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The Food and Folklore Reader

If the mourners looked up,

they would have seen that ring ofeyes,

that warm halo of desire.

Had he spoken to them, below,

no pie, ever. for days.

No dinner.

Had he spoken, I r'vould

not have understood
his German sweetened, smoothed by
tr,vo hundred years of Pennsylvania Freindschaft,

of Karrich un Kich,
Kinner un Kieh.

His ears trail the words.

His eyes, the pie.

I have never wanterl raisin pie.

I want those words.

He watches the slices disappear,

whispers the alarm:

Vier!
Drei!

Zweel

Eens!

Fork in hand, his

uncle reaches once more for the pie.

From his faraway perch, he

calls to them, and rne,

telling my tape-recorder his first memory,
that last plece,

his words blurted out in a language

lost to me,

ripped by war, and rvar again,

by "victory cabbage"

Can you say rt?. zzzz Sanr,r,ergraut

by "hot dog"
Can you say it? frrrr- Frankfurter

He cries, my grandf-ather, as do I,
"Datt geht s'letscht Schtick!"

Notes:

-My thanks to Dr. Irmgard Wagner, George Mason University, emerita, for checking my German
Dr. Mark Louden, University of Wisconsin, for translating my Gern-ran into Pennsylvania German.
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The Food and Folklore Reader

American Folklore. Page by page, I read stories of )oe Magarac, Pecos Bill, Paul Bunyan, and, rn.' '.
the ghostly taie of the "Gir1 in the Lar.ender Dress."r Since then, folklore and poetry have been cLrt:-: --
practices for me.

Throughout my university years, I took courses in folklore and in poetry. I learned that the ltrst -{---. . " -,I

university folklorist, Francis James Child of Harvard, came to his devotion for traditional ballads ,--,: -:"
his scholarship in poetr1.. When I began my fieldwork projects in Pennsylvania and then in NIai:. ,-

1970s, poems by Adrienne Rich and many others sang me to sleep. As I coilected folklore, I met 1.ei; -

composed poems orally and recited them to hometown friends (Yocom and Wilcox, 2000).

This melding of poetry and folklore goes beyond my personal circumstances, though, because - : - :
poemsandrvritingethnographicfolklorestudiesconvergeinsomanyways.OnepracticevitaltobLr.i..,.',
loving, scrupulous attention to detail. For poet Stephen Dunn, attention has a moral force: 'A1l pLr.:., *',:

moral to the extent that they are evidence . . . of an attentiveness to the detaiis and circumstances oi . -,
Theygetrightthethingstheypayattentionto,whichalwaysimpliesacorrectionofsomesort.Thei-c.-.. -

right versus wrong. It's rlght versus off (the imprecise, the superficial, etc.)" (41).

Jane Hirshfield writes of a necessary concentration in poetry that pertains to folklore, too, a "p.:. ,- -,

state of awareness: penetrating, unilied, and focused, yet also permeable and open. . . . It rnay corl; :: " ,

harvest of long lookingi' Great art, she notes, is "thought that has been . . . honed and shaped br . ,

attention brought to bear on the recalcitrant matter of earth and of life" (5). The writer must, in the rt-::,
Henry ]ames, become "a person on u4rom nothing is lost. What is put into the care of such o persor - -. i :

rve1l tended. Such a person can be trusted to tell the stories she is given to te1l . .: (223).

When folklorists enter the "fieldl'we take tools with us, according to our talents, to help us rtte:.- ::
and ink to sketch, blank journals, computers, audio and visual recording equipment, and digital cortc r - :

record what we see, hear, sme1l, and taste; and lve return to our recordings and photographs 1o 5ss r'.- --
did not see at first, to hear what we did not hear. We want to 'get it right" or come as close to "right" as n r- -
can. We want to be observers on whom "nothing is lostl' Ethnographic practice is a moral practice: th. .:. -

responsibiiity of preserving and sharing others'lir.es and talents is in our hands and hearts, and rr-e t;...
charge and our code of ethics seriousl,v. And, since so many of us rvork with our own famlly, comi:-.-l

ethnic, and rvork grollps, our responsibilities often feel double- and triple-weighted.

A second practice common to both folk1ore and poetry attends to the translation of oral performanc:

the r,vritten rvord through ethnopoetics. This practice of breaking prose into short, poetry-like lines bes.

the United States among poets such as Ierome Rothenberg and Gary Snyder with training in antl.rrop. .
folklore, or linguistics, as well as anthropologists, folklorists, and linguists rvho wrote poetry: Natr.. ,

Tarn, Stanley Diamond, Dennis Tedlock (Tedlock, 1992). Working with orally-collected speech, \ /e \\ i: ,

ethnopoetics break our story's lines where a speaker pauses; rve signal tone, ioudness, speed and more '

tlpographic symbols such as dashes, spaces, bold trpeface, and more.

To do this work, lve listen deeply: we hear the voice rise at the end of a fragmented line, the telling paus. - ,

the sr-idden, long silence. We mark the shifting climates of the story in hopes of keeping alive these worti. . - -

live on the breath. One Master of Flne Arts: Poetry student in my graduate seminar "Living Words: Fol.- '.

and Creative Writing" described ethnopoetics as "iife-changing" because it helped him attend 1s "horv pr , :

actually speaki'Another obserr.ed that ethnopoetics reinforced her "process of figuring placernent, b:.-
breath, punctuation, emphasis-exactly the kind of motion [she goes] through when fshe rvorks] ofl 'r:-

own fpoetry]" (Yocom, 2009).

Because poetry and lblklore form such a creative partnership, I combine them regularil'. I use m)'LrLr;-.

writing to learn more-and in a different way-about those traditions that matter most to me. \\'r- :

poetry offers me a tvay of freedom and lmagination, of permission and wide-open doors. "IO]ur hou..
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The Food and Folklore Reader

Notes

Later, I rvould learu the complicated histories behind these so-called "tblk heroesl' As Edu.ar,:i Ir.es rr.rites r:. .

7963 N[idwest Folklore reviert of this book: 'Al1 totd, there is absolutely nothing in tl.ris book of any impori..: - .

afolklorist....Ifitgetspeopletosaythey'justlovefolklorelitr,r,illalsogivealotoffolkloristsabusl.time .,
these same people sort out the real article from the bogus" (250).

For a discussion of this practice of mine and n-rypoem "First Washj'see Yocom,2012.

To see exirmples of erasure poetr)., see http://erasures.wavepoetr)rcom

Cultural loss in the context of r.r,ar through foodrvays. Myung Mi Kim, for example, in "Siege Document' rr:: .
her familys experience in Korea during and alier the war: "We are allorved to keep one bag of potatoes or ;..
after working a ten-hour day / pulling these vegetables ar-rd loading them onto trucks / . . . Bitter, bitter roc,r,
93). Brian Turnet veteran of the secor-rd Iraq \{ar, documents the loss of local toods in "lamee1": "The,v sar . -

ploduce one pound of honey / bees must travel fion flower to hive / at least twelve thousand times" (57).

I am attracted to Lucy Lippardt discussior-rs f 1997] of our "multrcentered" lives in contemporarysocietr., an;
several "homes."
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