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pi erOr Tall Tales 
i By JAN HAROL.D B U~VANDi' Readers of the Lew' t p. Morning

~ibune are helping t econstruct
 
. e tall-tale rep~rtoire 9f one of the .
 
!lUost colorful pliJneers 0 this area.
 

he project ste~s fro l cf~se in
 
jAn:erican folklore whi h he present
 
~riter taught last su . er at the
 
,university of Idaho. ; !
 
I Lorenzo Henry, better kPOJil as "Len,"
 
last of the Nez Perce re$er ation squaw 
Imen, settled north of Sw et ater in 1895, 
~n the land allottn1f\t of 's Indian wife.! 
IRe had a long c¥eer .. the .Wes~ as 
prospector, pioneer!. farm 1', stoek raIser, 
and freighter. By ~e ti e h~ made his 
ihome in Idaho, Len Hen y must already 
:have accumulated fuany f the anecdotes 
'and experiences that he as to elaborate

• I 
. ;and weave into a ,erson~l oral' saga for 
:tbe rest of his life.; He claimed to be 104 
'years old in 1946, tfue year that he died; 
the Tribune obituary also noted, "He was 
knoWD in the reser-.mtion as a great story
teller. " 
, Seventeen years later summer· school 
,folklore students discovered that "Len 
:Henry stories" still .surv~ve in the Lew
" ton area. BeginniP..g with a dozen or so 
tall tales collectedlliy the class, the col
;Iection bas grown to n¢arly 50 stories 
:tbrougb my correspondence and inter· 
:views with people who remember Len 
iHenry and his tales.
i A typical descrilttion (>f Len Henry's 
:style is included in the following account 
:sent by Mrs. Esther Sw~eney of Lewis
!ton Orchards. 
, "Mr Henry was: ,not a talkative man, 
:but v~rY droll ang slow of motion and 
'speech, 'He didn't fell these good stories 
often, but would listen to the othe,f men 
'spin yarns; then he collld always tell 
:one better. Here is one of the stones I 
iremember best: 
! "'In the early, days I was driving a 
six horse team with two wagons up' a 
:very steep, narrow, and cI100ked trail. .Dur
ing rainy weather the wagonf han cut 
deep ruts in the road. I :came to a very 
;sharp turn and had a devlil of a time.,get
,Hng aII those horses and both wagons
iaround it. It took some doing, but I made 
1it. After a bit I missed my dog, so tlJpugbt 
1 better see about him; and do you ~now, 

1 I walked back a piece :and golly If he 
·wasn't cramped in that turn.' " 

Author Brunva~', assistant professor 
of English It the ni'(.ersity of Idaho, set 
out some time a 0 to collect the mlny 
tall tales for wh ch Len Henry was

lfamous· in the liewiston country, Ind 
this Irticle results! in part from responses 
to a cllI for hel~ in the letters column 
of this newspaper'~'several months ago. 

His search cont nues, and readers hav
ing personal reca lections of Len Henry 
and his yarns .."... if they differ ~ from 
those recounted i here - are invited 
to write to Mr. Brunvand at the univer
sity. I 

The Tall Side 
Like all of the tales of Len Henry, this len 

i ne (of which I now have six versions)
Iis just a wee bit on tbe tall side, and it 
i has the narrator in the starring role. As 
iR. G. Bailey wrote in qis pop,!Mllr book 
i "River of No Return," in 1947, t',@,h Henry
i "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 

i his old age Len B.em'Y was in the habit 
· of strolling or l'idling hOl1seback from hisIhome, on~-half mile or sO down to the 
· store, there to enU'rtain whoever might be 
II on hand to listen. ,Some of hi;! £ans, I am 
,lold, would even' sChed~le trips to the 
; stote to coincide with He ry's appearance.I; Phil Crawford, 'now and living in
! Clarkston, built the original Sweetwater
i store in 1929, opeqlting it until he retired 
', in 1944; he recalls how Len Henry used 
I.' to atb-act a knot 'Pf men around him as 
I, soon as he started to telll stories. Some
· times he would lit cross-legged 011 the 
, floor as he spoke Crawford relates, and 
i occasionally he would si;ng a song. "He 
: would tell stories' fUY time, any place, 

':, anywhere." Craw~llrd reIninisced. 
I, Despite his age,lPhii Crawford bad been 
I•. making branding .. ons. at. hi~ borne ?Iac~, ~
: smith forge the day I moorviewed lum; It 
; brought to mind Q;>w Len Henry told him I 
Ii he ha.d managed t~ sh?e a fiery sta~lion 
I; one tune by scrCf,'Ulg Its nose fast In a 
Ii vise. "I had an I~dian helper then," Len 
Ii said:-!'l\.nd when that stallion moved around 

Ii 100 much, I just .~houted, 'Screw it. up a 
;i 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 sat; beside the pot-bellied 
stove in my dad ~s store in Sweetwater. 
Who bul Len Harry could have ridden 
horseback over ttJe Grand Tetons! Not 
once but many Hmes! Not skirting the 
jagged peaks, but up and over them! As 
I recall his stairY,' he was a scout for the 
army at the timet 

From PauL Flin~ of Bonners Ferry came' 
this infOrmatiOn:~' I 

"Through the 1 30's I was residing at 
Sweetwater at th state game, farm, and 
knew Len Henry land many of his rela
tives. One of Le~' Henry's favorite tales 
had to do· with s escape from the In· 
dians after captur . He often related how 
an Indian girl cu a slit in a lodge and 
freed him, alter· hich he, roped a large 
bull elk and esca~d." 

Mr. and Mrs. D ck AlfreY have operated 
the Sweetwater st re since Crawford's re
tirement. They re all that in Len Henry's 
last years there :r:oUild sowetimes b~ as 
many as 15 or 2()ist.eners sitting ardund 
to hear him tell "tories. "He chewed to
bacco and he w l.\.ld spit in tpe general 
direction of the st Ve while he sPoke," Mr. 

.Alfrey said, "a d after he had been 
l\round. for awhile; I would get out the m~p 
And clean up." 1

'Mr. and Mrs. DlCk AlfreY have operated 

the Sweetwater stere since Crawford's re
tirement. They recall that in Len H!!nry's 
last years there iNou1d sometimes be as 
many as 15 or 20! listeners sitting around 
to hear him tell i·tories. "He chewed to
bacco, and he, w uld spit in the general 
directi!l.ntof the st ve while he spoke," Mr. 
.~lfreY\fciid, ·.'a~d after he had b~en 
~round ~r awhIle,: I would get out the mop 
lind clean up." 

The Alfr~ys toldi me several stories hav
ing to do with ~n Henry's bard, fast 

! riding in his YO,Unger days, and Dick 
Alfrex remember$ with wonder how the 
old mll.,n continued~ even in his later years, 
to sit croSS-legg.e4- Indian style - on 
the. floor as he r,ld tales. "Two weeks 
before' he died," ,Alfrey said. "he could 
still get up from jthe floor without touch
ing it with his htas... 

In a sman ho e right next to the 
Sweetwater Store, lives Frank McIntir~ 
now close to· 86 years old, who gave mj 
this version of a popular Len Hrnry 
story: 
;, "He was taking a ride liP along a steep 
hillside after a' storm had washed the 
trail out, and there was quite a wide gap 
across there. ae 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 oook 
a run and just s . self and hOl"se 
and all, and they d right on the 
other side." 



. Later, in his home across the highway 
from the store, Bert Ankney, age TO, told 
me a different version of the same story 
According to him, Len said he was bein~ 
pursued by Indians the time he sw~mg 
himself and his horse across a washout. 

Among six other tales that Bert Ank{~ny 
dictated for me were more about. l~'n 

Henry's riding ability and also the first 
one I had hcarll of Len's brags. con{'crn, 
ing fast and remarkable automobiles tip 

Le~Henry 'Na'$
 
-TaU TaleSpi~nier
 

had owned or ridden in, Ankeny report~d 

that Len Henry's personal saga extended 
from the age of autos all the way back to 
the first recorded histo.ryof Idaho: 

"I introduced him to SOlT\e student 
teachers here one time, and to get him 
lined (lut I said, 'You taught school here 
too, didn't you?', 

"Len said, 'Yes, I 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 western heroes. ro several of his 
scout stories he represclhed himself as 
serving one or' another noted commander. 
and he even told the st~y that he had 
arrived barely in time tol see the end of 
"Custer'/> Last Stand." As Bert Ankney 
tells it, usmg :Aeorf's sty'e: 

"There was a young s~ua\V that killed 
Custer, and she was riding a Pinto pony, 
I saw her a couple days later, and I just 
pulled myoid forty-five, and let her have 
it. I never' took no sympathy for her,'· 

In the same vein, PhP. Crawford re
members Len Henry saYin;g that he helped 
with the camp outfit for Alice Fletcher 
when, she wa-s sent by the federal gov
ernment 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. 

(Continued on page 3) 

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

Barney McGovern, years be
fore, lived directly across the 
road from Len 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 tha,t quite clearly had no 
basis in fact, On·e of the best 
examples is this one: 

"One time there wa/i 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 Asotin ICreek and they want· 
ed some fish, 

"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 grassl1o~ 
pers, and in no time why I had 
10 or 12 fish. I went ba·ck, kick· 
e(l around and got another dozen 
or 15 grasshoppers . . . 

"Abouf that time' the fellow 
happened to think that grass
hoppers - when snow's on 
there's no such thing you know! 

"And Len said, 'That was the 
damndest year for grasshop
pers I ever seen!' " 

BaImey McGovern remarked, 
"You couldn't make a liar out 

Y·him." 
McGovern's other stories'in~ 

eluded several of the J>est 
:\cnown Len Henry tales. inelJid. 
ing howb~ once . jumpeq'lk_ 
horse from t!:l.e!"Swallow·s 
Nest" overI60ki.gg ·lb,e Snake 
,River". but: when: hef:$~w s~tP~ 
India.ns-onthe othet-'}liidef. ~e 
turned':~ffiujld. 'ln mi!lair a~~ 
went 1>aek,;':TJier,e.·*,·· l~lf~t 

e~~ht~$!~.p.•....s,'....,~,...~. ;~.'•.~.·,~t' ~f...o.~~e
~till _gOIng ;the"r.o~g .• llie 

Lewiston area, Sometimes the 
hero is mounted, ~d so~e· 
times on foot; in Oifu~ 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 provi~~d 
merely a framework upon which 
to improvise a story to suit 
the moment. 

The single most fruitful re
cording session f have had in 
my search for Len Henry stor
ies was in Lapwai at the home 
of Corbett Lawyer, prominent 
~z 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 ;8 variations o( several 
of them;' . 

The Frozen Echo 
Mylie- Lawyer 'h,ad heard stor

ies directly from Len Henry, in 
contrast to the experience of 
most women who had only heard 
them retold by the men of their 
families, As a high school stu
dent, Miss Lawyer. had to 
write one theme a dat for Eng
lish class; when 'she ran out of 
original m~terial, she use(} to 
walk up to the Henry farm and 
ask for stories that· she coUld 
use. Two of her favorite tales 
were about a frozen: 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 
lip 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 a's he start~ to eat hi.s 
supper somebody said, II~I'n 
fine!'" , 

In the second version ot'th:e 
tale, as~ylie La~er r~m~m.. 
bers it, ~en n~nw used';". ,'e 

,fro~en echo as '~Il:1l1arm'.cl'. , 
He' yelled "Wliikefu>.!" .. 
tinies":b#o~~'~etirilfg;/a 
wasalY~~~Jjed;~Y tli'eYr:~ 
,echoe~;; 'aUst\;ts);'t 
. overlOe.'c~t~~ )11 



Mylie Lawyer tells several 
other tall tales of Len Henry!s 
that center on exaggerations
about nature. Corn popped in 
the fields on a hot day, flrid 
Len Henry's plow mules fl10ze 

. to death, thinkiI1g 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 recover~ 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 .Mter being bit. 
ten by a ratttlr, remarkable 
hoop snakeS', and marveloUs 
weathe~. James Maxwell t~s 
this Len Henr.y story about W:iId.
life' . . . ; 

"i saw two snakes ~fighting' 
one time, and I sat down on la· 
large boulder to watcb them. 
They would' coil and strike and 
coil and strike again_ Fina,lly the 
larger snake got hold of the 
smaller one's t{iiI and beg~n to 
swallow him. I watched close
ly, and then the smaller ();lIe 
mat;laged to get hold of the larg

.er one's tail too, and he began to 
swallow. Then, right before my
eyes, they ate each lother up. 

Many 01 Len Henry's t.l~s 
,about· his im~ginary adventures 
as a scout for army units,are 
known to white acqualntanc«!s
of his. Howev'er,only the N~% 
Perce lnlilans I talked to had 
heard those of his stories that 
were based on their cUlture. 
ltfylie Lawyer and James Max7 
well agreed that Len HeJ'J,ty 
was one white' man who "al
'tV8¥, ,wapted, to J>, &Il Indian," 

and stoties' the Inl$ans teU bear 
this out. . 

.Len Henry is reported to have 
told taies while participati g in 
the Indian "sweathouse" cus
tom, but I have not yet m t an 
Indian who remembers s ch a 
tale first hari'd. Mylie L wyer 
has heard one stQry abou Len 
Henry jumping upLto dane and 
sing in a Nez .Perce 'long. 
Muse" meeting, when, t the 
great amusementof the In ians, 
his Nez Perce song turne out 
to be a missionaty trans ation 
of a Christian hymn. • 

According to tradition, Len 
Henry toid the foHowing tory, 
Miss Lawyer said~ When.. sked 
if he had a guard~an spirt like! 
the Indians did:. . 

"I stayed on that mo ntain 
over' there for five day and 
five nights alone, with n thing 
fo eat or drink, seekin my 
guardian spirit. Finally big 
gray wolf C'8me and beg n to 
talk to mc, but I was so hun
gry I said, 'Wait just a m ~ute; 
I have to go hOIJ1¢ to eat - st.' 
And I never ISaw the wolf a ain." 

For an Indian" such a tions 
as these of Len Henry's auld 
have been completely out f the 
question; related as a white 
man's tall tales, however they 
became outraga)\}sly unny. 
Few facts from [daho p oneer 
days picture the ~ixing cul
tures as well as i such s aries. 

TIle collecting bf Len enry 
stories has barelr; begun .Tbe 
tales. quoted arid Iilent~on,. here 
are only a' fracti~ of the texts 
already recorded, a.ng.,.m note
book is full of futherle ds to 
track down and. names fin
formants to contact. 'F rther· 
more,; this is 0.nlJ..... one.... O.f nu..m..• crous types of dabo f Udore 
that await coTIec on and l;Udy. 

The worth of these c ltural 
rema,ins from an earli pe
riod lies both in the rec rding 
of popular entertainment of pi, 
oneer days, an~ also in th gath
ering of data fOr the broad study 
of" man's oral tradition and 
their disseminatian. 

No Me~. Liar 
A storyteller like Len. enry 

was much more than a mere 
liar an.d bbaster among hi can· 
tempol:"ar~s. He provid his 
neighbors' wifu tbe wit, lsdom 
a'nd lore in homely Ia uage 
that we get today in mo e so· 
phisticated terms from th pro
fessional comics and co men
tators of the printed pa and 
the airwaves. 

Only a few decades ago story
telling was a mainstay of social 
life in. America, particula Iy in 
the fa;r West. The exge t ra· 
conteur was held in III reo 
gard for his skills and Ii tened 
to with delight anld respec _ 

GeneSee pioneel!' John A. Platt 
in his book Qf 'rcminisc nces, 
"Whispers from Old Ge*see" 
(Kendr~ck.ldaho,.1959) d~crib
ed the livery stable Offile as 
"Joke Headqua~rs - th cen· 
ter at which the men f the 
neighborhood mefl to play he~k. 
ers, swap yarns, or pnng 
j"okes.'1 Platt recalls Len enry 

. as be~g cc.a veJ1y noted ~'storY
tel1er,'~ but, he chu.ckled, 'there 
was J'me prett~ good c. mpe·
tition ometimes.' 

Fol orists halVe diSC~·vered 
many ~oc.al Mutl¢bausens dif· 
ferent i regions of the . nited 
.Eta.t.eS,1 but none; has beJ'n. re
patted I previ?usly from daho. 
PrOfes~or Rlchatd M. orson 
deline~.ttes the type. this ~.aY in 
his bobk "Amencan FoI ore" 
(Chicago, 1959): "_.. a spin
ner of 'tall tales gdOPts an. auto· 
bi~graJ(hical a proach ian d 
casts liimself in he role of con· 
quering hero .. i. to the ~xtent 
that Ufteners: rep.~at ... bi...:s,i wo.n
ders, fe makes, !him$el,f·~ fOlk 
hero." I Despite t!le p()pul~'r im· 

age atidthe "eo~m~~ial~:ropa
ganda ~othe cOA~aQ'. mented 
figuresl like Paul Bunyan have 
nOll~~el}t~,ccreQ~f!.~ls'a ~oll' 
beroEi$!to compar:-e Wlth tM likes 
of~IHenry.; ! 
. Le~ ~enry fits the pattfrn of 
a tYPier:l American tall-tal~ s,Pe
cialist ,perfectly. He kepti hIm
self in I. the background o~ story
sessions until oUter me had 
spokeni ttIeir piece, 0 y to 
emerg¢ tJ»,umphant at th~ end 
with I yllrn to top them alL 
He co d :.deliver a story tb suit 
any oc asion or ~y toplc, often 
b'eginn ng with a e.lievabl~ epi. 
<sode nd conclu mg ~th a 
whop r. Many informa"-ts reo 
ported his ability to teU I story 
after story without reil!.ating 
himse or lacking for plo .' The 
foIkIor st uncovers a fase . ating 
person lity and .astound4t~ tal· 

ents on the rt of sueh a man. 
Another as eet of the follrlore 

scholar's int rest in; the reper
toires of re ional Y'li1spinners 
stems from he recognition that 
hardly any 0 the 1111ea turn out 
to be origina with th$" tellers. 
Comparative study u.$ua llj' in· 
dicates that~a large part of 
America's t II-Lale stock was 
imported [1'0 tbe 0Jd World. 
Thus. one o. my aipts in col
lecting Len lIenry stories is to 
trace the histories of the indivi· 
dual texts as far as possible into 
tbe past. 

The comparison with the 18th
century German stretcher of the 
truth, Baroni von llEutl<:bausen, 
whose name has bec0nte synony
mous with till tales:, iis appro
priate. Sever-al of tb~ de11gb:t· 
ful Baron's best stotib. whitb 
he plucked .rom tra<$ition and 
attributed to. hilnself.· stllI sur
vive orally ip EuroM and the 
United State$. A tale r:Jl Len 
Henry's, as fpld by Mylie La~
~'er, provides· an e)(~n\ple: 

"He'said oC\e time be wa~ gJ)
ing out huntijlg to get meat ror 
the winter, $0 he took h,i,s gun 
and hirdog and hM fisn p<Ile. 
and he cam~ to lbtrive.rbank 
and threw Ws line in . He llUt 
his gun Msid.e him and his dog 
on the other side. All at once 
a fish got on his J!look, and 
right away ~lDother fish cab'l.e 
and grabbed its tail and .n
other fish! H:e pulled it out and 
saw that there ""ere· .hree fuh. 
and be hit his gun ·abd it. shot 
and killed at buck~r-. And, 
be said, over un th~ vOler side 
was .. blue grouse 1and that 
grou~ got so sear;;IJt fainted. 

I
..I and his dog w-ent atlid1. lOt it for 

him_ So ~ lbad bis; fish aM 
,meat both,'· i 



other fiSh pull It out and 
saw that e e were free fish. 
aDd he hi s gun d it sootrand kille buck d er. And, 
be said, Qve on th thor side 
was a blue grouse and ttiat 
grou~e gO~ s scar It fainted. 
and his d gent a got it for 
him. So e had h fish and 
meat bot ." 

The tale o!t "'fbej Wonderful 
Hunt" w..ll a old wbeeze some 
200 years tag when ~aron MUD- I 
chausen retal it. Tb~ story was' 
first recorde in tllis country 
in "The F rmer's Almanac" 
of 1809, and i bas b*en adopted 
and adnpt ever, since by 
American s rytellelts in every 
region. E.en Henr~'s version 
comes down to us :hoary with 
age, and a b 'ght te~timonial of 
the enduringI humol in man's 
nature.. ' , 

Cc>vnfJe.. Sits 
The reconstruction: of the life, 

the stories. the style, and the 
influence of !Dartist ()f the ora] 
tale depends poli fiiting togeth. 
er counUess' iu.and scraps of 
informatlon , m eiVery avail· 
able source.; Readers who can 

add anything ,to these facts 
;about Len H~y are urgoo to 
:write to me tlt the University of 
Idaho, I am inlerated in more 
ver$ions of theSe tales,~xb of 
othtr stories. and in firsthand 
descriptions of; tAla;HeDQ' and 
his way of t.eUi.nt8toriet. 

1 would ,especially like to know 
.bou! any other photbgrapbs 
or Len tJerrry that ••, ex
ist. AU letters Will be promptly 
acknowledged ~. gratetuUyrfi
eeh'ed for a .longer fWdJ of 6JIs 
notable Idaho pioD$!T, 

The Lew\~tD" ~oYn\n-3Tnb\Jne. 
-p.nuo-t\.j 5, 1g 6~ 

p. A.1"A3, 


