EARLY KENTUCKY FOLKLIFE: ' ORAL TRADITIONS

ORAL TRADITIONS

Oral traditions are at the heart of our communications with one another. The
stories we tell, the songs we sing, the jokes we laugh at, the proverbs and
beliefs we often include in our everyday conversations--all of these farms
of expression, whether traditional to our families or traditional to a larger
group, are considered verbal lore.

Certainly these forms of oral folklore would have been found among
Kentucky families in the early 1800s. Children of the 1990s may find it
hard to believe that people found ways of entertaining themselves before
the age of television, movies, and telephones, but in fact, to an early 19th
century Kentucky family, swapping stories and singing songs would have
been considered the most pleasurable way to spend an evening. Families of
this time period enjoyed visiting with one another, and these types of

entertainment would have been a part of any family or community
celebration. \

Folktales provided entertainment, they were used as a means of teaching
appropriate behavior, and as a way of passing on family or community
history. Proverbial expressions and beliefs related to the weather, to good
r or bad luck, to love and marriage and death would have added color to any

converstation, just as these expressions do today. These forms of folk
speech are an indication of the shared world view of a group of people, a
way of passing on traditional wisdom. Folksongs, too, whether humorous,

tragic, or inspirational, were another way people expressed their sense of
place.

Not only would the Felts' family have preserved and passed down traditional
folklore, but there are also stories that have been perpetuated about the
family. Every family has its own traditions, whether it is how a certain
holiday is celebrated, or a story that is told every year about one's birth, or
what is said when someone sneezes. Folklore comes alive for children when
they can see that it is a living, changing body of knowledge, and not just old
stories and songs. Oral folklore can be a meaningful teaching tool--it

connects us to our past and allows us to see the role of tradition in our
everyday lives.
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