Tony and Keith “On the Banks of Coldbrook”
100 Years of Atwood Family Songs from
the Hills of Dover
by Dr. Tony Barrand
Figure 1: Jim Fisk gravestone, Brattleboro, Vermont; photo by Stephen Greene

CDSS NEWS						

17

		

SUMMER 2011

In 1981, I was co-editor (with Fred Breunig)
Jenny” Knapp. West Dover, now better known as the
of the now-defunct CDSS journal, cunningly but
Mount Snow ski area, is just twenty-five miles from
appropriately called Country Dance and Song. For
Brattleboro.
reasons I no longer remember, the 1980-81 edition was
The songs from James and Mary Atwood and
a combination of volumes 11/12. The cover photograph,
from “Aunt Jenny” Knapp had been published in a
by Stephen Green (see previous page), was of the
1919 book, Songs from the Hills of Vermont, edited
Jim Fisk gravestone and its four, acid rain-stained,
by Edith Sturgis and Robert Hughes, while those
half-naked ladies in the Prospect Hill Cemetery in
from Fred were recorded by Margaret MacArthur
Brattleboro, Vermont. Born in Bennington, Vermont,
in 1964. I got to re-examine these songs in 1980-81
the financier (some would say “robber baron”) Jim
when editing a set of them for Country Dance and
Fisk spent his teenage years in Brattleboro where the
Song. In volumes 11/12 we published a transcript of a
people later paid for and raised the memorial after his
lecture by Margaret MacArthur at a Marlboro College
murder in 1872.
Winterim term in 1976 on the collection of the Atwood
He re-emerged as a local celebrity in the 1980s
songs. For that transcript, John Roberts prepared
when Margaret MacArthur recorded a song1 about his
lead sheets of the melodies for twelve pieces in the
exploits. As the song says: “he did all his deeds both
Sturgis/Hughes book and six of Fred Atwood songs
the good and the bad by the broad open light of the
recorded by Margaret herself.
day.” Among the good deeds for which he was fondly
The timing in 2009 was propitious for a
remembered was the sending of a trainload of food
new look at the Atwood songs: first, I had the time
to victims of the
at home without
Chicago fire in
having to drive
1871.
to Boston twice a
K e i t h
week and, second,
Murphy
and
the Town of Dover
I
recently
was scheduled in
re-recorded
2010 to celebrate
(“covered,”
as
its two hundreth
people now say)
anniversary
of
the song on a new
incorporation as a
CD, On the Banks
township.
of
Coldbrook:
This was,
Atwood Family
then, a delightful
Songs from the
prospect. Much of
Hills of Vermont
my singing, very
(Black
Isle
rewarding
for
Music, 2010). I
forty years, has
am known for my
been with John
recordings and
Roberts, a fellow
concerts
with
Englishman,
John
Roberts
taking
a
low
and with Nowell
harmony to my
Sing We Clear;
melody.
This
Keith and his
project was to
wife,
fiddler
be singing new
Becky Tracy, are
repertoire
two-thirds of the Figure 2: Tony Barrand, Keith Murphy, (2010) Fred Atwood, and James Atwood (ca. 1910)
with
Keith,
exciting concert
who
is
from
band Nightingale
Newfoundland
with Jeremiah McLane. Neighbors in Brattleboro,
and has a higher tenor voice than mine, giving fresh
Keith’s and my collaboration happened in 2009 when
life to the local Atwood songs. In addition, we would
I was retiring from Boston University. Said Keith: “Is
be figuring out accompaniments with Becky and
there a singing project we could work on together?” It
my longtime bandmate in Nowell Sing We Clear,
just so happened that there was: the repertoire from
accordionist Andy Davis. It was also, however, a way
local Vermont singers: James Atwood and his son,
of paying homage to a dear departed friend and singer
Fred, of nearby West Dover, along with songs from
who had first introduced me to Vermont: Margaret
James’ second wife, Mary, and a close friend, “Aunt
MacArthur who died in 2006.
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Songs from the Hills of Vermont
I had learned about James Atwood some forty
years earlier in 1969 when visiting the Marlboro home of
Margaret and John MacArthur
in Vermont. She had shown
me a collection of thirteen
songs from West Dover’s
Atwood family published in
1919, as indicated in Figure
3 (left), by Edith Barnes
Sturgis and Robert Wells
Hughes as Songs from the
Hills of Vermont (New York
and Boston: G. Schirmer).
It was released as #10 in
Schirmer’s
“American
Folk-Song Series,” the first
collection from a Vermont
or, even, a New England
source.

of the journal Country Dance and Song (Vols.11/12)
reprint, leaving out “The Little Pig.” “Daily Growing”
may have been set first because Robert Hughes (who
wrote the notes to the songs with help from Professor
George Lyman Kittredge at Harvard) thought the
version from James was the first time it was noted in
America.
Keith and I worked on these songs during
2009 and the winter of 2010. We had an easy rehearsal
schedule: I stayed home and, depending on his daily
routine, Keith would walk over and say something like:
“I’ve got an hour free, what shall we sing?” We learned
the twelve songs included in the CDSS reprint. They
were terrific tunes and mostly good verses though,
for a couple of songs, we searched for alternatives in
American collections of traditional songs. To make it
easier for Keith to devise harmonies, we used a laptop
computer with the free software called “Audacity” to
record the songs.

Songs from the Hills of Vermont (order of songs)

First Questions about the Sturgis/Hughes Book
When I first encountered the Sturgis/Hughes
book in 1969, I did not learn any of the Atwood songs
for two reasons: first, my primary interest in singing
with John Roberts in the 1970s was focused on the
English singing traditions and, second, my/our friend,
Margaret MacArthur, had legitimate claim to, had
recorded, and put her personal stamp and style on
them. But the academic part of me was intrigued. Who
was this well-to-do lady, Edith Sturgis, a published
author of short stories and children’s poems with no
other interest in the general revival of attention to

1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

Daily Growing (Laws O35)
Posey Boy (The Swapping Song; The Foolish Boy)
The Spinster’s Lament (The Old Maid’s Song)
The Banks of the Dee (Tune: Langolee)
The Frog in the Spring (The Wedding of the Frog
and the Mouse)
6. The Soldier’s Return (Charming Beauty Bright)
(Laws M3)
7. The Warranty Deed (The Wealthy Old Maid)
8. The Shining Dagger (The Drowsy Sleeper) (Laws
M4)
9. Botany Bay (Laws L16A)
10. Mary of the Wild Moor (Laws P21)
11. Birds’ Courting Song (Leather-Wing Bat)
12. The Little Pig
13, The Half Hitch (Laws N23)
Above is the list of songs, in order, printed in
the book along with their number in the G. Malcom
Laws Indexes and common titles of other versions.
Many of them are songs commonly found in collections
from American singers. James Atwood sang numbers
1, 3, 6-9, 11, and 13; “Aunt Jenny” Knapp sang 2 and 4;
and Mary Atwood sang 5 and 10. Alone of the thirteen
songs, Hughes’ notes offer no credit for “The Little
Pig.” This is unfortunate because the song is one of
the favorites among Mrs. Sturgis’ granddaughters. I
confess that I suspect that the song was not credited
to James, Mary or Aunt Jenny because it came from
Mrs. Sturgis herself. The book’s title, with no mention
of Atwood or Dover covered such eventualities.
Because of this ambiguity, I chose, perhaps wrongly,
to include only twelve songs in the 1980/81 edition
CDSS NEWS						

Figure 4: (standing) James Atwood; (l-r seated) Mary
Atwood, “Aunt Jenny” Knapp, ca. 1918
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“folk songs”? She showed no interest in finding
other singers besides her friends, James Atwood
and his immediate family. What led her, in 1919, to
publish a song collection from Vermont in northern
New England when even a luminary such as Cecil
Sharp was focused at the time on the South? Sharp,
for example, had recently published a collection
made in the southern states: Campbell, Olive Dame
and Cecil James Sharp, English Folk Songs from the
Southern Appalachians (New York and London: G. P.
Putnam’s Sons, The Knickerbocker Press, 1917). Not
until Helen Hartness Flanders began her major work
collecting Vermont songs in 1930 did anyone else take
much notice of singers in
New England.

relatives of Edith and Warren Sturgis. They were
there because Maisy Crowther, one of the three of
Edith’s granddaughters, who still lived locally in
southern Vermont, had passed the word about the
concert among family members. One of Edith’s great
granddaughters, Allison Watt, was in attendance
with her husband, Jessie Pelton. An interesting
connection was that I had known Jessie from my days
at the Fox Hollow Folk Festival in 1969-1975, when
he was very young. Over the Labor Day weekend
2009, Allison and Jesse were staying at the old family
house, “Coldbrook” in West Dover, then and now the
responsibility of Allison’s sister and brother-in-law,
Fiona and Harold Neu.
Keith and I were invited to
visit the house and there
we got to see a striking
portrait of Edith Barnes
ca. 1895 (see Figure 5),
just before her marriage
to Warren Sturgis in 1899
and, from a “tin box” in the
attic, a manuscript book
of poems collected from
James Atwood by Edith
Sturgis.

Where Are the Rest of
Them? Help from Edith’s
Descendants
About ten years
after Margaret first showed
me the book, in the late
1970s, she let me examine
a typed manuscript copy,
at her house, of the lyrics
to the songs written down
by Edith Sturgis. I was
Edith Barnes Sturgis
able to count the number of
and “Coldbrook”
unpublished songs (thirtyEdith and her
four) and note the titles but
husband were summer
I do not remember if what
residents at Coldbrook on
I saw was the original copy
the Handle Road in West
from Mrs. Sturgis or a copy
Dover. The house was sothat Margaret had made.
named because Edith’s
I have often thought: “Oh,
father, Captain John S.
would that the photocopy
Barnes, had bought 375
machine or the scanner
acres of southern Vermont
had been invented by
then.” Neither the originals
land in Windham County
nor any copy Margaret
in 1871. He negotiated
the purchase with an
might have made have yet
Figure 5: Edith Barnes ca. 1895
outdoorsman friend from
resurfaced.
It seemed, though, that all was
Springfield, Massaschusetts because
the trout fishing was so good in West Dover’s Cold
not lost. The next evidence of the rightness of the
Brook, a half mile of which they owned. The land,
timing for our project came on the first evening (August
and his house, became known as “Coldbrook.” Edith
31, 2008) that Keith and I, assisted by Becky on fiddle
and Andy on accordion, advertised and performed a
(b. 1872) was probably given the property because a)
set of six songs from the Atwood collection. That night,
she was the first of the children to marry and b) had
grown to love it when visiting as a child in the 1870s
a not-so-simple singing project became, in addition, a
and 1880s.
biographical study of the fascinating people involved,
such as the singers (James, Mary, and Fred Atwood
Warren Sturgis was a Latin teacher at the
Groton School in Groton, Massaschusetts where they
and Aunt Jenny Knapp) and the collectors (Edith
lived during the school year. They moved to spend
Barnes Sturgis, Robert Wells Hughes and Margaret
summers in the West Dover property shortly after
Crowell MacArthur).
they were married in 1899. Thus began a wonderful
Present at the concert were nearly two-dozen
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Figure 6: Sample of music pages from Country Dance and Song, 1980-81, p. 22
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friendship that led to the saving of a
remarkable Vermont singing tradition. James Atwood
(b. 1845) was a mason in West Dover who was hired
ca. 1908 to restore the Sturgis’ chimney. When he
wasn’t working, James would sit and lean against a
wall as he sang his ballads, laments, humorous ditties
and children’s songs or he recited verses he composed
about his friends and local events and places.
Edith and Warren became close friends of
James and his second wife, Mary Atwood. I assume
with James’ permission and assistance, Edith wrote
down the words to his songs and a few from Mary, and
from their “intimate friend, “Aunt Jenny’ Knapp”2.
The tunes were collected, notated and arranged for
piano by Robert Hughes, Music Master at the Groton
School, substituting in the school year of 1916-17 for
his friend, Twining Lynes, the Music Master, who was
on sabbatical.
Keith and I began with the group of thirteen
songs published by Sturgis and Hughes. The set is
unusual because it offers something from all corners of
James’ repertoire: dramatic ballads, romantic songs,
funny songs about domestic life and marriage, and
children’s songs. We have no information as to how
the selection was made: James Atwood himself, a good
friend of the poet editor, might have been involved
in the process of selecting songs, or Robert Hughes
might have made the selection based upon musical
considerations, or the choices may have reflected the
songs Mrs. Sturgis heard and loved.
In any event, we worked from the “lead sheet”
versions of the songs prepared by John Roberts for
the 1980/81 edition of Country Dance and Song.
This brought the tunes and the lyrics together for
the first time but separate from Hughes’ piano
accompaniments. Learning the songs from the Sturgis
and Hughes edition is hard work, mainly because
the lyrics are spread out among the piano settings. I
surmise that this may have been why the book did not
become better known.

About twenty years later, having assumed the “Hills”
in question were in northern Vermont (in what
Vermonters call the Northeast Kingdom), she talked
at her house with a Dover resident, Stephen Greene,
a local publisher. She recounted what happened in a
lecture Margaret gave at Marlboro College in 1976.
She said:
He told me those were songs from Dover. I
was just thunderstruck because, as I look
out from my kitchen window in Marlboro,
I see White, Rice, and Cooper’s Hills in
Dover. So I rushed home and re-read the
foreword where [Mrs.] Sturgis wrote that
she had collected some fifty songs from
Mr. and Mrs. James Atwood. I thought
well where are the rest of them?3
Sturgis wrote down the words to “some fifty
songs”? There were only thirteen in the Sturgis and
Hughes book and so “the rest of them,” of course,
referred to the other songs not included in the
book. After discovering that descendants of the
Sturgis family still spent summers in West Dover at
Coldbrook, she called Susan Goodale, Edith Sturgis’
oldest daughter, who invited her over to “look in
Mother’s .” In the desk, they found a typed manuscript
with the words to thirty-four “unpublished” (and ten
that were published) songs and a few “scraps of music
manuscript paper.” Margaret got permission to

Margaret MacArthur and the Atwood Songs
This 1980/81 edition of Country Dance and
Song also brought together, for the first time in print,
James Atwood’s songs with those of his son, Fred.
With the disappearance of the Sturgis copy of the
lyrics and of Robert Hughes’ transcription of the tunes,
the versions of the Atwood songs Fred learned from
his father are possibly our best hope for recovering
James’ repertoire.
The central figure in finding and recording the
singing of Fred Atwood was Margaret MacArthur. She
had bought a copy of the 1919 Songs from the Hills of
Vermont in 1944 from a Schirmer’s catalog while she
and her husband were living in Newfane, Vermont.
CDSS NEWS						

Figure 7: Margaret MacArthur ca. 2003, photo by Emily Friedman
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take the pages back to Marlboro “…to make
copies, and we later took the originals back to West
Dover.”3 Mrs. MacArthur was a woman of her word so
I am sure that she did take them back to West Dover
and I assume she did make a copy. I do not, however,
know when that happened. As I mentioned earlier, in
1980 when I was preparing to publish the transcript of
Margaret’s 1976 talk and the songs from the Sturgis
and Hughes 1919 book, I examined the typed copy of
the lyrics Edith Sturgis wrote down and made a list of
the songs, but do not know if that was the original or
a copy made by Margaret. At any event, if there were
two copies, neither one has been found.
All was not lost, however, for in 1964,
Margaret located Fred Atwood, James’ son, living in
Connecticut. She sent Fred a bus ticket to Brattleboro
and then drove him to her Marlboro house. There he
sang and talked for three days into a reel-to-reel tape
machine, recording more than fifty songs and poems.
Fred sang about two dozen of his father’s songs and
the reel-to-reel tapes of Fred’s singing were among
the materials given to the Vermont Folklife Center)
in Middlebury after Margaret died. The people at the
VFC were kind enough to send us CD copies of all of
Margaret’s field recordings, including those of Fred
Atwood.

The Magnolia Tree *
Mary of the Wild Moor *
The Spinster’s Lament
The Only Son *
The Poor and Honest Lodger
Raspberry Lane *
Reynardine *
The Rolling Stone *
The Shining Dagger *
The Soldier’s Return
The Spinster’s Lament Spinster
Song
The Warranty Deed
When Johnny came from Sea*
When the Roses were in Bloom
William Ismael *
Willy and Mary *
Willy’s on the Dark Blue Sea*
Woodman’s Alphabet
Young Charlotte on the Mountainside
Incorporating the Recordings of Fred’s Singing
Equipped with the recordings made by
Margaret, Keith and I forged ahead to work on the
combined set of songs transcribed by John Roberts
from both the Sturgis and Hughes book and from
Fred’s singing, nineteen songs in total. We paid
special attention to his songs that were recorded by
Margaret MacArthur herself. These included a classic
homage to local “Robin-Hood-type” of legend, the
earlier-mentioned Jim Fisk (for whom the people of
Brattleboro in 1872 built the remarkable gravestone
in Prospect Hill Cemetery featuring four half-naked

Figure 8: Titles also collected from Fred Atwood
are marked *; those in boldface and italics were
published by Sturgis and Hughes:
Barbara Allen *
The Bird’s Hunting Song *
Bonnie Black Bess *
Botany Bay (Fragment) *
The Butcher Boy *
Daily Growing
The Daughter’s Request
Early News
The Emigrant’s Last Farewell
Fanny Grey
The Frog in the Spring*
The Grumbler *
The Half Hitch
Hard Times *
Henry Green *
The Hermit’s Song
I know not why I love her *
In the Township of Danville “
Johnny Bull
Johnny Sands
Kate and her Horns *
The Little Matthew Grove*
Lord Bateman *
Lord Thomas and Fair Eleanor *
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FigureFigure 9: Atwood Family ca.1910 (left to riught) Standing: Carolyn,
Fred, and Mary Atwood; Seated: Arthur and James Atwood
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young ladies, each holding a symbol of the
sources of his wealth, for example, a steamship
timetable or a bag of coins; see Figure 1 on page 17).
There were also tragic ballads, such as “The
Silver Dagger” plus songs of marital trials, such as
“The Warranty Deed” and “The Half Hitch,” and a
handful of terrific songs for children, especially a
good version of “The Frog in the Spring” (Wedding
of the Frog and the Mouse) and “Posey Boy (riding
on a Broom).” An amazingly delightful discovery, for
me (who has followed Nightingale pretty closely),
was that Keith is a very accomplished accompanist
on piano. His own settings became the base over
which our duet harmonies were laid. We did not
use the arrangements created by Robert Hughes
because they were more suited to a formal (“art” or
“classical”) singing style and tone very different from
our storytelling, essentially unaccompanied approach
to ballads and songs.

namesake of Edith Barnes Sturgis) and her husband,
Ted Webster, for the Dover Historical Society (RR 100,
West Dover, VT 05356, 802-464-7351). Packaged with
it is a collection of James Atwood’s “Poems” first shown
to me by Alison Watt from the attic at Coldbrook.
Covering an oral history of Dover from about 1880 to
1920, they are recitations of neighbors, places, work
life and leisure, including walks to worship in West
Dover and to have dinner or an entertainment with
Warren and Edith Sturgis at Coldbrook.
Where Next with the Coldbrook Project?
The Atwood family repertoire was richly
rewarding: very good songs and ballads and a
fascinating cast of characters involved in the singing,
collecting and publishing. Keith Murphy and I are
continuing to work on the rest of James’ and Fred’s
songs in hopes of finding still more extraordinary
examples of American balladry. Since we began
telling the remarkable story of these songs being
shaped, performed and collected in southern Vermont,
the descendants of each family involved—Atwoods,
Sturgises, and MacArthurs—have uncovered more
photographs, artifacts, stories, songs, letters and other
ephemera that depict their own story in more detail.
We will continue to tell the story and sing the songs
to offer an example of how the same attention can be
applied to other families in Vermont and anywhere
to improve the self-portrait that can be gleaned from
one’s own folklore.

A CD, a Concert, a Song Book, and Powerpoint
The tunes were so good and the versions of the
songs so satisfying, though, that it became obvious
to us that we needed to make a recording and find
outlets for concerts that would support both the songs
and the fascinating story of their collection. Three
potential locations immediately sprang to mind: first
was the Old Songs Festival in Altamont, New York.
In the past new singing projects with a special focus
had been welcomed to debut at Old Songs and could be
scheduled in an unusual time slot. I asked for and we
were given ninety minutes to sing all the songs and
show a Powerpoint presentation with photographs of
the Atwoods, of Edith Sturgis and Robert Hughes, and
of Margaret MacArthur.
The second obvious outlet was a lecture series
at Marlboro College where Margaret’s husband, John,
taught for many years and I was on the faculty from
1972-1982. The aspect of the show which honored
Margaret and her role in preserving the songs was
ideal for presentations in Marlboro and Brattleboro.
Finally, the Dover bicentennial was set for October
1-3, 2010 and they wanted to present the show
in the Congregational Church where James and
Mary Atwood worshipped. This was thrilling for
a researcher following a one hundred year old tale:
to visit Coldbrook, where Edith Sturgis first heard
James singing as he fixed the chimney, and to sing in
the room where the congregation must have known
the Atwood songs and sang hymns regularly with
James and Mary.
In addition to our new CD, there is also a
new reprint of the Sturgis/Hughes songbook: Songs
and Verse from the Hills of Vermont which has been
produced by Edith B. Mas (a granddaughter and
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1 MacArthur, Margaret. Make the ArthurWildwoods Ring, Front
Hall FHR-027, LP, 1982
2 Sturgis, Edith B. and Robert Hughes (Eds.). Songs from the Hills
of Vermont, New York and Boston: G. Schirmer, 1919, v.
3 Mac Arthur, Margaret C. “The Search for More Songs from
the Hills of Vermont: Songs and Ballads of the Atwood Family,”
Country Dance and Song, vols. 11/12, 1981, 5.
Dr. Tony Barrand is an archivist, historian and author on
morris dance, and a singer of English and American song; he was
the recipient of CDSS’s 2008 Lifetime Contribution Award. “On the
Banks of Coldbrook” is availale from the CDSS Store, www.cdss.
org/store. A different version of this article was in Sing Out!, Vol.
54 No. 2.

See accompanying material from Country
Dance and Song (vols. 11/12, 1981), plus a selection
from Tony and Keith’s recording, “On the Banks of
Coldbrook.” The article in a slightly different form was
published in Sing Out! (Volume 54, Number 2, Spring
2011). Our thanks to Tony and Keith for offering it us
as well.
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