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GB: Well, why don’t I start. I might explain my
connection with the thing. You see, another of Mrs.
Flanders’ projects was a community orchestra in
Springfield [Vermont] and I was the conductor.
She got me, and she ran the thing. And I went there
alternate weekends for several years to conduct this
community orchestra and give some cello lessons.
And I became very friendly with the Flanders
family. I usually stayed with them, sometimes
with other families. Her father, as you probably
know, had been governor
of Vermont. They were very
prominent people, and her
husband became Senator
Flandersstate senator. He
was a very prominent man.
And I knew the family most
intimately. They were in the
upper crust in the town. You
see, there were two or three
large manufacturing plants,
and the people that ran them
ran the town sort of. And
they parceled me out. I spent
weekends with different
families among these nice
people. I certainly enjoyed
it very much. So anyway, I
would say after about a year,
she [Mrs. Flanders] began to
be interested in the idea of
collecting folk songs, and I
was picked because I could
write down musicdictation, being a musician you
see. So I was given this project of being in the field
for a month.
We chose the West River Valley because it was the
earliest part of Vermont that was settled. We felt
that the best chance of finding British ballads that
had been brought over from the other side would
be in the West River Valley.

Well, my equipment was as follows: I had a
Dictaphone for people who were brave enough
[to sing into it]you see, that was the only thing we
had comparable to this [tape recorder] at this time.
A regular office Dictaphone with big cylindrical
records.

SG: This would’ve been 1930?

GB: 1927 or 8, in there somewhere, whenever it
was. You may know better than I do.
SG: You had this Dictaphone right from the
beginning?

GB: Oh sure, that was part of the equipment.
Well, I had a list of names. I thinkthrough
newspapersthey’d invited
patriotic Vermonters to send
in the names of somebody
they knew that might know
some old songs. So for each
town I had a list of a few
names. Then I had my music
notebook, ruled for music you
see. That was my equipment.
Well, I soon found a better way
of locating the singers was
to go into each village to the
general store, sit on a cracker
barrel, and ask people who
the old folks around that might
know some songs were. And
if I heard about somebody
who’d been known to be
able to sing all night without
repeating—that was a real
folksinger, you see. That was
the genuine thing. And I only
struck about two or three such people, but they
were great finds as you can imagine.
SG: Can we back up just for a second? You
mentioned that you came up to conduct in
Springfield. Where had you been living?
GB: My home was then, and it is still now, in
Melrose, Massachusetts.
SG: Born there?

GB: No, born in Chelsea [Mass.] but I moved there
when I was seven. And I’ve been living in this house
[7 Ashland Street] since I was fourteen, so I was still

locatable. But anyway, some mutual friends knew
that I aspired to do some conducting. I’d done a
little. When I was in college at Harvard, I conducted
the Harvard Orchestra. I had some experience in
conducting so they thought I’d be a good one to
take the job. So there I was.
Well, the project was a lot of fun. Do you know what
Child ballads are?
SG: Certainly.

SG: There’s a lot more to collecting than just
writing down the tunes. There’s a lot involved in
meeting people, and I’m curious to know how
you approached the people once you found their
names, and how they received you.
GB: Well, I’ll say thisVermonters have extreme
local patriotism. The minute they found that I
represented the state of Vermont and I was there
officially to try to collect folksongs, I got 100%
cooperation everywhere. No problem of that kind
at all. ‘Course every personality is different and you
have to handle each person.
SG: Did you enjoy that?

GB: Yes, very much. I gave up a nice vacation so I
was a little bit on the defensive as I started, but I
thoroughly enjoyed it. It was very interesting.

SG: Do you remember about how old you were at
that time?

George Brown sent me this picture of himself in
early 1982. I don’t know when the photo was taken, but am guessing the 1960s.
GB: Yes sure, well you see, we most of all wanted
to find some genuine British ballads that had come
over, and find the number in Child. And to collect
one of these with a lot of verses, this was great
thing. On the other hand, we were also interested
in things that had been produced locally. When I’d
been going a little while I connected with Mr. Barry,
and he looked at my notebooks. “Now this is stage,”
[he’d say]. That wasn’t too goodstage, you see.
SG: Right. He knew by—

GB: Yes, he could tell it was some stage piece that the
local people had heard at little stage presentations
from outsiders, and what were really old ballads.
He was an expert. And it was most interesting.

Paul Lorette had worked in lumber camps and
proved to be a fine singer with a large repertoire
of fiddle tunes and traditional songs. Mr. Lorette
sometimes went along on Brown’s lecture
engagements to demonstrate ballad singing.

GB: Twenty-eight or nine, something like that.

Now one of my great finds was a man named Paulie
Lorette. And I said, “Is your name Napoleon?” “No,
it’s Paul.” But it was “Paulie” Lorette. He was a
character. Had a complete Santa Claus beard, all
white, and he was very impressive. And [he] knew
piles of songs. He had a bright, clear voice, and he
knew piles of songs. [He] memorized quickly, and
all these long verses, he’d spiel them off. But we had

GB: Oh sure, he was getting dressed up for the
occasion. ...He was a great character all right. Very
amusing man.
SG: Did you have a Dictaphone when you visited
him?
GB: Oh sure.

SG: Did you manage to record any of his fiddle
tunes?

GB: No. We were officially not interested you see.
You’re interested in fiddle tunes—this project
was wholly folksongs. And on the case of Mr.
Robinson—was (that) his name?
SG: Yes, Almon Robinson.

GB: He gave me the words to this “In Old Pod Auger
Times,” and he explained what it was. Mr. Robinson
said it was a bit to cut a hole straight through a log
and make a pipe, a piece of pipe out of it.

SG: I guess you were trained to write down these
things, but did you have to get people to sing the
songs several times so that you could one time
notate the words—

I first became interested in George Brown’s
fieldwork after hearing about Almon Robinson
from Robinson’s nephews, Paul and Ike Robinson,
in Newfane. Seeing that George Brown had
collected songs from Almon Robinson, I made a
trip to Middlebury College to investigate further
in the Flanders Ballad Collection.
an amusing time with him. We got him to appear
with me, I think probably at the womens’ club in
Springfield, and golly, to get ready they went to the
barber’s where the beautiful beard was removed,
and there he was just a plain old farmer with a
receding chin.

SG: They did that because he was going to perform?

GB: Well yes, to be sure. I was quite quick at writing
down music. I do that quite quickly you see. But
then, I was a slow writer, and all their words they’d
have to say it over until I got the 31 verses, or
whatever it was, down. And that’s a lot of work, of
course. So you can see that when I got a real singer I
could spend several days with him.
SG: I have gone through the books and noted the
variety and number of people that you visited over
a period of several months. Did you travel by car?
GB: Yes.

SG: And where did you tend to stay?

GB: Well, actually, the only fieldwork that I
undertook was right there in the West River
Valley. Oh, I think I stayed in TownshendWest
Townshend, Jamaica I remember staying. In this
period, right in the center of Townshend there was
a damn good boarding house, Thayer’s boarding
house. It was awfully good, good food. I stayed there
several days. And they had the most wonderful

thing. From the mountainside, the stream came
down, and so they had in their kitchen, it was
a sink with water rushing in and gushing out
continuously, fresh water. And the food was good.
I remember enjoying that.
Well, my other really first class singer wasJosiah
Samuel Kennison, his name was. And he was pretty
good too in the way of performing. Oh, before I
leave Mr. Lorette, I always remember this one: I’d
have him sing these serious ballads, but towards
the end of the program I said, “Now, Mr. Lorette,
sing Green Mountain Boys.” And he said, “Now
you’re talking!” That’s what he wanted to sing, you
see. He’d had some stage experience.
And
this
other
fellow that knew so
manyKennisonhe
apparently had some
circus
experience
because we had a very
odd conversation. I
was taking him over
Stratton Mountain, and
of course that’s kind
of creepy there. It’s the
scene of the Stratton
Mountain
Tragedy.
And he and I were
driving along, and he
presented to me this
proposition: He said,
“You and I ought to get
together. We could have
a ten-cent show.” And
I said, “What’s a tencent show?” And he
said, “Well I know lots
of freaks. I know fat
women and thin men,
and I know a lot of
people, and most of em don’t have jobs. If we could
have a show like that, we could make money.” He
thought that he and I together could run the show.
And I think he was the one that for many seasons
was connected with the circus. And he’d advance
for the circus, which means going to the next town...
and putting up posters, and getting people excited.
They called that advancin’ for the circus.
He and Mrs Flanders got well acquainted. He

called her Helen I remember. But he was a much
more serious looking man than the other one
[Paul Lorette]. And I had a little trouble getting
him started. They told me where to find him, and I
found him, but he had dyspepsy and he was taking
peppermint to cure his dyspepsy. So most every
time I went I had to wake him up out of a trance,
and then I’d get him excited and he’d start singing.
But those were the best ones. There were others
that knew several [songs] but....
SG: What about the Harrington family?

GB: Yes, I almost thought of those. That was an
interesting family. Three
generations all knew the
songsgrandfather, parents,
and daughter. The young
daughter was the only
child I ever met there who
loved the [she’d say] “Oh
I just love the old songs.” It
was in the family, you see.
Sharon Harrington and his
descendants. It was very nice.
I’m trying to think where
they lived. You probably
know. Somewhere on the
other side of the state.
SG: Bennington, wasn’t it?

GB: I think so. ‘Course this
is quite awhile ago. I expect
that all this is harder to find.
They gradually die out, you
see. The coming of the radio,
there was less interest in an
old person that knew the
songs. Before there was any
radio it would be quite an
attraction. You’d say, “Oh boy, this person knows all
these songs; let’s go and hear the person sing.” And
so forth. But... I suppose it’s never too late.
I’ll say a word about Mr. Barry that’s rather amusing.
Did you know he lived in—he had a summer home
in Groton, here? I had more fun there. My mother
came up and the Barrys invited us to dinner. He
wanted to look over some of my songs and so forth,
you see.

Page from George Brown’s field collecting notebook showing entry made August 23, 1930 in Townshend
when he first discovered Josiah Kennison. Kennison sang “Lord Bateman,” a Child ballad. Phillips
Barry and Helen Flanders later acknowledged that Kennison was one of the best ballad singers in
Vermont. Kennison often accompanied Flanders to demonstrate songs to her lecture audiences.
SG: Did you meet him through Mrs. Flanders?

GB: Entirely, yes. And as I say, I assume he was a
paid consultant. I don’t know if he was paid, he
probably was just interested. Anyway, so a funny
thing happened. All of a sudden a big thunderstorm
came up. And to my astonishment both Mr. and Mrs.
Barry did what they had to do in a thunderstorm,
which was to go down the cellar stairs and wring
their hands! These educated people! My mother
and I were astonished. They went down in the
cellar. You know, you can get pretty excited if you
wring your hands. And that’s what they were up
to! We never got over it.
SG: I’m not sure I understand. They were wringing
their hands because they were afraid?

GB: Yes, they were afraid they were gonna be killed
by the thunder I suppose, or the lightning. But that

works you up. Try it sometime, you get all worked
up, you get excited if you wring your hands. It’s
a great thing psychologically if you want to get
scared. It’s really very nice.

Anyway, they lived in Craigie Circle, Cambridge.
It’s off Craigie Street. A big, two-section, four or
five storey, fairly old apartment house with a good
restaurant in the basement. And after Mr. Barry’s
death, Mrs. Barry lived there for many years. About
once in five years I’d see her. I’d go have one meal a
week at this good restaurant in connection with my
cello teaching around Cambridge. But that’s about
all I know about the Barrys. I assume that Mrs.
Barry died fairly recently. I just don’t know how
long ago she did die.
SG: Do you know when he [Mr. Barry] died?

GB: No, but very many years before she died. I’ve
been in their apartment in Cambridge and I know

that she continued to live there, and I called on her
once or twice after that.

SG: When you were doing your collecting in the
West River Valley did you feel any difference
between yourself and the people you were
collecting from? Was there any kind of a social
distance there?
GB: Why certainly. You see
I’m no farmer from the West
River. This is quite obvious.
But I just took them as they
were, and I had this job, and
we usually had very friendly
relations. They were always
ready to cooperate. And I
got a nice impression of the
people in Vermont.
SG: There’s a theory that
folksongs are often sung by
poverty stricken people. Did
you notice any great degree
of illiteracy or poverty,
either one?

behind some of the things you’d see if you just drive
through, getting into the people’s lives, although
I can’t remember at all,—I don’t think I got any
songs there. But his mother was very nice and she
greeted me pleasantly.
SG: Did you start your trip in Brattleboro?

GB: Well, I remember—I think the first day I got
to Townshend. I wouldn’t
say that I started from
Brattleboro. I imagine I
started from Springfield
and went to Townshend
from Springfield. I don’t
remember too much about
the layout of all those people,
all those little towns there—
West Townshend, Jamaica.
What’s the place that had a
beautiful Jail?
SG: Newfane.

GB: Yes, Newfane. A lovely
jail. The town buildings in
the center of Newfane were
very attractive. That was one
of my towns.

GB: No. No, not at all. And
of course... a lot of people...
they’re kind of pennypushers, and they’re ready
to push themselves at the
expense of a neighbor.
You’ve probably heard
about things like that, have
you? Well, I didn’t see
anything like that in my
folksong collecting. Not at
all. Saw some strange things
too. Now in one place, I went to a lady’s house, and
I can’t even remember if she had any songs, but she
had a son who was not too bright. He had a fine
looking face. He walked around on all fours on the
floor. Splendid looking face! I don’t think he could
talk or anything.

GB: Yes, well, this may be just
a guess, but I have a feeling
that Newfane was where I
found a lady thatshe was
a very intelligent person, but she stooped so that
actually when she walked along she was way
down like this. And she could write she wanted
to write out the songs. When she’d write them out
she never could straighten up. I think she lived in
Newfane, but I won’t swear to it right now.

GB: Oh, I would say eighteen or twenty, something
like that. Fine looking fellow! But he couldn’t get
up off his feet. It’s kind of strange when you find
things like that. You could feel as if you were getting

GB: Sure, if they knew them and wanted to. That
was fine. That would save me writing ‘em down.
But I would say for the most part they sang them

SG: How old was he?

SG:Doyourememberfinding
anybody in Newfane? That’s
where Almon Robinson’s
nephews now live.

SG: Did you encourage people to write down their
songs?

and I wrote downthe people that knew long
British ballads with many verses you see, I think I
sat down and wrote them out. I’d write the music
and then if there were any variants that needed a
little change in the music, I’d note those in some
way. But I’d put all the verses down, and of course
the great prize was to find a good example of one of
the Child ballads and see how the music that I had
might differ from the music in some of the printed
collections of ballads, you see. Sometimes slightly
different, sometimes very different.
SG: Did you have to do your homework, in the
sensedid you know much about ballads before
you began collecting?

GB: No, I went to a second-hand bookstore in
Harvard Square and picked up my copy of Child. I
had to develop anything I know about the subject
after that. Of course, Sharp made a good collection.
SG: Mrs. Flanders, did she tell you about Child
ballads and to be on the lookout for that sort of
thing?

GB: I suppose so, I can’t quite remember. But
I gradually developed whatever intelligence I
needed to do the job.
SG: How did you go about communicating to
people what kind of songs you were looking for?

GB: Well, they were ready to sing songs that they
knew, and I took them all in. I think I was wise.
[An informant would begin] “Oh, we know...”
write it down. Mr. Barry might say, “Well, that’s a
stage song.” But don’t you think I was wise? I took
whatever they had.
SG: I think that’s what I would do.

GB: I would think so. Here’s an amusing side
glance at the subject. You probably have heard of
Professor George Lyman Kittredge of Harvard?
Well he wasKitty was going strong when I was
in college. And he was a great sight all right. He
said in a very loud voice that a folk song had never
been found on Cape Cod. And I tried to disprove it
but I wasn’t ever able to. I spent summers on Cape
Cod for many years, still do, but I thought it was a
rather surprising statement, but I was never able to
disprove it.

SG: That does seem surprising.

GB: Yes, it seems a rather odd thing. I was always
amused at that. He was an odd character. He was
another man with Santa Claus whiskers.
SG: Kittredge?

GB: Yes, very impressive.

SG: Did you ever take classes with him?

GB: Oh yes. Chaucer and something else, I don’t
remember. And this little quip came out in The
Lampoon while I was in college. Kitty said, “If you
post the dates of the English kings beside your
shaving mirror, you will soon have them from
memory.” A still, small voice in the last row said,
“How do you know?” I thought it was rather cute.
He was a great guy.
SG: Was he a pretty popular fellow with Harvard
students?

GB: Well, he was very celebrated of course. And
very famous. And had a lot of stage manner. He was
awfully good. At the end of his lecture he’d gradually
get to the door, and he’d shoot the last sentence in at
the class and then slam the door and strode off. And
you’d think he was going to a palace he looked so
grand. He went to a very plain little house on a side
street near Harvard Square.
SG: Do you know what Mr. Barry’s connection with
Harvard was?
GB: I just never registered. I just don’t know. Have
you seen The British Ballads Of Maine? Nice big
book. Well, they said he knew a lot about the field,
but I always think about that thunderstorm.
____________

GB: I teach cello and chamber music. I have
chamber music classesI’ve done all kinds of work
in my field. In the field of music for students and
groups I’ve handled every age from primary grade
to graduate school, every age all the way through. I
conducted a lot. I used to teach at Harvard, Radcliffe,
Wellesley, and later I was a professor in the Yale

Endpaper of Vermont Folk Songs and Ballads showing Helen Hartness Flanders’ signature in
1931 when the book was new. It belonged to Phillips Barry and he added annotations to some
of the pages. The book was sold with others from Barry’s library in the mid-1970s through
a second-hand bookstore in Cambridge, Mass. where I happily stumbled upon it. In 1982,
George Brown added his own signature and the trinity was complete!
Music School, and that is a graduate schoolquite
interesting. I’ve handled ‘em allall the way. I’ve
taught at a lot of private schools around Boston too.
SG: Do you still teach in school systems or

GB: Absolutely no. No institution at all. I do two
things. I give cello lessons which is my instrument,
and I conduct chamber music classes, string
quartets and that sort of thing. And I have several
groups and they meet every week. They’re all
adults that are extremely interested. It’s a lot of
fun working with them. ‘Course the field is very
rich, the chamber music field. So I enjoy it. I gave
up everything else and concentrated on the things
I liked best, which is nice to be able to do. And at
80, I’m still doing it, with no particular intention of
quitting.

The folk songs I collected, quite a few of them were
interesting as music. I remember I gave a copy of
that little book [Vermont Folk Songs and Ballads] to
Arthur Fiedler, who was a very close friend, and I
marked in it songs that I thought were interesting

from [the] point of view of a musician. And years
later, his daughter was starting the cello with me,
and she said, “We found the book you gave Daddy
years ago.”
SG: I know that people like Ralph Vaughan Williams
took folk melodies and arranged them. Did you
ever try anything like that?

GB: No. I don’t think I have any yen to compose
anything. But [he was] very gifted. And I think he
used the themes very intelligently.
SG: I’m kind of curious, getting back to the book...
I noticed a lot of the songs were collected by Mrs.
Alice Brown.
GB: That’s my mother.
SG: Your mother?

GB: Yes, she just happened to be around. She heard
a few people sing.

SG: Was she working out of Springfield or traveling
with you?

GB: Well I would think they would’ve gone to
Middlebury. You didn’t see them or anything?

SG: So what kind of arrangement did you have
with Mrs. Flanders about the material that you
collected?

GB: Well that’s it. Those are mine. And of course
the average nice lady that knew an old song or two
would be scared of recording, you see. But these
singers that had had some singing experience,
well, they were glad to sing for the Dictaphone. It
seems so primitive now with our nice methods of
reproduction.

GB: Yes, probably she went to Springfield for a visit
with me, and I remember she took some songs
down so her name got in the book I think.

GB: It belonged to the state of Vermont, you see.
And I was lazy, I just can’t remember whether
my actual notebooks that I had [in] which I wrote
down everything are in Middlebury or whether
they’re in my attic. I just can’t remember whether I
took those over [to Middlebury] or not.

SG: I’ve been curious because since I went to the
collection about two years ago... I’ve never seen
anything pertaining to your collecting efforts.

GB: Yes, well, you see, things developed. The thing
went on as a project after I left it, you see. And Mrs.
Flanders got very busy in a good many different
ways and then started the archives, see, and so
that’s why you wouldn’t see more about me. Well,
when I stopped going there, the Depression came
and I lost my job. These rich people lost their
money to a great extent. Everything went flat. So I
lost my job. I was there for several seasons.
SG: Which people are you talking of?

GB: The people that furnished the money to keep
the orchestra going.
SG: I see. In Springfield.

GB: I went up every two weeks and we’d have an
orchestra with people from all around. It was not a
bad little orchestra for what it was.
SG: Was that for a period of a few days that you
would go up?

GB: Yes, I have a feeling I’d go up on Friday
afternoon, and land home either Sunday night or
Monday morning, something like that.
SG: Were you equipped with a camera when you
went [collecting]?
GB: No. Just a Dictaphone.

SG: Do you know what became of your Dictaphone
records?

SG: There are a few boxes of cylinder recordings.

SG: You were limited in your recording time, and
I’m sure they were probably fairly expensive
weren’t they?

GB: I don’t know, the state paid. I don’t know
anything about that. I just received them, and I had
the Dictaphone. But it seems that we’ve advanced
so much in that particular direction, haven’t we?
SG: Did that machine run without electricity?

GB: I think it did. Yes, I’m sure we didn’t need
electricity. I must’ve wound it up. It was the sort of
thing they used in offices at that time and dictate
letters, you see. Just a plain office Dictaphone, that
was all there was.
SG: Did your interest in folk songs continue on kind
of after that summer?
GB: Yes, but never actively. I thought at one time I’d
see if I could find some on the Cape, but I never got
anywhere with it.

SG: Did you do the same thing [as in Vermont]stop
in some towns and ask around?
GB: Well, I would have, but I never got around to it.
So I can’t deny what Kitty said.

SG: Did you ever travel with Mrs. Flanders together,
or just on your own kind of?

GB: Well, never in connection with collecting folk
songs. I have a feeling that perhaps weekends
during the time that I was collecting I’d go up to
her house and spend the weekend and show her
everything and discuss it, you see. But I think later
on she went into the field herself, but never when I
was around.

