poetry. You all the time got to memorize

something.

1: Kirby? (Calls on reader with hand raised.)

3: (Stares out window, shuffles feet while standing and

reciting.)
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O Captain.! my Captain' our fearful trip is done,
The ship has weather'd every rack, the prize we sought

is won,
The port is near, the bells I hear, the people all

exulting,
While follow eyes the steady keel, the vessel grim and

daring,
But 0 heart. heart.' heart.'
O the bleeding drops of red,
Where on the deck my captain lies,
Fallen cold and dead.

That's all I know of it. (Smiles gently.) It's about

Abraham Lincoln.

1: (Surveys the schoolroom, seeing that every child has

stopped his work and is listening to Kirby whether they

like poetry or not.) It's dinnertime. We'll get to the

word study this e 'ening. (Other readers leave, or go

out of scene.) While I ate my biscuit and fried meat, I

worried about what I could do with these boys and girls

to make them see more of the world outside and, having

seen it, use it to make their lives in Pin Hook better.

The state required that I teach reading, writing, spell-

ing, arithmetic. I knew I had to teach a great deal

more. My task was to help them see beyond the printed

page. (Walking from school to narrator's area) Staying

all night was a part of Pin Hook life, and I found that

staying all night with my pupils was a way to know them

better. Parents would send word by the children that

they wanted me to come and stay all night so we could

7 William A. Owens, A Season of Weathering (New York:
Charles Scribner's Sons, 1973), p. 190.
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visit. I decided that no matter how poor or crowded the

home I would go. Something they said might make me know

Pin Hook better; I might work better with a boy or girl

knowing what the life was like in the home. On these

occasions there was always talk of school and pupils.

(Readers are scattered about the stage and then they

move to middle area for song.)

2: There was usually talk of gathering and plowing and hog

killing.

3: Sometimes when the wick had burned low in the lamps we

turned to fortune telling and stories of haints.

2: Some nights we popped corn or parched peanuts in the

fireplace.

4: Some nights a young wife or older daughter would bring

out a "ballet (sic] book" and we would sing through a

dozen or more ballads and songs. I could hear "Young

Charlottie" a hundred times and still wait with excite-

ment for the moment when Charlie lifts the scarf from

her brow and finds her frozen to death.8

(All readers sing "Young Charlottie.")

Young Charlottie lived on a mountain side,
In a dark and a lonely spot;
No dwelling was in three miles around,
Except her father's cot.

8Excerpt from Texas Folk So, p. 15.
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And many a lonely winter's night
Young swains would gather there;
Her father kept a social abode,
And she was very fair.

On New Year's Eve, the sun gone down,
With a dark and a wistful eye
Young Charlottie sat by her father's door
To watch the sleighs go by.

But brightly beamed her restless eye,
As his well-known voice she heard;
Come driving up to the cottage door,

Young Charlie's sleigh appeared.

"There is a merry ball tonight
Just fifteen miles away;
The air is freezing cold as death,
But our hearts are light and gay."

"Charlottie, dear," her mother said,
"This blanket around you fold,
For it's a dreadful night outside,
And you'll catch your death of cold."

"Oh, no, no, no," Charlottie said,
For she felt like a gypsy queen,
"To ride in a blanket muffled up
I never would be seen.

"My silken cloak is enough for me,
It's lined, you know, throughout;
And here I have my silken scarf
To tie my neck about."

Her bonnet and her scarf were on,
She stepped Into the sleigh;
Away they rode to the mountain side
And o'er the hills away.

"It's a dreadful night,"' young Charlie said,
"The reins I scarce can hold."
Then Charlottie said in these few words,
"I am exceeding cold."

He cracked his whip, he urged his team
Much faster than before,
Until five more merry miles
In silence they passed o'er.
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"How fast, " said Charlie, "The ice and snow
Are freezing on my brow."
Then Charlottie said in these few words,
"I'm growing warmer now."

They drove along in the frosty air
And in the cold starlight,
Until at length at the village ball
They both appeared in sight.

He drove to the door and then jumped out,
He gave to her his hand;
He asked her for her hand again,
But still she did not stir.

He took her by the lily--white hand,
It was cold and hard as stone;
He lifted the scarf from off her brow,
While the stars above them shone.

Then quickly to the lighted hall
Her lifeless corpse he bore;
Young Charlottie was frozen to death
And she never spoke no more.

He twined his arms around her neck,
He kissed her marble brow,
While his thoughts went back to where she said,
"I'm growing warmer now. 19

1: Once I went to the home of a widower who kept house

with his two daughters. I was invited because the man

had shot a squirrel and the older girl had made squirrel

stew.

(Readers 3, 4, and 5 form a tableau, as if they are

saying grace at a table. Reader I stands nearer the

audience. He moves back to middle area, but not in it.)

In the middle of the table there was a bowl of squirrel

9Owens, Texas Folk Songs, pp. 98-100.
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and flour dumplings, with the squirrel head in the

middle, the eyes glazed and staring.

3: Amen.

1: When I looked up again I was looking straight at the

squirrel eyes. The older girl must have seen the look

on my face. Before the bowl was passed to me, she

turned the head over. I dipped once and the head turned

back. 'The bowl went around and the others dipped, but

the head stayed in the middle, the eyes up. (Reader 5

pantomimes embarrassment; reader 4 surpresses giggles.)

We hurried through supper and went to the fireplace

room.

3: Daughters, sing "Too Late" for Mr. Owens.

(Readers 4 and 5 begin to sing softly.)

So you've come back to me once more;
The old, old love is growing yet;
You've tried thru' all these many years,
You've tried tho' vainly to forget.

So you've come back to me once more,
Since time at last has made you free,
To ask again of me the heart
Whose early ties are bound in thee.

Come near and let me see your face,
Your chestnut hair is tinged with snow,
Yet still it is the same old face
I loved so many years ago;

The same that on that summer's eve
Bent over me and kissed my brow--
Those happy, happy hours of love,
Ah, well, they are all over now.



65

Oh, no, you cannot take my hand,
God ne'er gives us back our youth;
The gulf between can ne'er be spanned,
Our paths must lie apart in sooth.

Forgive--you do not speak the word;
You never meant to do me wrong.
God sent this anguish to my heart
To teach me to be brave and strong.

A woman's soul, a woman's tongue
Must know and speak the truth;
You left me when my heart was sore--
No voice can e'er restore our youth.

Farewell, I think I love you yet
As friend loves friend--God bless you, dear,
And guide you through life's darkest ways
To where the skies are always clear.' 0

1: The squirrel eyes were forgotten for the moment in the

sad words. (After the song :Ls finished . . . ) The

next morning the younger girl and I walked back to

school together.

4: (Looks teasingly at reader 1) Old Squirrel Eyes'

(Readers 2, 3, and 5 laugh.)

1: The nickname stuck far longer than I wanted it to.

(Walking toward audience, as other readers echo, "Old

Squirrel Eyes.'") Now you're probably wondering what

other sorts of recreation my students and I shared that

year in Pin Hook. Well, I can remember once when I

went to a play-party with the boys and girls in my room.

What's a play-party? Come with me and see. (Moves

back into middle area)

1 0 Owens, Texas Folk Songs, pp. 154-155.
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2: Come in, if you c 'n git in. We took down the bed to

give us more room. You git tired of a-standing, you

c 'n set on your fist and lean back on your thumb.

(Other readers laugh.)

3: Git your partners and clear the floor . . . "The Girl I

Left Behind Me."

(All readers sing.)

First young gent across the hall,
Swing her by the right hand;
Swing your partner by the left,
And promenade the girl behind you.

Oh the girl, the pretty little girl,
The girl I left behind me;
Rosy cheeks and curly hair
The girl I left behind me.

"The Girl I Left Behind Me" is done as a ring dance.

Reader 1 will stand to the side and clap and sing while

other readers do the dance. Readers 2 and 4 pair off,

as do readers 3 and 5. They join hands and circle, then

stop. Reader 3 dances across ring and swings reader 4

by the right hand. Meanwhile the other two readers

stand and clap and continue to sing. Then reader 3

swings his partner by the left hand and reader 2 does

the same thing. This will give each male reader a new

partner, and they promenade during the refrain. Continue

until each person has original partner.)

"lWilliam A. Owens, Swing and Turn: Texas Play-Party

Games (Dallas, Texas: Tardy Publishing Company, 1936),
pp. 29-30.
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3: Now let's do "Old Dan Tucker." Come on, Mr. Owens, you

be Old Dan Tucker'

(All sing and perform.)

Old Dan Tucker's back in town,
Swinging the ladies all around;
First to the right and then to the left,
And then to the girl that he loves best.

Get out of the way for old Dan Tucker;
He's too late to get his supper;
Supper's over and dinner's cooking,
Left Old Dan standing looking.

Old Dan Tucker, big and fat,
Washed his face in my straw hat,
Dried his face on a wagon wheel,
Died with the toothache in the heel.

Old Dan Tucker's mother--in-law
Was the ugliest thing I ever saw:

Her eyes stuck out and her nose stuck in,,,
Her upper lip hung over her chin.

Old Dan Tucker was a fine old man,
He washed his face in a frying pan;
He combed his hair with a wagon wheel
And died with the toothache in his heel.
Clear the track for old Dan Tucker,
He's too late to get his supper;
Supper 's over and dinner 's cooing,
Left old Dan standing looking.

"Old Dan Tucker" begins as readers form circle without

joining hands. Reader 1 stands in circle. He chooses

girl and swings her by the right hand, then another girl

by the left hand. All readers cross hands and promenade,

except for reader 3 who is now in circle. Readers in

circle should pantomime comic words as other readers

promenade.)

1 2Owens, Swing and Turn: Texas Play-Party Games,

pp. 39-40.
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1: By eleven o'clock the party was over. The games had

been lively and beautiful and innocent, even to a

Southern Baptist who looked on dancing as a sin. In

their thinking and mine, though, the play-party games

we had gone through were the same as square dance sets;

they were not dancing. I walked back across the prairie

alone, elated, conscious that a happy community sought

home and rest.13  (Walks across stage, whistling "Old

Dan Tucker" then stops and smiles.) I'm about through

reminiscing about my days in Pin Hook when I was the

schoolteacher. But I want to tell you one more story--

the story of our Christmas program at the Pin Hook

school. Preparation for the Christmas program took a

lot of our time that December. The days were full and

happy and peaceful. (Moves to school area.)

4: The week before Christmas we put up a platform at the

end of the room for the stage. Then we began decorating.

1: Everything we used had to come from the woods.

3: We roamed up and down Little Pine Creek cutting branches

of red haw and pieces of stretchberry vine. The red

berries and green leaves could be arranged to look like

holly.

1 3Excerpt from William A. Owens, The Play-Party in
Texas, unpublished masters thesis, Southern Methodist
University, 1933.
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2: We added some pieces of pine brought from down toward

Red River.

5: We had no ribbons, no ornaments, but we did have a look

of Christmas.

1: Friday morning the children went through the final

practice. Friday afternoon we dusted erasers, washed

blackboards, and cleared off desks. Then the children

left early to get dressed and come back with their

families. (Other readers go out of scene.) When dark

was coming on I lit lanterns and hung them to light the

stage. Soon after dark families began arriving on foot

and in wagons.

5: Women sent children to gather for the program and

squeezed themselves into seats made for fifth and sixth

graders.

3: Men stood around the outside, talking. They would come

in at the beginning of the program.

1: The excitement of Christmas was with the children. I

could detect none with the parents.

2: Most of Pin Hook was there--the Methodists, Baptists,

Holinesses, the believers and non-believers, silently

awaiting the opening prayer.

1: When I'd finished the prayer, the children shuffled in.

(Readers 2, 3, 4, and 5 start to sing "Silent Night."

Reader 1 continues over the song.) At that moment I

understood best what it meant to be a country
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schoolteacher, seeing every head turned toward the

stage, seeing tired country faces brought to life with

music, with pride in the singers, with memories of a

procession of Christmases back to the times when they

were the singers. (Readers finish song as he finishes

this speech. Readers exit, then reader 4 comes back.)

4: My mama said she knowed you'd be a good teacher.

(Leaves.)

1: When the people had gone, I went through the rooms,

putting them in shape to leave them for Christmas.

When there was nothing else to be done, I blew out the

lanterns and shut the front door. Pin Hook was dark,

and I could see only the shapes of houses as I passed.

(Walks slowly from school area to narrator's area.)

Now I guess you can understand a little better why Pin

Hook is a part of me. All of my life has been a flight

from it, but now, after many returnings, I see that it

has overtaken me at last.

(Reader 1 closes book and exits.)
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