Sunday, July 3, 2011
Worship Reading and Reflections

“Storyteller Potluck: Memories Passed Around the Picnic Table”

-Dawn L. Corley

Reading:

My reading this morning is a poem by Langston Hughes, titled “Aunt Sue’s Stories.” 

Aunt Sue has a head full of stories.

Aunt Sue has a whole heart full of stories.

Summer nights on the front porch

Aunt Sue cuddles a brown-faced child to her bosom

And tells him stories.

Black slaves

Working in the hot sun,

And black slaves

Walking in the dewy night,

And black slaves

Singing sorrow songs on the banks of a mighty river

Mingle themselves softly

In the dark shadows that cross and recross

Aunt Sue’s stories.

And the dark-faced child, listening

Knows that Aunt Sue’s stories are real stories.

He knows that Aunt Sue never got her stories

Out of any book at all,

But that they came

Right out of her own life.

The dark-faced child is quiet

Of a summer night

Listening to Aunt Sue’s stories.

Reflection I:

In my mind’s eye, I can see that young boy on Aunt Sue’s lap, can sense his attentiveness, his realization that something truly special is transpiring.  He is receiving a sacred text, delivered directly from its keeper to his listening ears, one that not only tells him something about her life specifically, but opens his mind to a whole heritage of which he is a part.  There is something qualitatively different about hearing a story told and reading a written story, particularly if the listener can claim some ownership of it.  Don’t believe me?  Which do you think would be scarier – kids reading mass-market horror stories by flash light on a camping trip, or having a relative tell them a creepy one about the mysterious disappearance of a long-ago ancestor?  Which one do you think would clear the tent of young campers fastest?

When I approached Reverend Tim about serving as a Worship Leader this summer, I hadn’t really settled on a theme for my service.  I considered three or four topics, but none truly captured my interest and enthusiasm.  It wasn’t until I made the decision to accompany my Dad to the annual Valley Head WV Homecoming over the Memorial Day weekend that I knew in my heart what my topic would be. I am an Ohioan by birth, but when we reach Elkins and head east through the Tygart River Valley, I feel that I am in the ancestral homeland.  I am the daughter of Mountaineer hillfolk, hardworking mining and farming men, and hardworking mothers and wives who kept the households running.  The stories they told, the stories I’ve heard my whole life, are my heritage and greatest inheritance.  They have a great deal of influence on my beliefs and outlook. 

 In her book, Remember the Time . . .? The Power & Promise of Family Storytelling, Eileen Silva Kindig writes,

The strength of any group of people lies in its belief systems and the unique expressions of its most cherished ideals through its art, cuisine, rites of passage, worship, and written and oral tradition.  Stories are the heart and soul of our culture.  They are also the heart and soul of our families.  We can sing our stories, act them out, write them, paint them, dance them, draw them, even cook them.  But first we must be passionate about preserving them. (17)
I am fortunate to be a member of a family full of storytellers.  Storytelling goes back many generations in the Corley line, and I must have a particularly dominant gene expressing that trait, because I have not only sat through scores of retellings over my lifetime, I have actively prompted my relatives, and later friends into retelling stories I already know by heart.  Now I often probe for details, not out of nosiness, but seeking to make the images I have of events and people I never knew seem even more real.


For example, one image I have of my Great Grandpa, William Corley, comes from an old photo.  The stocky, fleshy-faced man with full, white hair wears the serious, somewhat grouchy expression captured by the photographers of the era.  The most accurate image I have of William Corley, however, is the one I cherish the most, and it doesn’t come from a picture at all.  Older members of the family remember and retell the stories of Great-Grandpa, sitting under a spreading maple tree, surrounded by children, grand-children, nieces, nephews, and neighborhood children, none of whom were sitting still.  All were rolling, tumbling, and laughing at the funny stories and tall tales he told, some true, some fantastical, and all magical.  Eileen Kindig must have had him in mind when she wrote, “The storyteller is the repository of cultural information and the transmitter of history, identity, and morality.  But the storyteller is also the confabulator, the one who endows the ordinary with wonder, mystery, and delight.”(12)
Is there a Great-Grandpa William or an Aunt Sue in your family?

One tradition, one ritual, that remains in my family to this day is that, when two or more Corleys are gathered together, the holy phrase of the storyteller, “Remember the time when . . .” will be on our lips and in our hearts.  Picnics, reunions, holiday dinners, simple meals – all are perfect opportunities to come together, to celebrate the common experience, and to communicate the lives that the “old timers” lived. The talk at the tables is open and friendly, and the stories told aren’t heavy-handed.  Friends and visitors have always been welcome.  The flow of stories also goes from the younger members to the older ones, and all benefit from a better understanding of one another.  There are stories that aren’t always happy ones – some are sad, tragic, and worrisome.  But even the dark stories have their wisdom to offer, and we would be poorer for not having them.

Reflection II:

Valley Head WV is an unincorporated town at the upper reaches of Tygart River in the rugged eastern section of the state.  There are no population numbers on the sign, but I would be surprised if the residents numbered more than a couple of hundred. Many of the businesses when we arrived were closed and boarded up; others were still open but in disrepair and in serious need of paint and shingles.  Further up the main street, however, the houses all had neat, mown lawns.  No man-made structure, however, could hope to compete with the mountain ridges that rise steeply out of the ground.  Even today, getting from one place to another isn’t always easy; in the winter in the 1930s it was nigh impossible sometimes.

This little town wasn’t the only one in which my Dad’s family lived, but many of the stories I heard over the years took place while they were there.  The family was a close-knit one.  It had to be:  two adults and eight children lived in a four-room house.  Based upon my research (asking my Dad), I did the math and came up with 576 square feet total living space.  Not one of these rooms was a bathroom – as the locals would say they had “a path instead of a bath.”  There was no running water, either, and no pump.  There was a spring for drinking water and a “crick” for wash water, both about a 40 yard walk each way.  They did have electricity (yee-haw!), but heat for cooking and warmth came from a woodstove.  

Some may look down on people from such a low socio-economic background. Remembering what my family went through during the Great Depression, up until most of them moved to Ohio, I came to realize that men and women in dire economic straits weren’t necessarily responsible for their situation.  I’ve had a lifetime of hillbilly jokes, and I’ve told a few of them myself, but I’ve always drawn the line between equating low income and lack of possessions with low intelligence.  The minority and low-income groups who live in our forgotten inner city areas have their stories to tell, too, and I am willing to bet there are more similarities than differences between their stories and those of my family.

A sense of social justice can grow out of family stories.  Langston Hughes’ Aunt Sue makes sure that the child on her lap grasps the realities of slavery, even if he never experiences it himself.  In my family, the issues were those of working conditions and just wages.  Russell Corley, my Grandpa, was a miner.  Unless you owned or rented what farmland existed back there, the mines were about the only employment option available.  The work was often spotty, and it was always dangerous.  Most of you are probably familiar with mining dangers such as gas, cave-ins, explosions, fires, and the long-term damage caused by breathing coal-dust.  Grandpa’s health forced him to retire at the “old” age of 53, a victim of black lung; he died when he was only 68.

Even without these dangers the work conditions were miserable. Take working low coal, for instance.  When most of us think of mining we think of framed and timbered cave-like structures, or strip-mines, or the new atrocity known as mountaintop removal mines.  Low-coal mining essentially means that the miners work in narrow shafts along and into a coal seam.  How narrow?  Well, envision slithering along a shaft that is less than 20” in height, and the only light that illuminates the coal you’re pick-axing in front of you is from the carbide lamp on your helmet.  There is room to your side to shovel aside the coal, but not much more than that.  Now I’m somewhat claustrophobic, and just the thought of that makes me queasy. Interestingly enough, Grandpa actually ​preferred​ low coal, since he didn’t have to worry about a fist-sized chunk of coal falling several feet from the ceiling and hitting him on the head.  He had a wife and at one point eight children at home to feed, clothe, and shelter, however, so he took whatever mining job he could.

I have heard stories about the abuses of mine owner’s company stores, company houses, and the use of scrip to pay wages.  I heard stories about the efforts of the United Mine Workers to gain better conditions and pay, and although Grandpa was not caught up in the violence that ensued, he and another family member found themselves followed all over one town by hired detectives when they went looking for a new mine job.  Since they were strangers the detectives suspected they were UMW organizers.  Add to those stories those of my own Dad, who spent over 35 years working in a rubber factory in Barberton, many as a United Rubber Workers local representative, and I think you’ll find it no surprise that I always have – and always will – support workers’ rights to collectively bargain for just wages and decent working conditions.  I feel very deeply about these issues, and my commitment doesn’t come from abstract political views but from the experiences of my family.

While I was back in West Virginia, I greatly enjoyed the storytelling, but two observations gave me apprehension.  As a child and young adult I was usually the youngest person among the storytellers, but we had a good distribution of ages.  There were many story-holders to carry on the storytelling tradition.  The last three times I’ve visited with my Dad’s family, however, I’ve still been the youngest person in the room – and I am closing in on 50.  There is also less of a commitment among the younger members of my family to come together, and to share in the picnics, reunions, and storytelling.  Kindig warns of the electronic distractions that pull people away from the storytelling tradition, particularly the young.  Her book came out in 1997, when the VCR was still a novelty and the internet just gaining a foothold.  I can only wonder what she would think now! I also wonder who among my cousins will receive the stories I want to hand down and who will add their own stories to the tradition.
Second, our storytellers are not immortal. The “Aunt Sues” of my childhood, upon whose lap I sat and gained some sense of where I’d come from, what life was like before I’d entered into the world, who gave me a sense of wonder and a realization that these stories were more compelling than the show on the TV set or some board game, will not always be here for me to hear the old tales in their voices.  My Dad’s oldest sister, in her 95th year, is strong in spirit, but her heart is tired and cannot keep pace.  My own Dad, a marvel of health who still mows our oversized lawn and runs the snow blower through two driveways every winter will be 80 this year.  I can capture the text of their stories, type them down from memory, but I know I can’t capture the spark that comes from giving voice to one’s own experiences.  This is why I gently, lovingly, tease out the details, revel in the retelling, in the hopes that I can at least do some justice to my ancestors.

In ending, I thank you for patiently listing to some storytelling of my own.  As you go off to enjoy the rest of your weekend, and the rest of your summer, I invite you to consider starting a new tradition in your circle of friends and family.  Have a potluck, but when you ask your guests to bring a salad, baked beans, or BBQ chicken, also ask them to bring along a good story, one to share with the other guests at the table.  It can be funny, spicy (depending on the age of the guests), savory, or sweet, but it should not be sour, mean, or bitter.  There is a time and a place for the harder tales, to be sure, but for the summer let us share the good stories together.
