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On the Road for the Dictionary:

Notes from a Fieldworker’s Journal
Barbara Myhre Vass

IDARE Ed: This is the second in a continuing series of
reminiscences by DARE Fieldworkers—the people who
actuaily collected much of the information on which the
Dictionary is based. Armed with questionnaires, a tape
recorder, and enthusiasm, they went to preselected communi-
ties, found people who had lived there all their lives, and spent
many hours with them, asking the nearly seventeen hundred
questions in the questionnaire. As you will see, it took
ingenuity, persistence, and dedication. Without Fieldworkers
like Barbara Vass, DARE would not exist.}

10 February 1969, Belvidere, Illinois
Paid to Mrs. E.W. 3 nights’ lodging @ $1.50/
night, $4.50

In 1969 Belvidere (pop. 13,000), Boone
County, Illinois, was the hometown of the reigning
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The Dictionary of American Regional
English is a national effort in more ways than one.
As we all know, it documents and illustrates the
English language as spoken by Americans in each
of our fifty states. But as I have also discovered, its
support reflects a national consensus that this is a
very special project that needs to be completed.

I have had the opportunity to talk to DARFE
supporters from across the country. At Harvard
University last month, I heard about the importance
of the project and how the Dictionary is used in
coursework on that historic campus. In April [ met
with people in New York who have great respect for
the historic preservation aspect of the effort and
want to see DARE reach the letter Z. In Chicago,
San Francisco, and Los Angeles, I have heard
similar enthusiasm and respect for the Dictionary
and its dedicated staff.

Most importantly, I have heard from many
readers of this Newsletter (from Virginia, Kansas,
Washington, Texas, and lllinois, to name just a few
states) who have made a gift in support of DARE.
Large contributions and small contributions—they
all make a difference and are very important to us.
Many people have told me that looking through
DARE reminds them of the language they grew up
with, bringing back special memories of their
hometowns, friends, and families. It means a great
deal to people to see “their” language in the
Dictionary. Thank you for your support.
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On the Road

Miss America. It was also recovering from a tor-
nado two years earlier and adjusting to the influx of
strangers come to fill 5,000 jobs at the new Chrysler
plant.

Continued from page 1

In Belvidere, I was adjusting to my first day
as a fieldworker for the Dictionary of American
Regional English. Twas 23 and had just finished an
ML.A. specializing in English linguistics at Madison.
I was familiar with the Dictionary from my phonet-
ics course: our major class project had been to

- transcribe “The Story of Arthur the Rat” from a
DARE tape and then analyze the speaker’s syllabic
nuclei.

I logged fifty hours on that report. It was
cumbersome to operate the tape recorder and tran-
scribe at the same time, so I put the recorder on a
card table next to the bed and propped myself and
my clipboard up with pillows. From this phonetics
command post, I pushed “Play” and “Rewind” with
my toes as I listened, transcribed, rewound, and
listened again. My “Arthur” reader, Mr. C.A.B.,
was born in Apalachicola, Florida, in 1905. 1
listened to him read the story so many times that I
can still recite the opening lines with his inflections.

1 graduated in January of 1969 and went to
work for the Dictionary in February. That spring I
commuted from Madison to make tape recordings
and complete questionnaires in eleven [llinois
towns: Belvidere, West Dundee, Ottawa, Morris,
Downers Grove, Zion, Winnetka, South Holland,
Bourbonnais, Forrest, and Towanda. A summer
road trip took me to Mt. Pulaski, Beardstown, and
Quincy in Illinois, then Bakersfield, Fresno, and
Folsom in California.

From the first, I kept two palm-size black
notebooks: one, a record of expenses, and the other,
a collection of impressions. Rereading the journals
thirty years later, I realize how much I Jearned in
those six months on the road for the Dictionary.

31 March 1969, Morris, Ilinois
Lunch $ .33, dinner $1.56, gas 9.5 gal. $3.97

My first lesson was how to travel cheaply.
By 1969 the DARE Word Wagons (camping vans)
had been withdrawn because of budget cutbacks.
Since [ earned a flat fee for each questionnaire and
was on my own for transportation and accommoda-
tions, the more cheaply I traveled, the more my

take-home pay.

I tried to leave Madison early enough to
arrive at my target by lunch. In each town I ordered
the same first meal: a toasted cheese sandwich and a
cup of coffee. The size of the bill was a rough
guide to the cost of living I could expect in the area.

After lunch I searched for a room to rent in a
private house. Rooming-house rates ranged from
$1.50 a night in blue-collar Belvidere to $4.00 in
pricey Winnetka. Occasionally I got stuck spending
big bucks for a hotel: $6.00 at the Tivoli across from
the train depot in Downers Grove.

Some landladies had let out rooms for years
and were great characters. In Ottawa, Mrs. E.C., a
widow for thirteen years, answered my inquiry with
an abrupt “$3.00 a night and I’m not cooking for
you.” At the end of the week, I left her house
stuffed with excellent meals, apple pie, copies of
her recipes, and stories of her husband. He asked
her to marry him the first night they met and kept on
asking every time he saw her. Six months later she
said yes.

Though most of the landladies were long-
time residents, it appears that noné of them were
natives, for I never used them as informants. Per-
haps their outsider status was the reason they some-
times had a different take on the community than
other people I met. In Winnetka, Swedish-born
Mrs. H. fed me coffee, rolls, and opinions in the
morning. “[Winnetkans] are a stuffy lot,” she
declared. “They’re nice enough among themselves,
but not to others.” Winnetka was my only shutout; I
had to make two trips because I couldn’t find
enough people to interview the first time. They
were just too busy.

In other towns, I was amazed at how gener-
ous people were once they understood I was doing
research for a dictionary, not selling one. Fieldwork
gifted me with a series of lessons about the kindness
of strangers.

Discouraged by an unsuccessful search for a
room, not knowing where [ would sleep that night, 1
stopped for supper in downtown Morris, [llinois,
pop. 10,000, seat of Grundy County. The café
owner, Mr. W., took on my cause, calling all over
town to find me a room. He had no luck either. As
the caté filled up, Mr. W. asked to seat another lady
at my booth. She was a Chicago social worker, the
speaker for a Lutheran Women’s Auxiliary meeting
that evening. After dinner, she took me along to the



church and had me introduce myself. I wrote in my
journal:
I told them who I was & what I was doing, also
that I had no place to stay, and Mrs. B.H. took
me home with her.

At the café the next day, Mr. W. seated me at
a table with three other women, announcing, “This
is Barb. She’s in town for a few days.”

Morris had ice cream parlors, smoke shops,
and “Harry’s Tap—the Farmer’s Paradise.” Indian
relics and war mementos filled display cases in the
‘courthouse: from World War I, “German toothpaste

‘used by Harry C.” Flags flew everywhere the day of
Eisenhower’s funeral.

28 April 1969, Zion, Illinois
Lunch $ .84, city maps $ .30, phone calls $1.30

Having found lodging in a town, [ searched
for informants. Librarians were wonderful sources
of leads, as were downtown storeowners and histori-
cal society folks (often one and the same). To
complete a questionnaire, I needed twelve hours of
interview time with no more than three or four
natives of the town. A “native” was one who had
been born in the immediate area, had not left for
long periods, and preferably had parents who were
also native. Finding several people who met all the
qualifications and had the physical stamina and
willingness to be interviewed could be demanding:

Unfortunately can’t use Mrs. M.R. She’s only

lived here since 1895, having spent the first 13

vears of her life in Nebraska. She’s very hard of

hearing which would probably be a problem.
Hours of shouting questions was exhausting.

Most people who could give me hours of
time on short notice were retired. Forty to sixty
years my senior, they taught me a lot about the
importance of attitude. Some folks in their 60’s,
having retired, seemed ready to die; others in their
70’s and 80’s were vibrant.

As I interviewed a lively Mr. T.E. in Zion,
his wife sat nearby knitting a curious strip of white
cloth. She was making bandages, thirty stitches
wide and ninety inches long, for a leper colony in
Africa. They lasted longer than machine-made
bandages, she told me.

Miss 1.D., 79, wrote two local newspaper
columns and had a show five days a week on the
Elgin radio station, though she grudgingly admitted

to an afternoon nap.

A quarter century earlier, Mrs. R.H., 73, and
her husband had turned their Quincy farmstead
icehouse, then the chicken coop and the wash
house, into a country boutique. She was retired but
getting panicky, she said, because she had too much
to do before she died. Her house was full of boxes
of projects.

In addition to answering all my questions
(“What do you call soft rolls of dust that collect on
the floor under beds or other furniture?”), Mrs. H.
let me take a most welcome shower at her house.
By this time it was summer, and I was camping my
way from interview to interview, from Illinois to
California.

On my travels I learned to interview wher-
ever it was convenient for the informant. I asked
my questions in living rooms, at kitchen tables,
behind a grocery store meat counter, among instru-
ments in a music shop. One night I asked questions
sitting in a farmhouse hallway. A blanket was
draped across the doorway of a small room off the
hall; on the other side of the blanket, my informant
sat in the dark candling the eggs for her egg route
the next day.

In Folsom, California, I interviewed a
teacher, Miss J.C., in the ladies’ room of an ele-
mentary school during an evening program. Early
the next morning, Miss C. took me to meet her
parents. When her father was a child, an old man
had told him stories of the slave market in Sacra-
mento. At auction, sellers put bags over the slaves’
heads so buyers couldn’t tell how old they were, as
no one would buy a slave with gray hair. Later that
day, T sat with the children in Miss C.’s classroom
and watched on television as Apollo 11 splashed
down.

23 July 1969, Folsom, California
Newspaper and coffee, $ .26

Folsom was the last of my Dictionary towns,
but not the end of habits and interests I acquired
with the work. Local newspapers, old cemeteries,
and stories of place became part of my life.

As a fieldworker, I scanned local newspa-
pers for the odd word or phrase that might be of
interest for the Dictionary. The first paper I picked
up on the road, the Rockford Labor News (Feb. 7,

Continued on page 4



On the Road

1969), revealed that living “in modern day Swedish
style” meant “living as husband and wife but with-
out benefit of clergy or even a civil ceremony.”
Ever since, my first acquisition in any new town has
been the newspaper. Words and phrases, issues and
attitudes, local history and culture, what folks eat
and do for fun—it’s all there. My husband brings
the local papers home for me when he travels; they
are one of my best presents.

When [ started fieldwork, I often scouted for
country cemeteries where I could take a walk and
clear my head between appointments. Later I
collected inscriptions, both amusing and poignant.
“Go home my friends and shed no tears/ I must lie
here till Christ appears” struck me as humorously
grouchy. With my generation at war in Southeast
Asia, another marker resonated:

Died February 24, 1865, 21 years, 13 days
Soldier rest thy warfare o’er

Sleep the sleep that knows not breaking
Dream of battlefields no more

Days of danger nights of waking.

Continued from page 3

Finally, [ developed an abiding interest in
place. “What’s the population?” [ ask in any new
town. The local resident I'm grilling sometimes
doesn’t know and feels uncomfortable having no
answer to give. To relieve the awkwardness, I hurry
on: “How do people make a living around here?”
That question is more welcome, as everyone can
answer in whole or in part. “How did the people get
here?” produces answers that are many and varied
and unfold gradually over a visit.

A sense of words and time and place—these
I kept with me long after I turned in the question-
naires and the tapes. For six months I traveled back
and forth across Illinois and across the country, but
also across time and across our culture. I left
downtown Madison, where I had taped my apart-
ment windows against the pepper gas sprayed on
protesters. And I traveled to places where people
told their grandparents’ stories of homesteading, of
having little to eat but turnips that first hard winter.

In the generational and racial and political
polarizations of 1969, people argued stridently
about who were the “real” Americans. Looking
back now, however, I believe that among the phone
calls and phonetic transcriptions, the hours on the

road, the shipping back of questionnaires by Grey-
hound bus, among all the details of collecting for
the Dictionary, 1 absorbed the understanding that all
of us are the “real” Americans, that everyone’s place
and everyone’s story are part of all of our places, all
of our stories.

Barbara Vass lives in the Town of Somers (pop.
8,500), Kenosha County, Wisconsin, near the his-
toric Chicago-to-Green Bay trail. When not teach-
ing writing at Gateway Technical College, she can
be found on Washington Island working on a cen-
tury-old house across the road from the cemetery. b
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Funding Update Continued from page [
The Dictionary currently has a one-to-one
matching grant from the National Endowment for
the Humanities, which doubles the value of each
contribution to DARE. Over two hundred new
contributors have supported DARE in recent
months. If you would like to join our list of con-
tributors, it is very simple to do. To make a cash
gift to DARE, checks should be made out to DARE/
UW Foundation and mailed to DARE, 6131 Helen
C. White Hall, 600 North Park St., Madison, W1
53706, Attn: David Simon. The form that you can
use to charge a contribution to DARE is below.
Thank you in advance for your support of the ,
Dictionary of American Regional English.

___________________ -
Name }
Address l
City State Zip

Please use this gift to support the Dictionary of American Regional I
English. |
My/Our contribution of $ is enclosed. {
Please charge my gift of $ tomy: ____ MasterCard ____ Visa l
Cardnamber _ ___ - __ _ _-____-____ }
Expiration date

Cardholder’s name (please print) i
Signature Date I
Please return this form to DARE, 6131 Helen C. White Hall, 600 I
North Park Street, Madison, W1 53706, Attn: David Simon. I
___________________ A






