The

of an

Making

Exhibition

very hardworking New York folk-

lore scholar has surely tangled with
material so dramatic, so rich with possi-
bility, it seems to beg for a really great ex-
hibition—but how to pull it off? How to
put on a memorable show without pro-
fessional curatorial expetience, with no
standing in the hothouse world of muse-
ums, with no legitimizing degree?

This is the story of a successful travel-
ing exhibition, Dreaming of Tinbuctoo, that
went from a gleam in a social activist’s
eye to a three-year tour of New York State
and a four-column notice in the New York
Times with nary a hardcore credentialed
museum maven involved. T was part of
this exhibition, and to my mind the story
of its conception and production is as
interesting as it is instructive. Are there
lessons here that [pices readers can put
to use? I'm no folklotist but so what —
when it comes to getting a toehold in the
ratefied world of exhibition production,
we’re all interlopers.

It started with a novel, a magazine arti-
cle, and one keen reader. The novel was

Russell Banks’s enthralling saga of the ab-
olitionist John Brown, Closdsplitter, and the
magazine piece from Orion was titled,
“They Called It Timbucto,” by the Afri-
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can American Boston scholar Katherine
Butler Jones. When social activist Martha
Swan first encountered Banks’s novel and
Jones’s moving account of her effort to
locate her family’s roots in the Adiron-
dack wilderness, she was astonished. She
was working for an environmental agen-
cy at_the time, living in the tiny Adiron-
dack hamlet of Westport on Lake Cham-
plain, only a few vears out of 2 career as a
grassroots organizer in New York City
and the South, She loved the Adirondacks,
but she had never thought to link the wil-
derness with a lost saga of political re-
form and racial justice. This aspect of Ad-
irondack history—enlivened not only by
the family farm of the nation’s most re-
nowned abolitionist but by a vanished
antebellum black farm colony—was a
heritage, she felt, aching to be honored.
Working out of her spartan apartment,
Martha Swan founded a community edu-
cation project called Jobn Brown Lives! and
then set about dreaming up projects wor-
thy of that galvanizing name.

The first task was collaborative. With a
New York City-based human rights
group, the New Abolitionists, John Brown
Lives! resurrected a long-defunct, near-
forgotten, hundred-year-old Adirondack

tradition, John Brown Day at the John
Brown Farm in North Elba, near present-
day Lake Placid. Through the first half
of the twentieth century, black and white
families gathered at this state historic site
on the anniversary of John Brown’s birth
for a day of commemorative speeches
about the man who in 1859 tried to cap-
ture a federal arsenal in Harper’s Ferry,
West Virginia, and to incite a multiracial
revolt against slavery. John Brown Day
languished in the 1960s, when black and
white activists began to pursue discrete,
not always sympathetic political agendas,
but by the 1990s some forward-thinking
souls, including Martha, decided it was
high time for a revival. Several hundred
people showed up for John Brown Day
in 1999, and attendance held firm in the
years that followed.

The second project was more amot-
phous. More ambitious, too. Swan was
familiar with the cultural institutions of
the region—the Adirondack Museum, the
Adirondack Center Museum, various
town museums, art centers, shoestring
historical societies, Why had none of
these venerable outfits ever taken up the
saga of John Brown and the story of Tim-
buctoo, the black settlement that drew
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Panet from Dreaming of Timbuctoo exhibit: Gerrit Smith, Courtesy of Madison County
Historical Society. Oneida, New York

Brown to the Adirondacks in the first
place? What if she tried to work this rich
material into an exhibition—would any-
baody bite?

The story was extraordinary. In 1846
the voters of New York Stare yet again
denied free black New York males the
right to vote unless they could meet a pro-
hibitive $250 propetty requirement, which
effectively barred them from the fran-
chisce. Gerrit Smith, a land speculator,
passionate abolitionist and good friend o
many black reformers, knew well the dev-
astating impact of the antisuffrage vote
on the black political elite. Giving black
New Yorkers land enough o parlay ineo
1846 refer-
saving, OK, if land is

a vote was his answer to the |
endum—a way of s
what you need to vote, well, hereitis, Let’s
get starred.

And so commenced the quict, steady
parceling out of one-fifth of a more than

a hun-

half-million-acre |
dred and cwenty thousand acres in forty-
to sixty-acre lots—to three thousand Af-
rican American residents of New York
State. Most of the grantees, as they were
called, were city dwellers, but in the end
black men from almost every county in
the state were represented in Smith’s 122-
page inventory of grantees, Smith’s only
requirements were that the grantees be
black, poor, landless, sober, and berween
the ages of twenty-one and sixty. A heart-
felt agrarian, Smith hoped fervently that
his “scheme of justice and benevolence,”
as he called it, would enable New York
African Americans to make a break from
city slums, rum shops, immigrant mabs,
and job discrimination for a safer, more
spiritually suscaining and selt-sufticient life
on small farms of their own. If it helped
them get a leg up on the vote, so much
the better, [ should add that Gerrit Smith
was very bappy to lose this land, some of
which hed tried and failed to unload be-
fore., Smith’s taxes were ruinous, his fi-
nancial distress immense—and giving
away unsalable land was as sensible an act

a8 any.

Qnrina QRommar 2002 Vahima 20 1.9

19




14

To identify his three thousand grant-
ees, Smith asked ten or so prominent
black reformers to pitch his giveaway trom
their pulpits and at suffrage conventions,
in newspapers, and at neighborhood ral-
lies. For a few years they went to bat for
Smith, signing on grantees as fast as they
could find them, not for pay (there was
none) and not for glory, but for their
shared conviction that getting black fam-
ilies out of racist cities and onto the land
was the best way to get ahead and claim a
porton of the American dream.

Long story short: the settlement effort
failed. Some families moved north. A few
even stuck around and tried to make a go
of Adirondack life. But fifty families out
of three thousand grantees isn’t much of
a showing, Regional historians routinely
blamed the settlement’s failure on the
grantecs (they were clueless, lazy, unedu-
cable; they couldn’ hack the rigors of the
Adirondack winters; their land was lousy;
they were city folk at heart), or on Smith’s
own craziness in thinking this could ever
work. But mostly, regional historians
didn’t deal with the settlement at all. Their
interest was John Brown,

Martha Swan approached me because
[ had previously written about lost pock-
ets of Adirondack social history and had
curated local exhibitions on ethnic en-
claves in the region. So 1 knew about Tim-
buctoo. Or thought I did. Taking my cue
from local history soutces, 1 had assumed
it was pretty much a nonstory, another
cautionary fable about an Adirondack
speculator’s ambition gone risibly awry,
And then there was the John Brown an-
gle, which seemed to me had been done
to death. But Martha suspected there was
more, and she was right. I'd never thought
about the crideal role of Gerrit Smith’s
ten black apostles, for example—surely
the most intellectually prominent, politi-
cally sophisticated group of land agents
ever to attempt to settle homesteaders in
northern New York. I'd never considered
the suffrage angle: land for votes. I’d never
seen the story framed in a wider political
context. The idea that this Adirondack
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the presence of black settlers in the Adirondack frontier
provoked 2 wide range of responses among locai whxte
farmers and townspeople.

The carly presence in the Champlain Valley of Quaker
pioneers and New England Yankees had set the stage for a
regional political culture that was uncommonly sympathetic
to the antislavery cause. At the same time, some white
settlers feared an influx of black homesteaders might upset
the political balance of the community:

"Arguing the Peaek.” A, F. T, Draean oo st by Lows At Ltntesy o the Adicendack Musetim, Dlue Mountale Lk, NY.

“Ar one period in the progress of the [Timbucto ] settlement, 1# seemed
probable that the colored frecholders awould obrain

the political preponderance of the town, where the
aromalans spectacle might bave been exbibited, of an Afvican
supervisor occupying a seat in the connty legishotnre.”
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Panel from Dreaming of Timbuctoo exhibit: Arguing the Point. A. F. Tait. Drawn on

stone by Louis Maurer. Courtesy of The Adirondack Museum, Blue Mountain Lake,
New York
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They advertised the grants in handbills and promoted :ium
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“‘We be/d a fine meeting on I/Pédrzeyday ﬂngt and
delivered 60 deeds to o fine ser of men. You certninly deprive yourself of
most interesting sight, in declining to see a gathering of the Granzees.

Tall, stalware, bardfisted, they embody a Hope
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Panel from Dreaming of Timbuctoo exhibit: Black convention goers, around 1840.

Engraving courtesy of William Loren Katz

land giveaway project was hitched up to
civil rights drew me in.

In this, I was not alone. Everybody who
eventually volunteered to help out with
the project—uwith the tesearch, the map-
ping, the design—was compelled by this
angle, a view of the Adirondack region
trom a freshly politicized vantage, a per-
spective that yoked Adirondack history to
the national scene. That’s what kept me
and a score of others engaged in doing 2
lot of work for much less than we knew
our skills and labor to be worth, ot in
many cases, for nothing, That, and of
course, the charismatic example of Mar-
tha’s own steady zeal and her conviction
that the issues of racial justice that drove
Gerrit Smith and the black abolitionists
150 years ago were no less pressing to-
day, Through Martha’s eyes, the story as-
sumed an urgency, a feeling of necessity,
that overwhelmed its antiquarian appeal
And Martha, remember, was an organiz-
er from way back. She knew how to make
people feel good.

And we needed people, lots of them,
We needed volunteer researchers to help
us out all over—rto comb census records
in Madison County, to share findings on
grantees from Queens, to check out can-
didates for the antislavery Liberty Party
in Clinton County in 1845, This was a jig-
saw with a thousand scattered pieces,
some of them mired in the state archives
or squirreled away in the Gerrit Smith
Collection at Syracuse University or bur-
ied in The Black Abolitionist Papers. What
was the demographic profile of the grant-
ces? Why did thousands of grantees who
signed their deeds never come north?
What was happening in Brooklyn, or for
that matter, up in the Adirondacks, that
may have dissuaded them? Were they in-
ept farmers? (No, not at all—but they
wete undercapitalized and inadequately
outfitted from the first.) Did John Brown
really serve as the “kind of father to them”
he'd promised he'd be in a letter to Gerrit
Smith? (Not by half: he mostly left his
wife and children to manage his Adiron-

dack farm while he pursued other agen-
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From Dreaming of Timbuctoo exhibit: Black Farmers at North Elba, New York. Phot

Museum, Blue Mountain Lake, New York

das in England, Kansas, Ohio, and Harp-
er’s Ferry) Did the settlers really huddle
in an African-like encampment with a
tattered flag flapping from a tilted pole?
(Sheer literary fancy: in fact, many of the
settlers never stayed on their appointed
lots, preferring to squat on better land
nearby.,) Did white racist storekeepers do
them in? (Some did. Other white neigh-
bors worked closely with their new neigh-
bors to found a singing school, a library,
a church,)

Among the volunteer researchers who
labored on this project were a labor law-
yer from Albany who was a long-time
Gerrit Smith admirer, 2 Parks and Recre-
ation worker with a passion for Adiron-
dack social history, a site manager for the
John Brown Farm, a graduate student
with a keen eye for the minutiae of the
census, a self-taught scholar of the ver-
nacular architecture of Saranac Lake, an
African American historic sites photog-
rapher, a retired Radcliffe College librari-
an, and numberless local and lay histori-
ans who contributed information about
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grantees from counties as remote as Erie
and Ontario. We journeyed, sometimes as
a group, more often solo, to the state li-
brary, county archives, Syracuse, Peter-
boro, the New York Historical Society in
Manhattan. We made tracks. And inevi-
tably, of course, as the findings piled up,
as the circle of our story widened to in-
clude not just the brief abortive tale of
Timbuctoo but the savage political con-
text that engendered it, our vision of the
exhibition grew accordingly.

L did not expect to face this crossroads.
Martha and I were figuring on a small-
scale, bare-bones exhibition with foam-
board labels backed with Velcto, smallish
images, something that would suit the
basement in the barn at the John Brown
Farm-—a rather dank, low, unprepossess-
ing room without windows. But the story
got bigger and deeper—and better. Tt
deserved more. It snagged the interest of
exhibition designer Stephen Horne of
Kevan Moss Designs, who agreed to work
on it for less than his usual fee, not for
any love of losing money but because he

ographer unknown, Courtesy of The Adirondack

was himself an Adirondacker with an in-
terest in Gerrit Smith and the dream of
Timbuctoo spoke to his own heart. With
Stephen on board and a few crucial grants
rolling in, was it time to rethink the whole
concept? What if we delayed the open-
ing, expanded the narrative and visuals,
and shot for a venue as professional and
ambitious as our own expectations?

Which in the Adirondacks could only
mean the Adirondack Museum at Blue
Mountain Take,

The benefits of an Adirondack Muse-
um opening were immense. A regional in-
stitution would lend our shoestring pro-
duction a cachet and credibility that could
catapult it into a dozen venues that might
not otherwise consider it. Not to speak
of the exposure! Ninety thousand peo-
ple visit the fourteen-building museum
annually. But would the Adirondack Mu-
seum give fohn Bromn Lirves! the dme of
day? The museum has its own stable of
gifted curators and an exhibition sched-
ule planned years in advance. Why would
they go for a show they'd neither curated

From Dreaming of Timbuctoo exhibit: John Brown Farmstead. Courtesy of West Virginia State Archives, Boyd B. Stutler Collection

nor originated, a script over which they’d
have no say, a story with much more po-
litical content, more text, and fewer arti-
facts than their audience might expect?
On the other hand, we weren’t exactly,
as they say, from nothing. Jackie Day, then
the ditector, knew and admired Martha’s
work with Jobw Brown Lives! Stephen’s ex-
hibition skills were well regarded. And I'd
been in and out of the museum on vari-
ous consulting, lecture, or research
projects for years. More importantly, this
exhibition had something the museum
needed: most people assume that the
Adirondacks is white folks’ country, with
no part in the largely urban black experi-
ence. This exhibiton explored the region
in a new way: as an idealized landscape
of equal rights and black self-sufficiency,
a place with meaning and value for black
Americans no less than white. In hosting
Dreaming of Timbuctoo, the Adirondack
Museum gained an opportunity to expand
its audience and, perhaps, its agenda. Af-
tican Americans might come to recognize

a connection to the region and its cultur-

al institutions as they hadn’t felt since the
carly decades of John Brown Day. And if
this was as big a deal for the museum as
the museum’s approbation was for us, we
figured they would jump.

We figured right. Dreaming of "Vimbnctoo
would be launched at the Adirondack Mu-
seum with the full support of its staff and
all the fanfare of one of its own home-
made productions.

Then came the bad news. For every sen-
tence in the exhibition narrative, T need-
ed to come up with a compelling image.
Stephen warned me gently that this was
an exhibition, not a book. So start look-
ing, And this was when the going got se-
riously tough. The stoty, really, was all text,
a brilliant paper trail of letters, handbills,
lists and ledgers, reams of vivid quotes
from radical abolitionists, lush agrarian
thetoric in the black press, resolutions at
black conventions, letters from John and
Mary Brown, progtess reports in Freder
ick Donglass’ Paper (yes, Douglass too was
a Gerrit Smith grantee), survey maps, long
lists of grantees—but no color, no art,

no styff. Of the perhaps two hundred
grantees who actually visited northern
New York after getting deeds for land
from Gerrit Smith, we had but three fac-

es—three sad-faced old men some de-

cades past their homesteading prime
and one solitary photograph of a group
of unsmiling black men and women in
wide-brimmed hats posing in a field in
North Elba, oceasion unidentified, pat-
ticipants unnamed. As for other material
evidence: nothing, No traces in the woods
of makeshift cabins. No portraits (who
among them could atford a porteait?). But
that’s how it goes when your subject is a
vanished underclass that lacked the means
o immortalize itself on canvas or to build
enduring strucrures.

That left me scrambling for genetics—
aever a first option, but we really had ao
other choice. Happily, the Adirondack
Museum had in its own collection splen-
did paintings, photographs, and etchings
that could help me illustrate a raft of
points: images of the Adirondack fron-
tier in the mid-1850s, early homesteads,
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Panel from Dreaming of Timbuctoo exhibit: African American farmer with team of oxen

in upstate New York. Courtesy of DeWitt Historical Societ
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backcountry roads, farmers talking: poli-
tics, John Brown’s farm in a hundred dif-
terent moody lights. New York Ciry 1mu-
seums and archival repositories supplied
gripping illustrations of the problerms—
unemployment, racist mobs, bigotry, slave
catchers, routine violations of ¢ivil
tights—that gave rise to the idea for a
black Adirondack farm colony in the first
place. Local historical socicties and lil>rar-
ies provided us with images of the seorry’s
prominent abolitionists, black and white.
The Library of Congress, Americann An-
tiquarian Society, the Schomburg, the
West Virginia State Archives—we bos-
rowed from them all and were evern able
to display John Brown’s surveyor’s eran-
sit, the same one he likely used to help
the black settlers determine the bowund-
aries of their land.

I'm satisfied with the images I found,
but the real visual coup was the overall
design. Stephen bad to find a way to put
some flesh, or an illusion of flesh, o1 this
bare-bones display of ralking walls. Flis
strategy was inspired. Instead of settling
for stand-alone hinged panels, he worlced
with an Adirondack craftsman to devise
aset of freestanding rough wood fraes,
easy to break down, secured with wood-
en pegs. The text panels—not papes or
foam board but sailcloth-heavy two-sid-
ed grommet-studded banners—w ere
laced in place between the frames wwith
short lengths of rope. All the banners
were digitally imprinted with a burlap pat-
tern that lent the cloth the warm loo ks of
home-spun. The textured backdrop neatly
contrasted with the digitally superim-
posed illustrations and text.

Among the research team’s achiewve-
ments was determining the exact location
of each of the three thousand grants of
land, even if this land was never visited
or settled. The long, tedious work saxv us
through several late-night large pizzas. But
we had to do i—we really wanted to et
a feel for the physical range, the scope of
Gerrit Smith’s giveaway. What it came to
on the map was a patchy rectangle of ~wil-

derness than ran roughly forty miles north

to south, maybe fifteen miles across.
That’s a lot of woods. Then Stephen
Horne took our coloted-in survey map
and matched it to a topographic map of
northern New York, He overlaid the topo
with an outline of the disbursements and
turned that map into a banner. This way
you could see exactly whete in New York
State the parcels were—how far from
Plattsburgh, Utica, Malone; which lots
were on mountaintops, which under twen-
ty feet of lake water, For me, this was the
capstone of the exhibition, the image that
drove home the immensity of Gerrit
Smith’s gesture as no amount of text
could hope to do, People stood before it,
mesmetized. So much land, such wi/dland!
No wonder they didn’t comel!

Since the exhibition opened at Blue
Mountain Lake, Dreaming of Tinhuctoo has
traveled to Paul Smith’s College, SUNY-
Plattsburgh, Utica College, the Brooklyn
Public Library Main Branch, the Tang

Museum at Skidmore College, the Peter-
boro Historical Society, and the Adiron-
dack History Museum in Elizabethtown.
Stephen’s structure is holding firm, and 1
can still read the panels without getting
bored. From the New York Times to the
DBlattsburgh Republican, press and radio cov-
erage has been extraordinarily generous.
1t’s a story makes people sit up and take
heed.

As for the exhibition’s movers and shak-
ers, we're all on to other things. Jobr Brown
Lipes! sponsors summer lecture and pet-
formance series geared roward issues of
social and political justice, and such is
Martha’s reputation that small-town Ad-
irondack audiences have thrilled to lec-
tures from Eric Foner, James Loewen, and
Wiliam Loren Katz Stephen Horne and
Kevan Moss continue to design award-
worthy exhibitions. I'm doing the usual
miscellany of freelance writing about
Adirondack social history and working on

a book on the lost dream of Timbuctoo.
T've often thought about the feverish work
that went into the exhibit and why it
seemed so compelling, 1 think it had to
do with some spitit of necessity, a con-
viction shared by everyone who helped
put it together that here was a story not
metely interesting or résumé-enhancing
or marvelously unexpected, but needed. A
good feeling, It should be there for ev-
erything we do. &
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Emma Dodge Hanson

Working with Folk Materials in
New York State: A Manual for
Folklorists and Archivists

Edited by John W, Suter

With contributions by leading New York State
archivists and folklorists, this manual introduces
folklote to the archivist and archives to
folklorists, It is requited reading for those
working with collections of folklore materials
in any part of the country.

168 pages, loose-leal notebook

$25 $35 nonmembers §$

Folklore in Archives:
A Guide to Describing Folklore
and Folklife Materials

By James Corsaro and Karen Taussig-Lux
Written primarily for archivists and others who
care for collectons of folk cultural documenta-
tion, this manual describes the theory and
pactice of folklore and provides essential
information on how to accession, arrange, and
desctibe folklore materials,

128 pages, loose-leaf notebook

$25 $35 nonmembers  $

Members: Order your copies of New York Folklore Society books at a
mentbers-ondy disconnt. To join the New Yotk Folklore Society, see inside back cover.

ADD THESE ESSENTIAL RESOURCES AND FASCINATING BOOKS

TO YOUR LIBRARY!

Self-Management for Folk Artists:
A Guide for Traditional Artists and
Performers in New York State

By Patricia Atkinson Wells

This bandbook is a must for waditional artists in
New York State interested in managing and
marketing their own businesses. Topics include
promotion, booking, contracts, keeping records,
taxes, and copyright.

148 pages, loose-leaf’ notebook

$30 $40 nonmembers $

Island Sounds in the

Global City: Caribbean

Popular Music and Identity

in New York

Edited by Ray Allen and Lois Wilcken

A collection of articles focusing on the
relatonship of Caribbean popular music and
cultural identity in New York City, this books
examines a broad spectrum of New Yotk —
Dbased musical styles from Puerto Rico, the West
Indies, Haiti, Dominican Republic, and
Trinidad.

185 pages, paperback

$15 $17.95 nonmembers §

City, State, Zip

Folk Arts Programming in

New York State: A Handbook
and Resource Guide

By Karen Lux

Written for anyone considering starting a folk
arts program at their institution, Shows the
potendal of a broad range of different types
of fold arts presentations and provides
information on how to carry them out.

108 pages, paperback
$10 $

./ TO ORDER

Books subtotal $
Shipping and handling
Add $4 for the first book,
%1 for each additional item. $
Total $

Enclose check payable to New York Folklore
Society and mail to New York Folklore Society, RO,
Box 763, 133 Jay St., Schenectady, NY 12301,

Name

Shipping Address

\Paliias i Do




