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“I Done What | Could”: Occupational
Folk Poetry in the Pacific Northwest

Jens Lund, Washington State Parks and Recreation Commission (retired)

I've gone to Valhalla, I've gone like a man,
I done what | could and | did what I can!

So ends “A Viking Funeral,” a gripping tale of a hard-
luck North Pacific commercial fisherman in a poem by
former commercial fisherman Geno Leech of Chinook,
Washington. This dramatic story is told entirely in the
rhymed quatrains of the ballad style. Many of us are
familiar with this style through such literary poets as
Rudyard Kipling and Robert W. Service.

The dangers and difficulties of certain challenging
occupations are sometimes expressed in the tradition of
composing and reciting poems, often in this traditional
ballad form of rhymed couplets. Best-known is the
cowboy poetry of the American West. The tradition also
occurs among other occupational groups and can yet be
found among workers in the Pacific Northwest such as
loggers, commercial fishers, and miners. My talk will
introduce the fisher and logger poetry genres, discuss
their content, style, and context, and their relationship to
cowboy and other ballad poetry. It will also consider
poets and what motivates them to compose.

Such repertoires arguably belong to the genre of “folk
poetry,” as they are, in the words of folklorist Pauline
Greenhill, “locally made poetry on everyday topics meant
to be read and recited.” Furthermore, their “topics and
sentiments are explicitly situated in the poet’s bounded
and knowable world,” as Roger DeV. Renwick further
pointed out of folk poetry; although some of the topics
described in Northwest occupational poetry are hardly
“everyday,” they are nonetheless part of a daily way of
life for people in those occupations who compose,
perform, and enjoy them. It is important to note that
only a tiny percentage of loggers, fishers, miners, and
ranch people actually compose folk poetry, which
suggests that the poets themselves are extraordinary,
especially the more talented ones. The poetry is also a
fine example of Marx’s observation that people “make
their own history” and do so “under circumstances
found, given, and transmitted from the past.”

The example of Robert W. Service’s Yukon repertoire has
been a major inspiration to many of these poets and may
indirectly be so to most others, as his works are familiar
to many of these poets in content, narrative style, and
prosody, perhaps because of their general popularity in
the Northwest.

Since 1984, when I first arrived in Washington, | have
had the opportunity to work with logger, cowboy, and
fisher poets, a few miner and farmer poets, and a cattle-
trucker poet. | have recorded many of them, organized
events and programs featuring their work, brought a few
to events out of the region, such as the National Cowboy

Poetry Gathering in Elko, Nevada, and the 2001 People’s
Poetry Gathering in New York City, and | have attended
events in our region organized by others, such as the
annual Fisher Poets Gathering, held in Astoria, Oregon,
since 1998. My own encounters with these poems and
poets have led me to a number of observations about the
work and its composers that merit further study:

Most of the poems are stories set to verse, that is, they
display a clear narrative progression that includes
exposition, rising action, climax, and dénouement.

Mastery of a dangerous environment and of complex
skills are highly esteemed and thus major themes.

Most of the poems are fraught with emotion, ranging
from sentimentality and nostalgia, to drama and terror,
and occasionally to comedy and irony.

Despite the importance of the environment, the poems
are people-centered, either in the first person, or in their
descriptions of others.

Although women are among the poets and reciters, much
of the content, including that composed by women,
expresses experiences, values, and narrative style
traditionally associated with masculinity.

Fisher and cowboy poetry have stronger recitation
traditions than logger poetry, although that has not
necessarily always been so.

Fisher and cowboy poetry are living genres and include
new and younger poets, many of whom are new to poetic
composition and recitation. Active logger poetry, on the
other hand, faded with the passing of the older poets in
the last two decades.

There is also occupational poetry, especially among
fishers, that is literary, rather than “folk,” in form and
content.

Together, these observations posit at least as many
guestions as they answer. | would welcome feedback
from my audience regarding directions for further study.

The American Folklife Center was created by Congress in
1976 and placed at the Library of Congress fo "preserve and
present American folklife” through programs of research,
documentation, archival preservation, reference service, live
performance, exhibition, public programs, and fraining. The
Cenfter includes the American Folklite Center Archive of folk
culfure, which was established in 1928 and is now one of the
largest collections of ethnographic material from the United
States and around the world. Please Visif our web site
http:/ywww.loc.gov/folklite/.
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