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“What a place Traverse City is a-coming to be!” Retired lumberjack Lester Wells once sang these words 
while sitting with his aging buddies in Launtner’s Tavern (now Union Street Station—still a bar with 
live music) in downtown Traverse City, Michigan. The folklorist Alan Lomax recorded the song by 
cutting a 12-inch disc on the spot with his Presto instantaneous disc recorder. The year was 1938, and 
Lomax—then a 23-year-old Assistant in Charge at the Archive of Folk-Song—was in the midst of a 10-
week folk music collecting trip of the “Lakes States,” gathering examples of Michigan’s rich trove of 
traditional song to enrich the Archive’s holdings at the Library of Congress. 
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students	   realize	   they	   can	   do	   anything–and	   then	   they	   do	   it	   again.11	   The	   semester-‐long	   format	  
allowed	  for	  deeper	  personal	  relationships	  to	  develop	  between	  educators	  and	  students.	  Some	  of	  the	  
same	  students	  and	  musicians	  had	  been	  involved	  for	  several	  years	  in	  SEEDS	  afterschool	  programs,	  
further	   enhancing	   trust	   and	   safe	   learning	   environments.	   Earthwork	   musicians	   came	   to	   see	  
themselves	   as	   mentors:	   professional	   working	   musicians	   “showing	   up”	   and	   showing	   interest	   in	  
students’	  lives	  and	  creative	  potential.	  	  

Helping	   students	   find	   their	   creative	   voice	   and	   empowering	   them	   through	   all	   phases	   of	   an	  
immersive,	  cooperative	  project	  has	  inherent	  value	  and	  can	  be	  organized	  around	  all	  kinds	  of	  themes.	  
The	   critical	   piece	   of	   this	   project	   for	   folklore	   and	   education	   is	   the	   use	   of	   an	   historic	   folksong	  
collection	  that	  has	  local	  relevance	  to	  the	  participating	  students.	  These	  students	  connected	  with	  Alan	  
Lomax’s	   1938	   Michigan	   Collection.	   Other	   online	   historic	   folksong	   collections	   will	   resonate	   with	  
students	   from	  other	   regions	  of	   the	   country	   (see	  American	  Folklife	  Center,	  Online	  Collections	   and	  
Presentations).	   A	   growing	   body	   of	   research	   links	   increased	   self-‐esteem,	   pride,	   and	   ownership	   in	  
accomplishments,	   increased	   student	   interest	   in	   learning	   and	   comprehension,	   and	   positive	  
relationships	  between	  students,	  teachers,	  and	  the	  community,	  to	  the	  kind	  of	  learning	  evidenced	  in	  
the	  Quest.12

At	   the	   close	   of	   the	   Quest	   Finale,	   Seth	   offered	   his	   take	   on	   the	   benefits	   of	   the	   project.	   Through	  
exploring	   their	   creative	   potential,	   students	   learned	   to	   support	   each	   other	   and	   take	   calculated	  
creative	   risks.	   Through	   exploration	   of	   the	   historic	   songs	   in	   the	   Lomax	  Michigan	   Collection,	   they	  
expanded	  their	  musical	  boundaries.	  As	  Seth	  told	  the	  audience,	  "It’s	  so	  wonderful	  when	  our	  circle	  of	  
understanding	  and	  compassion	  widens.	  That's	  what	   the	  arts	  do	   for	  us."13	  And	  when	   the	   students	  
were	  told	  that	  their	  songs	  and	  performance	  were	  being	  documented	  and	  archived	  by	  the	  Michigan	  
State	  University	  Museum	  (just	  as	  the	  earlier	  field	  recordings	  by	  Alan	  Lomax	  had	  been	  archived	  by	  
the	  Library	  of	  Congress),	  everyone	  cheered.	  In	  the	  words	  of	  “The	  Presto	  Machine,”	  a	  collaborative	  
song	  created	  during	  the	  project,	  

Everyone	  has	  a	  story,	  
Made	  into	  song.	  
And	  they’ll	  live	  on.	  

Laurie Kay Sommers served as program director for the Lomax Michigan Legacy 
Project 2013-14. She has been involved with various folklore in education projects, 
among them lessons plans using the Lomax Michigan materials (for the Association for 
Cultural Equity website);  The  Florida  Music  Train,  which  won  the  2003  Dorothy  
Howard  Prize  for  Folklore and Education from the American Folklore Society; and 
Folkwriting: Lessons on Place, Heritage, and Tradition for the Georgia Classroom.	  

Seth	  Bernard	  co-‐founded	  Michigan’s	  Earthwork	  Music	  Collective.	  With	  a	  background	  
in	  music,	   theater,	   and	   outdoor	   education,	   Seth	   is	   a	   fixture	   of	   the	   independent	  music	  
scene	   in	  Michigan	   and	   beyond.	   In	   addition	   to	   an	   active	   performance	   schedule,	   Seth	  
serves	  as	  Artistic	  Director	  of	  the	  Quest,	  which	  implements	  afterschool	  arts	  enrichment	  
programs	  in	  northern	  Michigan	  through	  the	  Traverse	  City	  nonprofit,	  SEEDS.	  	  

http://www.loc.gov/folklife/onlinecollections.html
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http://www.samanthacooper.org/news/teaching-for-the-quest-program
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