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As D r. Edw ard Ives points out in his article “ A  M an and His 
Song: Joe Scott and ‘The P lain Golden B and,’ there is a very real 
problem  for the folklorist who is studying folk creations and the 
creative process involved. The folklorist is interested not only in 
what is created, but also in w hat is accepted into folk tradition; and 
to  study the acceptance and rejection o f m aterial, the local context 
is invaluable. The problem  is th a t m ost songwriters are dead or not 
in a condition to  be interviewed by the time their songs become part 
o f the tradition. To quote Ives:

. . . and it should be doubly interesting to be able to study 
people who m ade up songs tha t they not only hoped w ould be 
sung by their contem poraries but that actually were sung by 
them . But it takes a certain  am ount o f time for a song to be­
come so established, and given the m oribund state of folksong 
tradition  in the N ortheast today, I don ’t think it is likely we 
will run into m any people whose songs have become established 
in tradition  who are still in fit condition to be talked to .2
Stanley Collins, a sixty-eight year old songm aker from  Scots- 

ville, Cape Breton, has always encouraged others to sing his songs 
and today has people singing them  as far away as T oronto , M on­
treal, and Boston. A larger num ber o f people hold collections o f his 
works and even m ore are fam iliar with them . His songs have not yet 
become firmly planted in trad ition  but they are in the process o f 
being established in it. Hence a folklorist studying Stanley’s work 
has the precious situation where he can collect original com posi­
tions, and study their transfer in to  tradition  within the local context. 
U ltim ately this is o f im portance to the oral historian as well because 
the com m unity is very involved in deciding what songs are carried 
into the tradition , and in m aking their selection they reveal certain 
aspects o f their values and sentim ents about com m unity history.

I met Stanley last sum m er while engaged in a four-m onth p ro ­
jec t.3 Living in a village close to Scotsville, I collected and transcribed 
m aterial from several songwriters. My observations in this paper 
are based on data  collected from  Stanley that summer, together 
with some inform ation gathered inadvertently from  the com m unity.

Stanley was born in Quebec in 1912 to  a father from  Wales and 
a m other from  Little Island Cove, N ew foundland. Before 1917, the 
family moved to H alifax, and in the Explosion, his father was killed 
and his m other inflicted with wounds tha t caused her death three 
years later. Stanley and his six brothers and sisters were then sent to 
an orphanage in T ruro , Nova Scotia, and a year later, Stanley (aged



nine) was adopted  by a family in Scotsville, Cape Breton.
In Scotsville, a small village on Lake Ainslie, Stanley grew up 

and m arried a local girl, and together they farm ed and raised - 
family o f three boys. While there had been opportunities for him  to 
move away from  Scotsville, he chose to stay and has never regretted 
that decision. Like other men in the village, Stanley supplemented 
his income with any seasonal work available in the area. The most 
com m on o f these jobs was cutting Christm as trees in the fall, and 
for a short period o f time there was a  bauxite-fluorspar mine nearby 
where Stanley worked above ground. On one occasion he left Cape 
Breton and w orked four m onths at a  mine in Elliot Lake, O ntario . 
He, like m any o f his contem poraries, had been forced to leave for 
financial reasons but here Stanley differs from  the m ajority in tha t 
he left only once and for a relatively short period o f time.

Stanley has been involved in music, either passively or actively, 
all his life. His parents sang and, according to Stanley who remem­
bers them  singing around the house, they were good singers. But 
Stanley remembers only one o f their songs and that is a lullaby o f 
his m other’s. W hen he lost his parents he was probably too  young 
to have picked up their songs or perhaps he d idn’t sing a t all. I 
know very little about this time in his life because it is a delicate 
subject with him . Hence, I have been left to  pick up details only 
when they have been offered or have fallen naturally in the conver­
sation.

I do know, however, that Stanley was very actively involved in 
music while living in Scotsville. H e participated in local ceilidhs 
where songs in both English and Gaelic were sung, Gaelic milling 
frolics, and the favourite pastime o f  singing and exchanging songs 
with friends. In  1933 at the age o f twenty-one, Stanley started to 
compose. He also started to  sing his own songs and gradually the 
traditional songs he had sung previously (songs like “ John  Ladner, ’ ’ 
“ Lost Jim m y W halen,”  and “ G iant M acAskill” ) were alm ost ex­
clusively replaced by his own com positions. As Stanley explained to 
me, ‘I couldn’t sing the old songs because everyone wanted me to 
sing my own songs.’4

Stanley was the recognized singer-songwriter o f Scotsville. His 
songs came into such dem and that a collection was typed and pho to ­
copied by a friend so th a t copies m ight be distributed to  Scotsville 
residents and form er residents, and  friends and relatives o f  each in 
places as far away as Boston, M ontreal, and T oronto . His com posi­
tions encompassed a wide gam ut o f  topics. Figuring m ost prom i­
nently were tributes to local and national figures and songs extolling 
the beauties o f Cape Breton. There were also songs about the war, 
about personal experiences, religious songs, songs that poked fun 
at friends, and even one song that struck out against the hippies o f 
the sixties who — in Stanley’s lyrics — “ look m ore like an ape than 
a m an .”

In his songbook, Stanley w rote introductions to each o f his



thirty-three songs5; and it is here, together with some o f his com ­
m ents, that insight into the difficult area o f a com poser’s aesthetic 
can be gained. Just what — in Stanley’s mind — constitutes a good 
song? To date, I have discovered three elements tha t he values 
highly: a degree o f tru th , a story or message, and a limited num ber 
o f “ uncom m on w ords.”  The latter was a writing rule Stanley 
followed and in conversation with the well-known Cape Breton 
bard , W alter M acFarlane (now deceased), he discovered it was a 
criterion used by M r. M acFarlane as well. It seems significant that 
both these prolific songwriters kept the same writing principle in 
mind and perhaps it is a subject worth investigating, first to deter­
mine the m en’s definition o f “ uncom m on w ords”  and then to  sur­
vey the prevalence o f this criterion in the aesthetics o f composers 
and listeners as well.

Stanley’s preference for a  true song and a song with a story is 
com m on am ong folksingers. Such eminent folklorists as Cecil Sharp 
and H erbert H alpert have observed the notion in o ther communities 
and have encouraged the further investigation o f it. Stanley’s com ­
m ent “ I like a song tha t has a story — m ore than  ju st repeated 
words — m aking no sense at all — like you get in those Rock ’nR oll 
songs today”  sounds very similar to those collected by Dr. H alpert 
and cited in his article “ Truth in Folk-Songs — Some Observations 
on the Folk-Singer’s A ttitude .”  It is interesting tha t the rem arks 
m ost resembling Stanley’s were in answer to H alpert’s question 
“ W hy do you like true songs?” 6 It appears the concepts o f  tru th , 
story, and making sense are somehow linked together in the minds 
o f m ost folksingers.

In Stanley’s introduction to the only song in his repertoire that 
is n o t based on fact, he feels compelled to write, not tha t the story 
is fictitious, bu t rather that the story is “ very true to life .”  This 
statem ent harks back to  H alpert’s article again — to similar com ­
m ents m ade by his inform ants and to H alpert’s observation that 
m any folksingers base the validity o f a song on its adherence to 
hum an experience. Stanley and his colleagues seem to be o f the 
same opinion and hence Stanley’s statem ent to  cover his fictitious 
song.

Some o f Stanley’s songs (7 percent to be exact) are based on 
fact but purposely incorporate a lot o f  fictitious detail. These songs 
take a local incident or person and fabricate a story around the facts 
so as to  m ake fun o f tha t incident or person. In his song, “ My 
N eighbour and the W oodpecker,”  Stanley has his neighbour out in 
a  blizzard shooting at a woodpecker who is pecking holes in his 
barn . The pecker keeps pecking, the neighbour keeps shooting, and 
the barn  ends up with more holes than ever. Because the songs are 
written in a lighter vein and about a topic with which the community 
is well aware o f  the facts, Stanley feels no em barrassm ent or need 
to  explain their fictional content. In his own words, “ it’s anything 
to m ake a song .”



Thus far we have been talking abou t a com poser and his p ro ­
ducts. There is, however, another im portant com ponent o f the 
creative process tha t should be exam ined, that is the audience and 
their reactions to  the com positions. To illustrate how the com ­
m unity can influence the writing o f  a song and reveal its values 
through the song it selects to  sing, le t’s look at a particularly good 
example from  Stanley’s repertoire called “ The Inverness Seashore 
T ragedy.”

The Inverness seashore tragedy happened in the summer o f 
1949. Two boys in for a swim got caught in a strong undertow  and 
drow ned. M inutes later villagers flocked to the shore and a hum an 
chain was strung out into the water to  find the two bodies. Hysteria 
reigned and another two men drow ned; bu t the desperate search for 
the now four dead bodies continued until late into the evening when 
the RCM P finally ordered them to stop. In calmer water the next 
day, boats from  all over the im m ediate area searched out two o f the 
four bodies; a few days later the th ird  was found; and weeks later 
the fourth  washed up on shore.

Shortly after the drowning, when minds and conversations 
were preoccupied with the tragedy, Stanley wrote his song. As with 
all his new com positions, Stanley w ould have sung it for friends; 
and they in tu rn  picked it up to  sing elsewhere or m ade copies to  
show others, or at least perpetuated the process by spreading word 
tha t he had written the song. The song was in effect Stanley’s con­
tribution to the topic o f conversation at the time.

Today the song is still being sung by Stanley and friends and 
copies are being requested. M any Invernessers are familiar with it, 
particularly because Stanley’s son recently sang it at a local concert. 
The song, which holds for the com m unity a special memory o f an 
em otional experience, is making its place in local oral tradition.

A nother observation here is th a t the song has lapsed into a 
m em orial status. W hen the event was still “ new s,”  it played an 
active and topical role, offering com m ent to conversation at the 
time; thirty  years later it operates on  a more passive and historical 
basis, as a relic o f the past, although it is kept alive in an active sing­
ing tradition . W ithin this dual function, there is an interplay between 
the com m unity, the songm aker’s inspiration, and the life expec­
tancy o f  a song, all o f which has im portan t im plications and merits 
further investigation.

W hen Stanley wrote “ The Inverness Seashore Tragedy”  he 
was not necessarily inspired by the event itself but rather by the 
com m unity reaction to  the event. H e writes in the first verse: “ I ’ll 
sing you a ditty (how sad but true) ju s t as it was told to  m e,”  which 
suggests that Stanley wrote the song after he received the inform a­
tion through conversations with o ther villagers. I know he was not 
at the event. Because the topic was a popular one at the time, Stanley 
could be sure his song would be o f interest, but this is not to  suggest 
tha t he wrote it solely for this reason. The topic is a conventional



one — coming, I feel, out o f  a general com m unity desire to console 
the bereaved. It is arguable, however, tha t Stanley was aware o f  but 
no t inspired by the com m unity conversation. H ere another example 
from  Stanley’s repertoire sheds some light on the m atter.

In 1949 in C alifornia a little girl, Kathy Fiscus, fell into a well 
and died before she could be rescued. Stanley responded with a 
song and  sent it to her parents in C alifornia. Initially, I was sur­
prised th a t he had written abou t something so far away but then he 
explained, “ everyone was talking about i t .”  The com m unity had 
heard abou t it on the radio and  had read the story in the newspapers 
and obviously had been moved by the event.

The im portant distinction here is that the song was not inspired 
by a  local event but by an event that stim ulated local interest. F ur­
therm ore 50 per cent o f Stanley’s songs were inspired by events, 
m ost o f which would have moved the com m unity in a similar way. 
During W orld W ar II — the event that caused perhaps the greatest 
(m ost certainly the longest) em otional stress in the village during 
Stanley’s lifetime — Stanley was in Scotsville and wrote a num ber 
o f  songs: songs com m em orating local men killed overseas; a song 
boosting the m orale o f the village by elaborating on the popular 
them e “ doing our b it” ; and songs condem ning Hitler and other 
enemy leaders. O ther songs abou t events o f local interest have 
already been mentioned: the long-haired hippy song reflects the 
sentim ent o f m ost villagers, and in the m any tributes Stanley 
m ourns the loss o f an im portan t person together with the com ­
m unity.

T hat the com m unity influenced what Stanley wrote is certain; 
to  what extent is harder to determ ine. There were songs, particularly 
those written about personal experiences, tha t were written out o f  a 
private desire, but they represent a small percentage o f his total 
repertoire and are not the popular ones — a point that will be dis­
cussed shortly. The immediate point is tha t Stanley wrote over half 
o f  his songs about events, m ost o f which caused some emotional 
response from  the village; and  while the com m unity helped inspire 
the songs, Stanley wrote them  out o f feelings he shared with the 
com m unity.

Because Stanley is in fact one o f the com m unity it follows that 
his songs should reflect the view o f that com m unity in which they 
were created. This is illustrated nicely in “ The Inverness Seashore 
T ragedy”  and also points to some o f the possible reasons why that 
song and others have rem ained popular with the people.

If  we look at the facts o f the Inverness tragedy available 
through newspapers and secondary interviews, Stanley’s song is 
accurate but it does miss some o f the details. It has all the structural 
requirem ents o f a traditional disaster ballad as set out by Ives7: the 
invitational opening, the discovery o f the body, the afterm ath, but 
in the th ird  o f Ives’ sections — the description o f  the accident —



Stanley devotes one verse to the boys’ drowning and the five re­
m aining verses to the rescue attem pt and the drowning o f the two 
rescuers. He also adds to  the conventional structure an unconven­
tional chorus which represents the lam ent o f  the local people. In 
these omissions and additions, Stanley has placed an emphasis on 
the com m unity involvement in the accident rather than  the accident 
itself.

This was particularly appealing to the com m unity since the 
song expressed an ideal that the people liked to remember — how 
they fought long and hard  to find the  bodies, how two men risked 
their lives and died in the rescue attem pt, and how the people 
m ourned afterw ards. All these things created a dram a in which the 
com m unity played a role that it liked to see itself playing. The song 
im m ortalized a personally moving experience for them  and, since it 
portrayed the com m unity in a role o f which they approved, they 
picked the song up and held on to it.

“ The Inverness Seashore Tragedy”  is an example o f a local 
song tha t was accepted by the com m unity and tha t is making its 
way into oral tradition . By studying its acceptance within the local 
context as Ives suggests, insight is gained into com m unity values 
and views o f local history. The im plications for further study are 
great but before tha t can happen, the  com m unity view o f Stanley’s 
songs needs to be investigated extensively. This I intend to explore 
through interviews with Stanley’s fellow villagers and singers o f  his 
songs.
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