N’daho s Baron Munchausen

By JAN HAROLD B UNVAND
'{ Readers of the LeW tdn Morning
ribune are helping tp reconstruct

most colorful pidneers| of this area.

he project stems from a ¢ urse in
erican folklore whi¢h the'present
writer taught last summer at the

niversity of Idaho. | |

| Lorenzo Henry, better khown as “Len ”
ast of the Nez Perce reserjiatxon squaw
imen, settled north of Sweetwater in 1895
on the land allotm¢nt of is Indian wife,
He had a long career in. the West as
aprospector pxoneer° farmdr, stock raiser,

and freighter. By fhe timje he made his
home in Idaho, Len Hently must already
thave accumulated inany of the anecdotes
jand experiences that he was to elaborate
‘land weave into a @ersonal oral* saga for
the rest of his life., He clpimed to be 104
iyears old in 1946, the year that he died;

the Tribunc obituary also noted, “He was
known in the reservation as a great story-
iteller.”

Seventeen years later summer - school
folklore students discovered that ‘‘Len
Henry stories” stil! survive in the Lew-
liston area. Beginnipg with a dozen or so
'tall tales collected by the class, the col-
\lection has grown to nearly 50 stories
‘through my correspondence and inter-
iviews with people who remember Len
Henry and his tales.

A typxcal descnytxon of Len Henry's
style is included in the following account
sent by Mrs. Esther Sweeney of Lewis-
ton Orehards,

. “Mr. Henry was: .not a talkative man,
‘but very droll and slow of motion and
_speech He didn’t fell these good stories
-often, but would lisien fo the ather men
'spin yarns; then he c¢ould always tell
one better. Here is one of the stories I
remember best:

“‘In the early. days 1 was driving a
'six horse team with tw¢ wagons up- a
very steep, narrow, and criooked trail. Dur-.
ing rainy weather the wagons had cut
deep ruts in the road. I came (o a very
sharp turn and had a devil of a time.get-
iting all those horses and both wagons
iaround it. It took some doing, but I made
it. Afler a bit I missed my dog, so thought
T better see about him; and do you know,
1 walked back a piece and golly if he
‘wasn'l cramped in that turn. "

.Spl. he r O

e tall-tale repertoire of| one of the

Author Brunva , assistant professor
of English at the University of idaho, set
out some fime agoe to collect the many
tall tales for which Len Henry was
famous .in the lq.ewuston country, and
this article resulfs; in part from responses
to a call for help in the letters column
of this newspaper| several months ago.

His search continues, and readers hav-
ing personal recoflections of Len Henry
and his yarns — if they differ: from

those recounted {here — are invited
to write to Mr, Brunvand at the univer-
sity. /

t

Like all of the tales of Len Henry, this
ne (of which I now have six versions)
is just a wee hit on the tall side, and it
has the narrator in the starring role. As
R. G. Bailey wrote in his popular book
“River of No Return,” in 1947, Y€nh Henry
 ““was an inverterate story teller. His were
- always ‘true’ stories, and he was invar-
iably the hero.”

Len Henry's tall-tale headquarters seems
. to have been the store at Sweetwater. In
| his old age Len Henry was in the habit
. of strolling or riding honseback from his
;home, oné-half mide or sb down to the
store, there to entertain whoever might be
on hand to listen. Some of hxs fans, I am
- told, would even® schedile “trips to the

fn The Tall Side

: store to coincide with Henry's appearance.

Phil Crawford, now 81 and living in
Clarkston, built the original Sweetwater
store in 1929, opermting if until he retired
. in 1944; be recalls how Len Henry used
to attract a knot of men around him as
' soon as he started to tell stories. Some-
| times he would sit cross-legged on the
- floor as he spoke. Crawford relates, and
‘occasxonally he would sing a song. “‘He
' would tell stories’ gny f{ime, any place,

| anywhere,”” Crawfprd reminisced.

Despite his age, Phil Crawford had been
making branding frons at his home black-

" smith forge the day I interviewed him; it

brought to mind kpw Len Henry told him
he had managed %o shoe a fiery stallion
one time by screwing its nose fast in a
vise. "I had an Izdian helper then,” Len
said,“and when that stallion moved around
too much, 1 just shouted, *Screw it up a

 little tighter!’ to that Indian.”

Gene Crawford, manager of the Deer
Flat Wildlife Refuge in Nampa, wrote me,
“As a child I often listened to old Len
Henry as he sati beside the pot-bellied
stove in my dad’s store in Sweetwater.
Who. bul Len Hepry could have ridden
horseback over the Grand Tetons! Not
once but many times! Not skirting the
jagged peaks, but' up and over them! As
I recall his stoxy, he was a scout for the
army at the time.}”’

. Alfrey said,

~to hear him tell {tomes

-Alfrey S id,

ling‘-,y to do with
‘ridicg in his younger days, and Dick

O

Tall Tales

From Paul Fling of Bonners Ferry came’
this information:

“Through the 1}30 s I waé residing at
Sweetwater at thg state game.farm, and
knew Len Henry land many of his rela-
tives. One of Ler| Henry’s favorite tales
had to do with hjs escape from the In-
dians after capture. He often related how
an Indian girl cut a slit in a lodge and
freed him, after which he.roped a large
bull elk and escaped.” : i

Mr. and Mrs. Dick Alfrey have operated
the Sweetwater store since Crawford’s re-
tirement. They recall that in Len Henry's
last years there would sorgehmes be as
many as 15 or 20| listeners sitting ardund
to hear him tell ftories. “He chewed to-
bacco, and he would spit in the general
direction of the st while he spoke,” Mr.
“angd after he had been
I would get out the mop

round for awhlle,

nd cléan up.”

Mr and Mrs. Dick Alfrey have operated
the Sweetwater store since Crawford’s re-
tirement. They retall that in Len Henry’s
last years there uld sometimes be as
many as 15 or 20! listeners sitting around
‘“He chewed to-
bacco, and he woquld spit in the general
dlrectmn Lof the stqve while he spoke,’” Mr.
“aqd after he had been
@round fgr awhxle,‘I would get out the mop
and clean up.”

The Alfreys told me several stories hay-
l{.en Henry’s hard, fast

Alfrey remember$ with wonder how the
old man continued| even in his later years,
to sit eross-legged — Indian style — on
the, floor as he {old tales. “Two weeks
before “he died,” | Alfrey said, “he could
still get up from jthe floor without touch-
ing it with his hands.”
In a sma _ho‘jf\e right next to the
Sweetwater sfore| lives Frank Melntire,,
now close to 86 years old, who gave mg
this version of 2 popular Len Henry
Story:
© *“He was taking a ride up along a steep
hillside after a storm had washed the
trail out, and there was quite a wide gap
across there. He was horseback, and he
couldn’t turn around; so what did he do?
Well, he looked up, and there up the
hillside a ways was a big stump. So he
went to work, untied his rope, tied it up
over that stump and took a hitch on the
saddle horn. Then he got back and took
a run and just s himself and horse

and all, and they tded right on the
other side.”




Later, in his home across the highway
from the store, Bert Ankney, age 70, told
me a different version of the same story.
According to him, Len said he was being
pursued by Indians the time he swung
himself and his horse across a washoutl.

Among six other tales that Bert Ankeny
dictated for me were more about Len
Henry’s riding ability and also the first
one I had heard of Ler’s brags.concern-
ing fast and remarkable automobiles he
had owned or ridden in. Ankeny reported
that Len Henry’s personal saga extended
from the age of autos all the way back to
the first recorded history of Idaho:

“I introduced him to some student
teachers here one time, and to get him
lined out I said, *You taught school here
too, didn’t you?’

“Len said, ‘Yes, 1 was teaching at Spald-
ing when Lewis and Clark came up the
river.” ”’

Others gave me similar stories in which
Len Henry linked -his deeds with
those of westerh heroes. In several of his
scout stories he represented himself as
serving one oranother noted commander,
and he even told the stary that he had
arrived barely in time to| see the end of
“Custer’s Last Stand.” As Bert Ankney
tells it, using Henvy’s style:

“There was 8 young SQuaw that killed
Custer, and she was riding a Pinto pony.
I saw her a couple days later, and I just
pulled my old forty-five, dnd let her have
it. I never took no sympathy for her.’

In the same vein, Phil Crawford re-
members Len Henry saying that he helped
with the camp outfit for Alice Fletcher
when she was sent by the federal gov-
ernmbnt in 1889 to begin settling Nez
Perces on reservation claims. There is no
historical record that this is true.

Several old-timers referred me to Bar-
ney McGovern, who is married to a grand-
., daughter of Len Henry’s brother, Noble.

{Continved on page 3)

Len Henr

{Continued from page 1)
McGovern, now 74, is retired and
living in Lewiston. He reward-
ed my visit by relating ten Len
Henry stories 1nto my tape re-

© corder.

Barney McGovern, years be-
fore, lived directly across the
road from Leh Henry’s farm,
and had heard him spin yarns
many times. Often, he recalls,
stories would arise from an in-
nocent question-or remark by
a bystander, to which Len Hen-
ry would return a sober narra-
tive that quite clearly had no
basis in fact. One of the best
examples is this one:

“One time there was a fel.

- low came to our place to buy

a cow, and Len was up. He was
telling about a time he pulled
in to his brother Noble’s place
on ASOth Creek and they want-
ed some

“Well,”” he says, ‘there was
about six or eight inches of
snow on the ground, and I just
went and kicked around and I
got a couple dozen grasshop:
pers, and in no time why I had
10 or 12 fish. I went back, kick-
ed around and got another dozen
or 15 grasshoppers . .

“About that time the fellow
happened to think that grass-
hoppers — when snow’s on -
there’s no such thing youy know!

“And Len said, ‘That was the
damndest year for grasshop-
pers I ever seen!’”

" Barney McGovern remarked,
“You couldn't make a liar out
hlm ”»

McGovern's other stories ‘in-
cluded - several of the best
known Len Henry tales, incldd-

ing how “he once Jumped .8

horse from the E “Swallow’s
Nest” overlookitig - the Snake

;vaer but whenﬂ he Saw some

yWasA
Tall Tale Spinner

-frozen ‘echo. as ‘an: -alarm’ c’i ck,
' -

Lewxston area. Sometimes the
hero is mounted, .and some-
times on foot; in Gfie: version
he simply is not able to make
the jump all the way, and in
others he retreats from Indians
or from a rattlesnake. To Len
Henry, such a tale provided
merely a framework upon which
to improvise a story to suit
the moment,

The single most fruitful re-
cording session I have had in
my search for Len Henry stor-
ies was in Lapwai at the home
of Corbett Lawyer, prominent
Nez Perce Indian, where I in-
terviewed his daughter, Mylie
Lawyer, and neighbors Mr. and
Mrs. James Maxwell. Together
they told, me 17 different tales
as well gs variations of several
of them.®

The Frozen Echo

Mylie Lawyer ‘had heard stor-
fes directly from Len Henry, in
contrast to the experience of
most women who bad only heard
them retold by the men of their
families. As a high school stu-
dent, Miss Lawyer, had to
write one theme a da} for Eng-
lish class; when ‘she ran out of
original matenal she used to
walk up to the Henry farm and
ask for stories that she could
use. Two of her favorite talés
were about a frozem echo.

‘““He was going along in a can-
yon where he camped overnight,
and he knew that there was an
echo there. So he hollered, ‘How
are you?’ No answer, because
it was real cold. So he banked
up his fire, and lay down and
went to sleep. He got up the
next morning and he listened,
but no echo. So he left. But in
the summertime he came back
there to the same place, fixed
his campfire and everything,
just as he started to eat his
supper somebody © said, ‘Fm.
fine!*

In the second version o£ the
tale, as :Mylie Lawyer r )
bers it, Len Henry us

He ye}led “Wake

@



Mylie Lawyer tells several
other tall tales of Len Henry's
that cemter on exaggerations
about nature. Corn popped in
the fields on a hot day, and
Len Henry’s plow mules froze

. to death, thinkig it was snow;
a buggy whip was forgotten in
a snowbank, and Len Henry
picked apples off the tree that
sprouted from-it the next spring;
a watch was lost in the river,
and Len Henry recovered it a
year later, still ticking, -

. Other people contributed stor-
ies bf the same type: a snake
as big as a log, a hoe handle
that swells up r being bit-
ten hy a ratt®r, remarkable
hoop snakes, and marvelous
weather. James Maxwell tells
g}is Len Henry story about wild-

Tife: L

“I saw two snakes -fighfing
one time, and I sat-down on:&
large boulder to watch them.
They would- coil and strike and
coil and strike again. Finally the
lIarger snake got hold of the
smaller one’s tail and began to
gswallow him. I watched close-
ly, and then the smaller ope
managed to get hold of the larg-
-er one’s tail too, and he began to
swallow. Then, right before my
eyes, they ate each iother up,

Many of Len Henry’s tgles
.about- his imaginary adventurzs
as a scout for army units are
known to white acquaintances
of his. However, only the Nez
Perce Indians I talked to had
heard thase of his stories that
were based on their culture,
Mylie Lawyer and James Max;
well agreed that Len Hepry
was one white man who .“‘al-
ways wanted to be an Indian,”

and stories' the Indjans tell |bear
this out. '

.Len Henry is reported to jhave
told tales while participating in
the Indian “sweathouse” | cus-
tom, but I have not yet mpt an
Indian who remembers sych a
tale first hand. Mylie Liwyer
has heard one story abou{ Len
Henry jumping upjto dance and
sing in a Nez Perce ‘llong-
house” meeting, when, t¢ the
great amusement ¢f the Indians,
his Nez Perce song turned out
to be a missionary trans|ation
of a Christian hymn. |

According to tradition,| Len
Henry told the following ptory,
Miss Lawyer said, when psked
if he had a guardﬁan spirit liker
the Indians did: . .

“] stayed on that moyntain
over' there for five davd and
five nights alone, with ngthing
to eat or drink, seeking my
guardian spirit. Finally big
gray wolf came and began to
talk to me, but I was so| hun-
gry 1 said, ‘Wait just a mjnute;
I have to go home to eat first.’
And I never saw the wolf again.”

q

|as being “‘a very noted Etory-

For an Indian, such abtions
s these of Len Henry's would
have been completely out of the
question; related as a [white
man’s tall tales, however| they
became outragepusly

days picture the mixing
tures as well as| such sfories.

The collecting bf Len Henry
stories has barely begun| .The
tales quoted and mentioned here

already recorded,| snd..my| note-
book is full of further le
track down and 'names
formants to contact. Further-
more,, this is only one of| num-
erous’ types of Idaho fdlidore
that await collection and ktudy.

The worth- of these c{ltural

of popular entertainment lof pi-
oneer days, ar;g also in thq gath-
ering of data for the broad|study

of  man’s oral f{radition§ and
their dissemination.
No Mere Liar
A storyteller like Len Henry

was muchH more than a|mere
liar and bgaster among hi

temporarfes. He provid
neighbors® with the wit, wisdom
and lore in homely language

tators of the printed pa
the airwaves.

Only a few decades ago |story-
telling was a mainstay of social
life in America, particularly in
the far West. The expert ra-
conteur was held in hi re-
gard for his skills and liftened
to with delight and respect.

Genesee pioneer John A.| Platt
in his book of Teminisceénces,
“Whispers from Old Genesee”
(Kendrick, -Idaho, .1959) deserib-
ed the livery stable office as
“Joke Headquzartﬁrs - the cen-
ter at which the men qgf the
neighberhood met to play ¢heck-
ers, swap yarns, or spring
jokes.”! Platt recalls Len Henry

teller,’’ but, he chuckled, ‘'there

was l:1§»me prett:{’ good compe.

tition sometimes.

Folklorists hawve disegvered
many local Munghausens}}u dif-
ferent regions of the United
States,| but none; has bedn re-
ported| previously from [daho.
Professor Richard M. Dorson
deline%tes the type this way in
his book ‘‘American Folklore”
(Chicago, 1958):° ¢“. .. a spin-
ner of ‘tall tales adopts an! auto-
biographical a?proach rand
casts himself in the role of con-
quering hero . .i to the extent
that listeners . repeat his! won-
ders, he makes himself & folk

hero.” | Despite the popular im-

age and -the“commercial propa-
ganda fto the contrary, invented
figures; like Paul Bunyan| have
no authentic credentials ‘as folk
heraes [to compare with the likes
of Len|Henry. !

Len Henry fits the pattérn of
a typical American tall-tale spe-
cialist |perfectly. He kept; him-
self in|the background of |story
sessions until other me had
spoken| their piece, only to
emergé triumphant at the end
with a yArn to top them all
He could:deliver a story to suit
lany ocgasion or any topic, often
beginnjng with a%aelievabl!e epi-
sode pnd conclulling with a
whopper. Many informanis re-
ported ( his ability to tell| story
after |story without repeating
himself or lacking for plo%. The
folklorist uncovers a fast.:‘ ating
personality and astoundipg tal-

ents on the part of sueh a mab.

Another aspect of the folklore
scholar’s intérest in the reper-
toires of regdional yarnspianers
stems from the recogmition that
hardly any of the taleg turn out
to be origina} with their tellers.
Comparative | study usually in-
dicates thath‘a large part of

1

America’s tall-tale stodk was
imported from the Ojd World.
Thus, one of my aipis in col-
lecting Len Henry stories is to
trace the histories of the indivi.
dual texts as far as possible into
the past. )

The comparison with the 18th-
century German strefcher of the
truth, Baron| von Munchausen,
whose name has beconje synony-
mous with t3ll tales, !is appro-
priate. Several of thﬁsdalight-
ful Barom's best stories, which
he plucked from tradition and
attributed to. himself, still sur-
vive orally ip Europe and the
United States. A tale of Len
Henry’'s, as toid by Mylie Lawm.
yer, provides an exgmpie:

“He'said one time he was go-
ing out huntihg to gei mest for
the winter. So he took his gum
and hierdog and his fish pole.
and he came to the riverbank
and threw lys line in. He punt
his gun béside him and his deg
on the other side. AH at once
a fish got on his Book, ahd
right away gnother fish came
and grabbed its tall and an-
other fish! He pulled it out and
saw that there were fhree fish,
and he hit his gun and it shot
and killed a buck deer. And,
he said, over on the pther side
was 3 blue grouse, jand that
gmuie got so scared jt fainted,
and &is dog went andigot it for
him. So he ‘had his fish and
meat both™ ,



saw that thete were| three fish,
and he hit his gun ppd it shot
and kille buck |deer. And,
he said, dver] on thed other side
was 8 blue | grouse| land that
grouge got sq scared |t fainted,
and his dog went apd got it for
him. So he (had his fish and
meat both.”’ | :

The tdle of “The| Wonderful
Hunt” was ap old wheeze some
200 years agq when Biaron Mun.
chausen retold it. The story was
girst recordefl in this country

other-‘ﬁsh}u pulled it out and

region. Len| Henry's version
comes down (to us thpary with
age, and & bright testimonial of
the endm.’ing' humeot in man's
nature. . : j
Countless Bits

The recons{ruction: of the life,
the storles, the style, and the
influence of dn artist of the oral
tale depends: upon fifting togeth.
er countless bits .and scraps of
information m every avail-
able source.; Readexs who can

add anything to these facts
.about Len Henry are urged fo
‘write to me at University of
Idaho. I am inierested in more
versions of thege tales, texis of
other stories, and In Hrsthand
descriptions of . Len 'Heary and
his way of telfing stories,

I would especially like to know
about any other photographs
of Len Henry that may ex-
ist. All letters will be promptly
acknowledged and gratefully re-
ceived for a lofger study of this
notable Idabo piomeer,

Truony 5, 1964
p- AL AS.
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