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Andy Wilkinson (AW):  

Okay. Sorry. Join everything? 

 

Donna Ingham (DI): 

Yeah. The Tim Tingle advice. Join everything you can afford to join, and go to everything you 

can afford to go to. And I think, to answer your question about, “did it help carry forward the 

craft?” Yes, as well as making contacts. Just watching other storytellers, and hearing other 

storytellers, and going to workshops, many of the national associations and state associations 

have workshops as part of their—either a conference or a festival. And I took advantage of all 

that. And profited greatly from that. I mean, you profit even if you decide what you don’t want to 

do or what doesn’t appeal to you. I got acquainted with the styles of great many of the 

storytellers who’d been at it for a very long time. I knew the ones I was drawn to, which is a 

matter of taste more than anything else. For example, probably my all-time favorite storyteller is 

a woman named Kathryn Tucker Windham from Selma, Alabama, who, in my opinion, still, is 

the most authentic, the most genuine storyteller because her stories from the stage were no 

different really from the ones she would tell you across the dinner table or on the front porch. 

She just had that love of stories and that natural raconteur kind of style. Oddly enough—maybe 

it’s not so odd, but I bought several of her CDs and she doesn’t come across as well on CD 

because it’s so much her presence that made the story work. And she would chuckle at the funny 

parts herself, because she was thoroughly enjoying it. She was not a musician but she saw that 

musicians were becoming more and more part of the storytelling community, so she decided that 

her instrument would be the comb. So she would whip out her comb and put a little piece of—

she used wax paper, we always used cellophane if we could get it—and she would play Amazing 

Grace or something. So my favorite moment, I got to tell at the national festival in 2001 or ’02—

no, ’05, I guess. Doesn’t matter. Anyway, she was there, she was there every year. And we were 

eating lunch, they feed all the storytellers at the Presbyterian Church there in Jonesborough and 

she got out her comb. She had a bunch of them made that said “making music in Selma.” And 

she had all of her friends and they’d get together and play the comb as a little community choir. 

So she gave me one and Jerry one. And so we were sitting at a table playing “Amazing Grace.” 

Two other guys came up who are musicians, Willie Claflin is one, he’s from California. Started 

out as a folkie musician, now he’s more in storytelling. The other one is Charlie Chin, who I’ve 

never seen him play from the stage, but he is a fantastic guitarist. Anyway, they had that music 

background. So they came over to the table, she gives them a comb with a piece of wax paper 

and they start riffing, doing all this stuff. And she put her comb down and she looked over at us 

and she said, “They’re showing off.” And so they quit. They played it straight. And then Willie 

got to introduce her for her next set and mentioned that she played the comb, and she said, 

“Well, now you’re gonna to have to get it out of my purse,” so she could play for everybody. So 

anyway, she was my favorite, I would follow her around. And what I discovered about her is, 

that she didn’t come up with a whole lot of new stories, but she could take—and a lot of her 

stories were really anecdotal—but she could form them in a way that they were new, or put them 



Texas Tech University’s Southwest Collection/Special Collections Library, Oral History Program 

 

 
6 

together in a way that they were new. And, she would feed off of the storyteller before her. I got 

to introduce her— 

 

AW: 

So whatever they had done, she could do counterpoint or point to that story. 

 

DI: 

Exactly. Yeah. I got to introduce her one year when we had her at our Texas festival and I caught 

her over in the gift tent or something. So I said, “Ms. Windham”—I never felt I could call her  

“Kathryn”—I said, “Ms. Windham, I get to introduce you at three o’clock”, and I’m holding up 

three fingers, and she just looked over at me and she said, “Kathryn, Windham, Selma, 

Alabama,” bending each finger down, “storyteller.” In other words, that’s all she ever wanted 

you to say about her. And if you tried to do more, she would be up on the stage behind you, and 

just kind of moving you out of the way. Every person who ever introduced her learned that 

lesson. So, actually, Willie was risking it when he said “she also plays the comb.” Another one 

who’s just a wonderful storyteller and a great workshop presenter is Donald Davis, who’s from 

North Carolina. He’s a Methodist-minister-turned-storyteller. But he studies it, he studies the 

craft. That’s why he gives such wonderful workshops. We were talking about the creative 

process earlier. He wrote a book that I recommend to every teacher, and I’ve even told my 

college students about it. The title of it is Writing is a Second Language.  

 

AW: 

Great title. 

 

DI: 

And he makes the point that we learn for the first probably five years of our lives almost entirely 

through the oral tradition because we first learn words, which are abstractions for things or 

actions when we’re babies and we learn to mimic those words when we want something, like 

“cook-ie”. And then we learn to put sentences together, all through observation and imitation. 

And so all of this wealth of vocabulary and sense of grammar and syntax we’ve acquired through 

the oral tradition. And even the sense of the narrative, beginnings, middles and ends and so forth 

and so on, and then, I don’t know, usually in the fourth grade, third grade when they start the 

testing process, somebody sits us down and says, “Be quiet and write.” And you’re thinking, “I 

don’t have anything to write about,” and there’s nothing more intimidating than that blank sheet 

of paper. So his theory is that—and he wrote this book primarily for fourth graders—you don’t 

even talk about writing in the beginning. You get these kids in groups of say, four, small groups 

of four, and you just give them little prompts, and you say, did you ever have a pet that you don’t 

have anymore? Did you ever do anything you were told not to do, and then you did it anyway, 

and you had to pay the consequences? And get them started talking, telling stories to one 

another. Do this for, I don’t know, a week or so without ever mentioning writing, no paper on the 
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table, no anything. And then say, you know, you’ve got some really good ideas there, why don’t 

you just make some notes so you don’t forget. We’re still not talking about writing paragraphs or 

essays or whatever. And then at some point, you say, “This would make a really good story. 

Why don’t you write this down?” And so it’s a process of evolution that the kids discover, yes, 

they do have something to write about, and some of it is pretty good, pretty interesting. It’s so 

simple but it’s brilliant.  

 

AW: 

Yeah, I know in songwriting—we were talking about this at lunch, the abstract versus the 

concrete -- the ones who are the most abstract, we’ll be talking and I’ll say, well, tell me about 

your idea. And they’ll tell me and I’ll say, “Write that down. What you just said.” And they look 

at you like you’re insane. Most of them, when they begin to write it down, you can see a glimmer 

of the light bulb going on. Maybe not the whole bulb. Interesting. A couple of things I found real 

interesting about what you said so far, is that one of the things I think about when I think about 

storytelling, I think of a division, not an active division because people aren’t opposed to one 

another, but I think about the North Carolina, the Jack stories, the southern folk stories, and then 

I think about a different generation. Not teachers like you, but the people who went from 

teaching third grade to the storytelling circuit. There was a pedagogical kind of thing and there’s 

this almost—not an ethnologist, but sort of an entertainment-ethnologist view of it, and yet 

there’s a whole group of people like you, and Bill Lepp, whom you and I both know, and then 

people that I think of like Garrison Keeler, Andy Griffith, Bill Cosby. All these comedians who 

are essentially only storytellers. They’re telling funny stories, but there’s this sort of different 

group in the middle. One of the things I found interesting today is that when I said, “Where’d 

you get interested in this?” you mentioned Andy Griffith. You didn’t mention “My grandfather 

telling me my old cowboys coming around the ranch.” That is interesting. 

 

DI: 

And that came later, though. I mean, I think the entertainment part was Andy Griffith and Bill 

Cosby, and the fact that I was a ham even I was in junior high and high school, and liked to get 

up in front of people. But then I realized that the storyteller in my family to whom I gravitated 

was my uncle, my dad’s youngest brother, who has all the family stories. But it was only later 

that I came to that realization and actually went and got his oral history, and actually tell some of 

his stories. But yeah, it was backwards to what you would think, because I did grow up 

somewhat in a storytelling family. My dad told anecdotal stories, as did my mother. When I ask 

her about Black Sunday, she’d tell me the story. But my uncle was the one I would call truly a 

storyteller. But I didn’t really recognize him as a storyteller until after I’d already done my “I 

want to be in front of people, and make them laugh.” I liked that part of it. 
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AW: 

No, I just think it’s very interesting that the path is not what one would—I mean, one would sit 

down and say at first blush, “This is a person who’s a storyteller, grew up listening to stories, and 

they had all this” where the reality is we all hear stories all the time, it’s just, do we recognize 

them as such? Your recognition came through a way that a lot of us take in. For me, folk music 

was all about stories. And my favorite folk performers would talk about their stories.  

 

DI: 

And I was drawn to that, too. I was in college in the fifties and sixties and that was sort of one 

like there at Tech. We had—oh, who all did we have? I know we had The Brothers Four and—I 

don’t think we ever had Peter, Paul and Mary. But anyway, that was the music I was drawn to 

too, during that period of time. 

 

AW:  

So while—earlier you said, “Well, I retired from teaching and then I became a storyteller.” My 

guess is you probably told some stories too while you were teaching. Was it part of your lesson 

plan, your fallback defense?  

 

DI: 

I think I always—because the teachers that I remembered from high school—mostly from high 

school—and the material that I remembered, it was all through storytelling. It was usually history 

teachers who were good storytellers. So I think, sometimes intentionally and sometimes probably 

as a fallback, I would often tell stories. Either about an author or a personal experience, and then 

at some point, I decided in the seventies, I guess it was, I was teaching in the Oklahoma 

Panhandle, just freshman comp. This was not some advanced class, but that was when our space 

program was at its height. We had all those missions and rockets were named after mythological 

characters, so we had the Mercury missions, and the Apollo missions, we had the Titan II rockets 

and all that. So I took it upon myself—because most of my students were from rural areas in the 

Texas or Oklahoma Panhandle, southeastern Kansas and Colorado, so most of them had not had 

any schooling in mythology. So I decided, I will correct that in freshman comp, and we will just 

use Edith Hamilton’s Mythology as our text and we will have profound discussions—that was 

early in my career, I didn’t know better. And then they will write papers, related, somehow to all 

that. And what I discovered was that students were first of all, reluctant to read any book that 

was labeled a textbook and then if they did, they would still say it was so much Greek to them. 

We started retelling the stories in class. They naturally took on the landscape and characteristics 

of that part of the country.  

 

AW: 

Perfect. 
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DI: 

And I still tell some of those stories. I mean, Persephone became “that sweet young thing,” so on 

and so forth. So yeah, I consciously used storytelling in the classroom for some of those kinds of 

things. And then later, for example, when I was teaching in Edinburg at UT Pan-American, I 

inherited an American literature class from somebody who had already chosen the textbook, and 

when I looked at the textbook table of contents, I saw that by and large, the things in the book 

were written by dead white men. There were no Hispanics represented. None. And 98 percent or 

more of my students were Hispanic; some of them were right fresh across the border. So I said to 

them, “We’re not going to have a traditional research paper in here.” To which they all said 

“Yay!” I said, “We’re going to have a folklore project,” to which they said, “Huh?” And I said, 

“What I want you to do is bring a story from your culture. It can be a story you’ve heard. If it has 

to be, it can be a story you’ve read. I prefer that you go out and find one that somebody’s going 

to tell you, a grandmother or a neighbor, or something.” And I said, “If I have six different 

versions of La Llorona, I don’t care.” I did have three. And then I said, “You are going to have to 

write a paper in which you present this story, whatever you choose. And then you have to define 

your culture. If you think your culture is basically Mexican culture or Texan culture or border 

culture, which is its own culture.” By this time, one boy’s raised his hand, he said, “I’m Polish.” 

I said, “It’s okay, Poland has a culture.” And then explain how that story is representative of your 

culture. And they were reluctant to do it, but once they got into it, especially the ones that 

actually went out and interviewed some abuela brought back some great stories. All the La 

Llorona stories were told to them by somebody else. One by a brother who said, “And I know 

where she lives. Just right down the street.” And one boy brought in one that he’d found in a 

book, but he thought it was representative of the border culture. I said, “Well, this is great. Let’s 

see if there are any variants of this story,” because I knew there were, because Zora Neale 

Hurston had collected one from the African-American community in Florida. It was the same 

story but different characters, different ethnic characters. Anyway, it was great. I loved it. And it 

was magic that semester. I’ve tried it since with other groups and it hasn’t had the same magic. I 

don’t know—but then I’ve had other students go collect oral histories from parents, 

grandparents, aunts, uncles. And that’s been wonderful because they connect with those people 

in ways they have never connected before. 

 

AW: 

Yeah, to me, that assignment, the stories are irrelevant. It’s that connection that’s really the— 

 

DI: 

And they found journals and letters that even their parents had forgotten were there.  

 

AW: 

Sometimes it had never been told. 
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DI: 

And they get excited. Yeah, that’s been fun. So yeah, I’ve certainly utilized it. Before I started as 

a professional storyteller, and then certainly since I’ve used the storytelling concept. 

 

AW: 

Has becoming a professional storyteller, has that dimmed, dulled, sharpened, conflicted your 

initial enthusiasm for being a storyteller? I mean, having to fit it into the parameters of: you got 

to get paid to drive that far to do the story, what kind of stories are going to work with this 

audience, you have a favorite story that people always want to hear, you may be tired of it but 

you still got to do it, those kinds of things? 

 

DI: 

Right. So far, no, it hasn’t dimmed it for me. And I think it’s in part because, I don’t have to do 

this. I don’t pay the mortgage with what I make. I’ve deliberately done that. I keep all 

storytelling monies in another bank and I don’t want to ever have to depend on that, because 

sometimes, when it becomes a real job and you have to do it in order to pay the bills, then I think 

that can take the edge off of it. So I’m fortunate in that I don’t have to do that. And I have, in the 

past, tried to gauge what would work at a certain festival or certain school—I do plan programs 

that are age-appropriate. And through that process, I’ve discovered that I really like—my 

favorite age group is probably fourth graders or so, because, I enjoy working with the little kids, 

but they wear me out. You have to be pretty participatory with the little kids. They want to clap, 

they want to do this and they want— 

 

AW: 

They want to hug your leg. Yeah. 

 

DI: 

And they’re fun and I love them, and they’re probably the best listeners. In fact, somebody’s 

done a study, I think it was up in Michigan or Wisconsin or one of those states up there about 

listening, and they said the results of the study were that the best listeners in terms of grades of 

schoolchildren are first graders, because they’re not yet distracted by hormones or feeling they 

have to stand out somehow in their peer group, and yet they’re old enough to be able to sit there 

for more than ten minutes without getting the wiggles. So I found that to be very interesting. I 

think that sometimes the toughest crowds are upper junior high and high school because they just 

think they have to be too cool for the room. They’re pretty sure that storytelling is way beneath 

them. But if you tell them a good ghost story, you usually get their attention— 

 

AW: 

I thought you were going to say it was adults that were the most difficult.  
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DI: 

I like telling for adults. 

 

AW: 

Do you? 

 

DI:  

I do. Of course, most of the adult groups that I tell for are really wanting humor. So the fact that 

I’m the biggest liar in Austin and the biggest liar in Texas, talking about stories that they expect 

to hear or want to hear, I almost always have to tell a lie. Because that’s usually how I get 

introduced. Even if I’ll ask somebody not to introduce me that way. I was at a festival up in 

Oklahoma and the guy, the emcee said, “Anything you want me to say about you in the 

introduction?” I said, “Well, here’s what I prefer you didn’t say, because I’m not planning to tell 

a lie.” And what did he say when he got up there? “She’s also the biggest liar in Texas.” Guess 

I’d better tell a lie.  

 

AW: 

I can’t think of any people that have introduced me as having grown up on a ranch, having been 

a cowboy all my life.  

 

How do you prepare for a story? Starting with how do you select it, how do you craft it, create it, 

how do you memorize it, how do you get the inflection? And how do you do something which I 

suspect—I mean, knowing you and listening to you, you’re still Donna Sue Ingham on stage. 

You’re a little bit ratcheted up a couple of notches, but what you described about the storytellers 

you liked was, that these were people who really move from backstage to onstage and back, and 

didn’t become different people. The whole transformation—that subtle difference, I know from 

my experience in performing, that’s a hard one to manage. It’s easier to go out and be somebody 

completely different, than it is to be more of yourself. How do you do that? How do you get 

yourself geared up? 

 

DI: 

I think—well, let me back up, because I just had this conversation with a woman from El Paso 

who thinks she wants to be a storyteller. She was asking about what kinds of stories, for 

example. I said, “Well, I’ve sort of broken that down into three categories of stories.” One is 

interpretation, that’s when you take someone else’s story, like O. Henry for example. I’ve been 

invited by the O. Henry society to tell O. Henry stories. I figure if I’m telling somebody else’s 

story, then I need to tell it in his words. So even though you can abridge it, and I do, because 

some of his stories are pretty long, I still try to keep it in his words, which means I do have to 

memorize. By and large, I don’t memorize stories. I visualize them, and I learn them, but I don’t 

memorize them. 
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AW: 

Right, but you remember a plot.  

 

DI: 

Oh, absolutely. That’s more like the storyboarding thing. But anyway, so, I don’t do much of the 

interpretive kind of storytelling. There are some wonderful interpretive storytellers who do Poe 

and Sandburg—one woman who does Ray Bradbury. And they’re wonderful, but that’s not—it 

makes me nervous. And I don’t do poetry for the same reason. I might quote a few lines, but to 

do long poems—even ones I’ve written, and I’ve written a couple, because you got to make 

those ends if you’re going to rhyme it. So anyway, that’s my least favorite, although I’ve tried it. 

Adaptations, and that’s taking an old folk tale, and even some that have been written down by 

people like J. Frank Dobie, I tell the story of the coming of the bluebonnet, for example, but I 

don’t tell it—the plot stays the same as what Dobie wrote down. But he actually first got that 

story from a woman named Mrs. Bruce Reed, who submitted a paper to the Publications of the 

Texas Folklore Society back in the 1920s. And then he took that story and he embellished it, as 

he often did, giving credit—he always gave credit. So I kind of did the same thing with stories 

like that. But I had to visualize it for myself and then tell it in my own words. And a lot of that—

I use it a lot as an example of concrete nouns and verbs, or active verbs and so forth. When I got 

to the part where the little girl thrusts her doll into the fire, it just came to me that she would step 

back, because the smell of burning feathers and scorching buckskin would have been— 

 

AW: 

Pretty rank. 

 

DI: 

So anyway, that’s adaptation. I have a number of folk tales, primarily. Or even history stories. So 

that I tell a story of the baby of the Alamo, which I gleaned from a number of sources, but 

basically, what was it like to be a baby at the Alamo? A lot of sensory impressions, too. And then 

the original stories, which in my case, have been personal stories, or lies. And so that—once I 

kind of figured out that category, and figured out that these are the two I’m most comfortable 

with. That one I do only under duress. Then it becomes a question of—I’ve been told, I didn’t set 

out to have any particular voice or tone, I think that’s just something that develops, but I’ve been 

told by others that I have a very conversational tone. And I’ve frequently introduced stories, or 

provided segues between stories, with little anecdotal stories, or some connection.  

 

AW: 

Yeah, listening to you, I can never tell exactly where one starts or the other one stops unless you 

say, “Now I’m going to”—Which I think is good. It’s a thing I like a lot. 
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DI: 

So you know—and I don’t tell very many stories. I do have a prairie dress that I’m going to wear 

on Sunday because I’m going to be a part of Yesterfest in Bastrop. And I bought it because I 

used to tell stories every year at Old Fort Parker during their Christmas at the fort. And so 

everybody was dressed—so I have two prairie dresses. But I don’t—I don’t really take on the 

persona of a woman from the late nineteenth century or mid-nineteenth century or whatever. I’m 

there as part of the trappings of the event.  

 

AW: 

Now, is that a conscious decision of yours? 

 

DI: 

Yeah, pretty much, because I really admire these re-enactors or whatever they call themselves 

now. I think they don’t like to be called re-enactors anymore. Or whatever they call themselves. 

I’m not sure what the alternate term is. Because I think they have to do a tremendous amount of 

research to stay in character, and not belie either who they’re supposed to be or what period they 

represent, to the point of knowing whether or not they can wear a pocket watch. And some of 

those people are really remarkable. And I never had the drive to learn all that or to become that 

person. So I’m still pretty much me when I get out there to tell a story.  

 

AW: 

Correct me if this is a misapprehension on my part. One of the things that I think has helped fuel 

the fairly recent, over the last fifteen, twenty-year surge of popularity of storytelling is that a lot 

more storytellers are just being themselves. 

 

DI: 

I think so. 

 

AW: 

Sitting in the audience—well, back to our friend Bill Lepp, off-stage, on-stage, he’s the same. 

And he’s just as likely to tell you a story off-stage as he is on-stage. But I find that enjoyable. 

That’s something I really like. Whereas the person who becomes something different when 

they’re on-stage, I find a little disconcerting.  

 

DI: 

And I don’t know whether—this just occurs to me, so it’s really off the top of my head—the 

ones that I know who have come from a theatre background as actors are more likely to have a 

stage persona of some sort. There’s one fellow who’s not on—I’m sorry to say he’s a victim of 

Alzheimer’s now but he was quiet, mild-mannered, stood at the back of the room, but when he 

came on-stage, he was, “Howdy!” And then, you know, was loud and demonstrative and all over 
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the stage and everything, and then when he went off, he got quiet again. I mean, there are some 

storytellers—there’s a couple in California who are Asian, and they do beautiful work. Their 

storytelling is in tandem and choreographed. They don’t use the white makeup, but they wear 

typical costuming and their movements are all literally choreographed. So there is that theatrical 

element, I think in some storytelling. 

 

AW: 

And a cultural theatrical— 

 

DI: 

Absolutely, absolutely.  

 

AW: 

Yeah, but that’s still different from the person that is Bob Jones off-stage and on-stage is 

Sharpshooter McGraw or whatever, you know, that kind of thing. Those stories never strike me 

like if Donna gets up as Donna and starts telling a story because I’m already invested in it if it’s 

the person telling the story. 

 

DI: 

I’m the same way.  

 

AW: 

But it also seems to me like the storytellers that the audiences really get into are the people like 

you and like Bill, the folks that have their— 

 

DI: 

They seem to have staying power, yeah. I think a lot of the festivals will bring in some of these 

others just for diversity, which is probably a good thing. But yeah, I think the ones that have the 

biggest following, I’m thinking again the national festival. Bill certainly does. Donald Davis, 

whom I mentioned, the one who writes about writing and storytelling and Kathryn Windham 

before she died in 2010, they seemed to be the ones that people continue to gravitate to. I got to 

go to the bathroom. 

 

AW: 

We’re going to take a break? 

 

DI: 

Yeah.  
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AW: 

All right, we’re back. Well, we’ve been talking a lot about the storytelling and I’m sure I’m not 

done with questions about it, but let’s talk a little bit about your writing. You gave me a copy of 

a really interesting book on a very unusual topic last time. What sorts of writing have you done, 

and kind of give me an overview of things you have— 

 

DI: 

Okay, well, as I said, I started out writing as a journalist, so I did—when I was in high school, I 

had a little column. I described what was going on, who was dating whom— 

 

AW: 

Did that get you into trouble?  

 

DI: 

Those are important kinds of things, and then I majored in journalism, worked on the student 

newspaper and wrote. And wrote quite a bit for the yearbook. We did and wrote for the Ex-

Texan magazine, alumna magazine. Wrote advertising copy. So most of what I was doing was 

shorter pieces, journalistic pieces, advertising pieces. Then when I got into academia, of course, I 

wrote those papers that you present at meetings or that you try to get published in journals that 

nobody reads. So it wasn’t until I—and I kept a journal over the years, but I really didn’t do 

anything with any of that. And so it wasn’t until I retired, and I wrote that mystery novel just to 

see if I could do it, and I did, and there was some sense of accomplishment, even though I never 

got it published and really never had any idea that I would. But ironically, it was the 

storytelling—of course, then I began writing—because I write my stories down—that some of 

the purists among storytellers say that they never write their stories down. They come up with 

them and stay in the oral tradition. That’s fine, but I come to storytelling as a writer, really.  

 

AW: 

You write yours down but you don’t memorize what you’ve written down. 

 

DI: 

That’s correct. And a lot of times—I mean, it’s a process. And so, a lot of times, the ideas and 

the formulations of the stories are in my head, or more oral. But at some point, when I really 

want to develop and craft them, I’ve got to get them down on paper. And I’ve spent—I tell a 

story about Cynthia Ann Parker, and I bet I spent two years working on that story because I 

couldn’t decide how to start it. Or how to end it, for that matter, because it’s such a sad story. 

 

AW: 

It’s brutal. 
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DI: 

So it wasn’t until I found an entry point into the story. And for me, that was—I went back to 

poetry. It occurred to me that Emily Dickinson poem about "I never lost as much but twice / And 

that was in the sod / Twice have I stood a beggar / Before the door of God!" and I thought, that’s 

it, she lost her whole culture twice. That’s her story. For me. And so I start with just those lines 

from that poem, crediting Emily Dickinson, but saying those same words could have been said 

by a woman in Texas in 1836. And then I didn’t know really how to end it, to lift us up at all 

after that really depressing, depressive story, until I found actually at the end of a novel called 

[Ride] The Wind, I’m sure you’ve read it. Lucia St. Clair [Robson] wrote it—she had done a 

tremendous amount of research, clearly, and she sort of romanticized the story, but she got a lot 

of the story right, I thought. And at the end of it, she had found a copy of a letter that Quanah 

Parker wrote to the Parker relatives asking that his mother’s bones be returned to him. And there 

was a line in that letter and I thought, this is it. Because he said—I’m paraphrasing now, but: 

“My mother, she loved me. When I happy, she smiled, when I cry—they took my mother away, 

they took Texas away, her boy want to sit by her grave.” And then he said, “My people, her 

people; now we all one people.” And I said, “That’s it! That’s the only way that you can end this 

story” with any kind of uplifting message.  So it wasn’t until I found the beginning and the end 

that I could do anything with the middle. And so yeah, I write the stories down and sometimes I 

wrestle with them for a very long time. I tell a story about my granddad, who shot a man. I didn’t 

hear that story until I was grown and married and then my dad finally told that story. He told a 

piece of the story and then I got the rest of it from the storytelling uncle. But again, I couldn’t 

figure out how to tell it because parts of it were kind of funny. It was about this feud between 

two families, but then a man gets killed, and that’s not funny. 

 

AW: 

As one of the black cowboys that was recorded by Alan Lomax, he said, “You know, the only 

way we cowboys can make it, is laugh at things. Man gets killed, that’s funny.” And he goes 

through a list of things and I thought, well you know, that’s exactly the case, though. If the 

gravity and the sadness, the humanity of it got to you every time, you wouldn’t make it very 

long. 

 

DI: 

And it came to me that—the thing that puzzled me about the story was that I’d never heard it, my 

sister had never heard it, and my dad just mentioned it, just conversationally he mentioned it. We 

were in a café in Canadian, Texas and it was the day we’d buried my grandmother in Miami 

[Texas] – or maybe we were in Miami? It doesn’t matter, we were in a little café that still had the 

calendars on the wall. And my dad, over his cup of coffee said, “Dad shot a man once.” And my 

sister and I went, “What?” And then he told his version of the story, which was the feud was 

about—the Christopher family, our family had hogs, and the Curtis family had dogs, and one of 

the Curtis dogs chewed up a Christopher hog and that started— 
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AW: 

In Brownfield— 

 

DI: 

No, that was in Roberts County, up in Miami. So then I asked my uncle and he said, “Oh, I don’t 

remember that about the hogs, but I do remember that old Rube decided he’s going to run for 

sheriff and the Christophers electioneered against him and he lost. And he swore he’s gonna beat 

up every Christopher in the county and he started with Uncle Lasiter.” So anyway, I put all that 

together, but I still couldn’t figure out the tone of the story. Finally what occurred to me was the 

reason we hadn’t heard that story, at least the women in the family, is that my grandmother, 

who’s a little woman, but she ruled her territory, had said at some point—my aunt told me this, 

she said, grandmother said, “I don’t want to hear any more about the trouble.” It’s what she 

called it. So the men kept it alive out on their hunting trips and down at the hardware store, but 

the women never heard that story. So I decided—with all of my English studies background—

that it was our Beowulf story, except that the women wouldn’t serve the mead in the mead hall, 

and so the men had to go tell their stories somewhere else, but it was the family hero, the untried 

young hero, like Beowulf was, because my granddad was really the youngest, but he’s the one 

who was charged with confronting Rube. He shot him, but he shot him in self-defense. But my 

granddad, who also loved attention, even though he was no-billed by the grand jury, he 

demanded a jury trial, his excuse being that all these witnesses might disappear and he might get 

indicted later, which wasn’t going to happen. But I think he just wanted the attention. So they 

had a jury trial, which of course, didn’t last very long and he was acquitted. But he hired—he set 

up a cook tent and hired two women to cook for the whole family and they all came in. I think, 

like on the courthouse lawn, practically. It was quite a spectacle. Anyway, so what I did was I 

went back and I read Beowulf and I structured the story, our family story, after the pattern of 

Beowulf. It’s not recognizable unless you know it, but I do talk about the young—and I even 

made Rube into kind of a Grendel because Grendel was the reason he kept going and eating all 

the things is that he was an outcast, so Rube was kind of an outcast, too. Anyway. I don’t tell that 

story very much because it’s pretty much of a downer, too. 

 

AW: 

Next time though, I’m going to holler from the audience.  

 

DI: 

“Tell that story about the”—yeah.  

 

AW:  

About Grendel! 
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DI: 

Right. So I don’t know, this all started about crafting stories and memorizing stories.  

 

AW: 

How do you recognize when you got the right tone, the right ending, the right beginning?  

 

DI: 

It’s just mostly trial and error, I guess, because there are several—the story I tell about my 

bicycle wreck starts with the fact that we had a lot of family sayings in my family, and [then] I 

introduce my great-grandfather. I had tried writing the story about my great-grandfather and it 

just wasn’t going anywhere. But he’s perfect as part of that story. So it’s sort of like piecing a 

quilt, I think, and I’m not the first to come up with that analogy. You have all these scraps of 

stories, and you just kind of file them away in the scrap box. And at some point, you lay them all 

out and some of them seem to fit together, so that—and there have been times when I really 

worked on a story and I decided, it is not my story to tell. I don’t even like it. And so I don’t care 

how much I worked on it, I don’t ever tell it. And that’s how it is with folk tales. I have people 

who suggest folk tales to me or they’ll send me folk tales: “We think this would be a good story 

for you to tell.” And I’ll give it a try. Sometimes they just don’t work for me. And if I don’t like 

it, I figure I’m not going to tell it, because somebody else is not going to like it. And that’s what 

often happens. You asked earlier if I try to fit stories to certain situations. Some schools 

especially will ask for thematic stories of some kind because they’re studying a unit on 

something. And I may go through, if I’m looking for folk tales, I may go through dozens of 

books before I ever find anything that appeals to me, that fits the theme I think I would want to 

share with anybody else. 

 

AW: 

So you actually will craft a story for a circumstance, as opposed to just draw something from 

your quiver of arrows that you already have.  

 

DI: 

Sometimes. Yeah, I have to. There’s a woman in east Texas who brings me back every three 

years because she figures that—she teaches junior high school, she figures all those students are 

going to be gone, she’s got a new crop. And she will ask me to do sometimes ghost stories, 

which are not—I’ve got quite a few ghost stories to tell. But one year, she wanted something 

else. I can’t remember what it was. Now, I had to scramble a little bit to come up—because I like 

to tell different stories to each group, mostly so the librarians don’t get bored or I don’t get 

bored, and then I encourage the students to tell them to each other. “Go tell what I told you to 

that class that was just here.” So I know some people develop a program. Some are very much 

better organized than I am and they’ll have—for example this Bernadette Mason has her spring 

set of stories are all about flowers, so she’ll tell the legends of the bluebonnet and the Indian 
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paintbrush. But she tells basically the same program to every group. And does a great job. But I 

would forget—have I told this story already to this group? Or was it the last group? It’s not that I 

don’t ever repeat a story, but I try not to repeat the whole program at the same venue. And 

sometimes that’s because they’re different age groups anyway. Now, I’m always collecting 

stories and what I’ve discovered is, that some of them are just kind of sitting there and I haven’t 

recognized them yet. I think you asked me that earlier, “Do you always recognize a story?” But 

probably the newest one that I’ve written is a little story, or two little anecdotes put together, 

little personal stories. And I really like it, and I’ve been telling them as little snippets just 

casually for years. But I never thought about putting them together and making them a story I’d 

want to tell in a performance situation. 

 

AW: 

Do you do any experimental things? And I’m thinking of people like Spalding Grey who did the 

Swimming to Cambodia. And really for that matter, Garrison Keillor when you see him live is 

very experimental. He starts with a story, and he goes off on these tangents, and miraculously 

finds his way back. I do not know how he does that. 

 

DI: 

And I guess some of that truly is improv, from what I’ve heard.  

 

AW: 

I think so. I mean, I think he has a story and the rest of it, he just finds his way back. 

 

DI: 

And no, I don’t do much of that. I’m more comfortable with at least having some idea of where 

I’m going. It isn’t that I don’t improvise occasionally, and sometimes that’s just a line or 

something I’ll throw out, and it may depend on the audience. Storytelling, I think probably 

music, to some degree is the same way, live music. You feed off the audience. And a lot of what 

I do with the Roads Scholar has sort of refined a lot of that.  

 

AW: 

And we’ll say for the transcriptionist it’s r-o-a-d.  

 

DI: 

That’s right. Not the scholarly, the travel agency one. But I tell a funny little Spoonerism story, 

really, about the biggest lamb dyer in Texas. And it occurred to me, the story mentions a pot of 

bluing [dye], or a tub of bluing, and it occurred to me that a lot of young people have no idea 

what “bluing” is.  
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AW: 

A lot of middle-aged people probably don’t know either. 

 

DI: 

Right, right. So I used to say to the Roads Scholar people, I love telling this to Roads Scholars 

because I don’t have to stop and explain what bluing is, but then now I say—I just did this 

spontaneously one time, I said—but I have noticed they’re letting younger and younger people 

in, so I may need to explain powdered bluing to make the linens look white and so forth. And 

then it occurred to me, we don’t use that in the laundry anymore, but we still use the same 

concept, we’ve just moved it to the beauty shop. And of course that gets a laugh because they do 

know about putting a rinse on their hair. 

 

AW: 

Where the term “blue hairs” comes from.  

 

DI: 

And that’s what I say and that’s why have a lot of big-haired, blue-haired women in Texas. So 

sometimes, if I’m relaxed with a group, you never know what’s going to come out. By and large, 

my stories are not scripted because I don’t memorize them, but they’re pretty much intact and I 

especially know how I’m going to start a story, and how I’m going to end a story. Now 

sometimes in the middle I get a little looser with my commentary, but, generally speaking, not so 

much. I love watching people who can do improv and do it well. My fear is I would not do it 

well. I’m better at departee than I am at repartee, I always think about what I should have said 

about ten miles down the road.  

 

AW: 

Somebody needs to embroider that somewhere, that’s perfect. The next morning, “Oh, that’s 

what I should have said. Next time, I’ll say it.” 

 

DI: 

Right. Yeah. 

 

AW: 

Are there topics or stories that you avoid? Like religion, or I don’t know— 

 

DI: 

I don’t, as a rule, do—a lot of festivals have now what they call sacred stories. And mine are 

more nearly inspirational stories, motivational stories rather than Bible stories, say, for example. 

And it isn’t that I—I don’t stay away from them for any particular reason, it’s just that I don’t—

I’ve never really tried bringing anything new to a traditional Bible story. And I know there are 
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people who do, and do a really good job. It’s not an avoidance in a sense of I don’t ever want to 

do that, or for any reason, other than, it’s just never been one of those things that’s appealed to 

me enough that I wanted to try it, I guess. I do try to be not just politically correct, and I’ll 

sometimes announce—for example, I tell the story that’s the Dobie story about “Bigfoot Wallace 

and the Hickory Nuts.”  In the Dobie version, when Bigfoot Wallace comes up on the Indians 

stealing his horses, he loads “Sweet-lips,” his muzzle-loading rifle, and he shoots one of the 

“savages”—and there’s other language that suggests that they’re less than human. And I 

deliberately changed that—not primarily because I tell it to younger students, but because I don’t 

like it in the first place. I changed it to, “He decided he would try to scare them away.” And so he 

does load the rifle and he fires, but I hold it up, like he’s firing over their heads. So I’m sort of 

careful about that sort of thing, although it was funny—the first book I published was [from] 

Globe Pequot [Press], was a collection of stories, twenty-eight stories, including that one and the 

one about Cynthia Ann Parker. A lot of it about the conflicts between the settlers and the Native 

Americans. And I did say in the Cynthia Ann Parker story that the Comanches and the Kiowas 

threw down their white flag and rode, “whooping and hollering, through the gates of the fort.” 

And the editor, who was just wonderful—I never met her, we talked on the phone and we e-

mailed back and forth. Turned out she had grown up in Beaumont and her father was a folklorist. 

So she knew Texas and she knew folklore. She e-mailed me and she said, “Don’t you think 

maybe we’ve had enough whooping and hollering of the Indians by this time?” And I said, “You 

are absolutely right.” I never thought about it, separated from the other stories, but since I’d had 

these others that included some mention of the conflict between—and I’ll say, in one of them I 

say, maybe in the Big Foot Wallace one, I was talking about the Indians who would raid the 

settlement and take horses or cattle and then I say, to be politically correct, and I use those terms, 

we must say that they probably thought they had every right to do that because the settlers were 

moving in by the wagonloads and taking over their traditional hunting ground. So I do insert 

things, occasionally. But I don’t know—that’s an interesting question. I never really thought 

about it. I don’t identify any taboo subjects in my mind, but there are some that I’ve not explored 

for one reason or another.  

 

AW: 

Yeah. I was just curious. 

 

DI: 

And I don’t get too political, either. Right after Governor Perry during his run for the presidential 

nomination by the GOP, [he] was in the debate and he couldn’t remember the third thing that he 

was going to shut down, and he said “Oops.” I was telling one of my lies at a contest, and it’s the 

one about when we were in Italy and we were part of the lie is that were trying to rent some 

horses to get back to the piazza and the owner of the horses wants to know if we know how to 

ride, and so my reply to that was, “Can we ride? Is the pope Catholic? Do Italians love pasta? 

Did Rick Perry really say ‘oops?’” Now, this was right after it happened, and of course 
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everybody in the crowd guffawed in liberal Austin. Now, I don’t know if I would’ve tried that 

anywhere else. 

 

AW: 

Although they’d probably laughed anywhere. 

 

DI: 

But I mean, that’s time-sensitive and I couldn’t use that very long. 

 

AW: 

Six months from then, you’re going to have to stop and remind them of what the joke is about. 

 

DI: 

So that was good only for one shot. Now I think I told that story recently in George West and I 

said, do they really tell stories in George West? So I try to do something local with that third 

thing. But I’m sensitive, I guess, to politics, religion, political correctness without being too 

highfalutin about it. Try to use common sense. 

 

AW: 

Yeah, common sense. Which is interesting, it’s not as common as the name would suggest. 

 

DI: 

As we’d like it to be.  

 

AW: 

Everybody always remarks on how great it was that somebody used common sense so you’d 

think, well, shouldn’t that be the common thing?  

 

DI: 

Right. Yeah, there was a storyteller at the national festival one year who got in trouble for—he’s 

a Republican and makes no bones about it. In an attempt to be funny—I was not there so I didn’t 

hear the comment, but he said something, and a number of people in the audience took offense, 

and he was afraid he’d never be invited back. So it can be dangerous to get too political, even if 

you’re trying to be funny.  

 

AW: 

Yeah, I suppose it’s audience. In West Texas, where we live, and you’re very familiar with that, 

you could make any joke you want about the Methodists, the Church of Christ, the Baptists, the 

Presbyterians, Lutherans, any Protestant denomination and everyone will laugh, including the 

denomination you’re making fun of. But you can’t make that joke about Jews in Lubbock. You 
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can make it in New York, especially if it’s a Jewish audience. So it’s kind of interesting that the 

parameters for what’s funny in a joke are going to—they’re really elastic. And the same for 

songs.  

 

Instead of things that you stay away from, are there things that you look for? Are there kinds of 

stories, kinds of situations that you really would like to do more of, or you hear something and 

go, ah, this is a Donna Ingham story? “This is my meat, this is my stuff.”  

 

DI: 

I think—gosh, I wish I knew what that was always. “My meat, my stuff.” I’m always hopeful I’ll 

recognize it when I see it. I think, by and large, that I’m drawn to the stories that resolve in ways 

that are not in any sense, the Pollyanna kind of uplifting story. But people who’ve achieved 

something, sometimes overcome things, I guess that Faulknerian idea of the human heart, the 

idea that we will not only exist, but prevail, that wasn’t his word—that we will—it’s not survive, 

either. Anyway, that whole idea of the strength of the human spirit. And I guess a lot of times I 

look for that in stories about women, because they’ve been underserved many times in history.  

 

AW: 

And mis-served.  

 

DI:  

I just wrote a story about—partly because—and this is writing to the theme, I guess, but I don’t 

have a lot of stories that are suitable for Black History Month in February, and I’d come across a 

story in a magazine about Sam Houston—it’s actually Margaret Houston’s slave, Joshua, who 

also took the name Houston. And what he achieved and sort of overcame as an ex-slave, even 

after he was freed, and Sam Houston freed his slaves even before, I think, the Emancipation 

Proclamation and didn’t much believe in slavery anyway. Of course, like a lot of the slaves, 

Joshua stayed with the Houstons, and after Sam died and Margaret was pretty much left 

pennyless. Joshua was off driving a stage coach when Sam died and when he got back, Margaret 

had already moved to be where one of the children was, because she couldn’t afford to stay 

where she was, and he rode a mule over to where she was and offered her his savings. She didn’t 

take them. He had become very successful, but he still had that kind of basic humanity and 

loyalty and compassion. And so I just love that story, it’s a little short story. So I guess if there’s 

a thread that runs through the stories, it might be that idea. 

 

AW: 

Well, it strikes me that a story—I mean, I think a song that doesn’t have a purpose is not—it’s 

just background music. The stories have got to have purposes. I mean, I would think that you 

would probably have some sort of idea in mind what those purposes might be.  
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DI: 

And those are I guess what you’d call the more serious stories. I’m always looking for stories 

that are humorous because I like—particularly among the folk tales—to entertain. And I think 

there’s nothing wrong with thinking that the purpose of songs or stories is to entertain, because it 

is. If it also can be some degree of message or inspiration, motivation, whatever, then that’s 

good, too. But I don’t make any apologies for trying to entertain people, either. 

 

AW: 

Oh, I wouldn’t think so. That’s the whole purpose. Even the direst, most difficult stories are still, 

perversely speaking, entertaining. How would movies like Schindler’s List or any of the things 

that would become very popular—they’re still entertaining, even though they are dark.  

 

So what is next for you?  

 

DI: 

Oh, you know, I’m not working—well, I am working on some writing, basically, some of the 

family stories, collected stories, which Globe Pequot will not publish because they don’t do that, 

and it may not be important that they be published, I just think it’s important to get the stories 

down, so that’s my current project, I guess, as far as writing is concerned. In terms of 

storytelling, I’m trying to figure out a way—and this is programming as much as anything—to 

put together like thirty-minute sets, because that’s a lot of what festivals want. That may be, back 

in the pattern of this Kathryn Windham I was talking about, and the little story I just wrote, 

which was putting two little anecdotes together and just seeing how some of those shorter pieces 

can be unified, or, I’ve also thought about doing some things with—I started doing this several 

years ago and then quit on it. Several people have said, “Well, why don’t you do something with 

Molly Ivins or Ann Richards?” And I thought, well, I don’t want to become those people. One of 

the books I did for Globe Pequot was called A Thousand and One Greatest Things Ever Said 

About Texas, so I was just collecting stuff and editing stuff. So I thought, particularly Molly 

Ivins and Liz Carpenter and maybe—I actually thought about doing Molly Ivins, Liz Carpenter, 

and Lady Bird, because there was some interconnection with them, and then maybe leaving Ann 

Richards over here and doing something else with her. But anyway, just kind of revealing them 

through their own words.  Which again would be memory work.  So I’m thinking about doing 

more or less what in the storytelling parlance now is called “fringe performances,” where you’re 

doing things more nearly designed for adults, but not necessarily using profanity and that sort of 

thing, just more adult material.  

 

AW: 

And that’s called a “fringe performance?”  
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DI: 

They call it “fringe” because it’s a little bit of a departure from the normal. Some fringes are R-

rated material. I don’t ever want to go there, I wouldn’t be comfortable with that. Experimental 

stuff, I guess, and so you asked me earlier if I’d [ever] done anything experimental and the 

answer was no. But if I explore some of these things, I think that might be a little bit of a 

departure from what I’ve done in the past. Not anything wild and crazy, but just— 

 

AW: 

Yeah, and when I was thinking experimental, I was thinking as much about stream of 

consciousness, where you have those bits and pieces and they’re floating around and you tie 

them together, but on the spot. Although I’m not so sure that Spalding Gray or Garrison Keillor 

didn’t and don’t rehearse those very much. 

 

DI: 

I’m just pretty sure they do. 

 

AW: 

I think so, too. It’s very hard to look spontaneous.  

 

DI: 

But they do make them look spontaneous, and that’s an art, for sure. And that was another thing 

about Kathryn Windham: she—I heard her enough and followed her around all those years to 

know that she told those stories pretty much the same. Each little individual stories, but each 

time they seemed fresh and spontaneous because of the way she cast them, maybe with a 

different connection with another story, or following someone else’s story. So what was 

spontaneous about it was the way she put them together, not the stories themselves. 

 

AW: 

Yeah. Jack Elliott, Ramblin’ Jack, I’ve heard his stories, I think every one of them, ten, twelve, 

two-dozen times. They are exactly the same, but I know good and well that Jack never 

memorized them or rehearsed them. He’s just been telling them so long they come out the same 

way. 

 

DI: 

And I have stories that do that, too. 

 

AW: 

But he also does what you were just saying, that he’ll stop in the middle and go off on another 

story and then come back. And so, as a listener, even though you’ve heard him a million times, 
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they are fresh. And you look forward to them. In fact, if he doesn’t tell a particular story that 

you’ve heard a million times, you’re going to stick your hand up and say— 

 

DI: 

And that’s the same with songwriters. If they don’t sing the songs that I know, that are favorites 

of mine, I feel disappointed. And I think that was true with Kathryn Windham too. And she 

would go off on tangents and she would say, “But I digress.” And she would come back to 

whatever her main theme was, if there was one. 

 

AW: 

Tell me something about the teaching that you’re doing now. I don’t want to wear you out this 

afternoon, but we’ve talked on and off, off-tape, about you’re doing these mixed classes and by 

that I don’t mean co-ed classes, but online and people actually sitting right in front of you. How 

does that work?  

 

DI: 

Well, not very well in my view. It’s not going to change, because that’s the trend, not just with 

Texas Tech but with all the universities, I think. And particularly, these outposts as we’ve got 

here in Marble Falls, in Fredericksburg, Junction, because there’s just not enough population to 

fill those classrooms. So when I first started teaching for Tech, I had real-live students in real-life 

classrooms. But some of them were in Marble Falls and some of them were in Fredericksburg 

and we just had the interactive TV set up. One semester, I had some in Marble Falls, some in 

Fredericksburg, some in—one in Junction, and some in Waco.  

 

AW: 

And you would be at one of these places.  

 

DI: 

I would be generally—my home campus is in Marble Falls, but they asked me to go three 

times—I think that semester I had four different campuses, they just asked me to go one time to 

the other campuses, but generally, when I had only Marble Falls and Fredericksburg, they asked 

me to go three times to Fredericksburg at least, which I wanted to do, because I want to meet 

these students face-to-face. So I thought that was a hard enough learning curve for me, but then, 

now, we’ve got Lync, I’m sure you’re familiar with that, L-y-n-c, which means that a student 

doesn’t even have to be in the classroom. They can simply log on with his or her personal 

computer and it’s more like Skyping, I guess. And I could be here in my house and log on to my 

computer, except that I have no confidence in my skills, and so I want the IT guy right next door. 

So I drive this semester to Fredericksburg because that’s now my home campus because of some 

dispute between Marble Falls, Tech, and the Central Texas College in Marble Falls. Because I’m 

teaching a sophomore class in creative writing, and the freshman and sophomore classes are 
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under the jurisdiction of Central Texas College. I’m telling you more than we need to put in this 

tape, but at any rate, I have one student who shows up live in Fredericksburg and I have a couple 

who sometimes show up in Marble Falls. The rest of them, and I started out with twenty-nine 

students, which I may say, for the record, is too many for a writing course.  

 

AW: 

Yes, like about three times too many. 

 

DI: 

Right. And then the rest of them are scattered, some of them in Lubbock. Now, why they’re not 

taking it on-campus I cannot say. But I have students in Lubbock— 

 

AW: 

Schedules, I’m willing to bet.  

 

DI: 

I have students in Waco—or one student in Waco. I have a student in Fort Worth, and so now 

what happens is, you get only the max image row that I have on my computer is six, so I can see 

six students at a time, but if someone punches to speak, turns on the speaker, then that 

person’s—but what they prefer to do, I’ve discovered, is they have the option to type comments 

that show up on the left-hand margin of the screen, and they prefer to do that. It’s sort of like 

texting, I suppose, so that we can go whole class periods with no one really saying a word out 

loud other than—of course, I’m talking the whole time, or the one student who’s in my class. 

And the rest of it I’m reading on my little computer screen and the one student who’s in the 

classroom is seeing it on the big screen. Now I’m told, by my immediate boss, that Tech would 

prefer that the students use their—turn on their cameras so you can see their faces, because some 

of them just use the little blue image up there and that they actually be called upon to speak at 

some point because apparently there is a tendency among some students, none of mine I’m sure, 

who will turn on their computers, log in, and then leave, and do whatever they want to do on 

Monday afternoon.  

 

AW: 

And so the computer says they’re there. 

 

DI: 

Right. Yeah, they’re shown as being logged on. So from now on, I’m supposed to—I have only 

two more class meetings to do this, to have them check in from time to time. But anyway, I don’t 

like it because I’m one who teaches by discussion, and the only way to get a really good 

discussion going is to have everybody in the same room, and you’re looking at people face-to-

face and you’re getting the body language. Because what happens with the computer business 
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it’s that there’s a little bit of a delay anyway. I mean, I see a little note at the bottom that says, 

“So-and-so is typing.” Typing, typing, typing, so we’re waiting to see what’s going to happen, 

and even they have to, turn on their microphone, turn off their microphone. It’s just—it’s not 

ideal. But I’m also aware that it is the only way that Tech is going to offer courses in places like 

Marble Falls and Fredericksburg because they’ve got to have a minimum of ten students and 

they can’t always be assured of that. I’ve never had a semester that a class didn’t make, even 

when we were doing the show-up live students. But we did have one semester where it was 

pretty close, I think we wound up with ten or eleven. I’m trying, instead of just whining about 

it—as I’ve just been doing—I’m trying to figure out, okay, how can I use this technology in 

ways—in other words, it’s a challenge to me as a faculty member to say, “Okay, I’m not going to 

change this, so what are the pluses? I’ve seen all the minuses, what are the pluses? What can I 

do?” And that requires another learning curve because I’m really not very up on using all the 

things that computers will do and the electronic blackboard and all of those things that are 

available to me.  

 

AW: 

Oh, Blackboard drives me crazy. I never can figure it out. 

 

DI: 

Well, I had to go to the IT guy and get him to set it up for me because I couldn’t figure it out.  

 

AW: 

Well I’ve had them show it to me. I know what it does. I still can’t figure it out – not [enough] to 

be adept at it.  

 

DI: 

I can post assignments, and I can read the discussion board. That’s all we’re doing this semester. 

And maybe all I ever do with it. And I have learned—we talked earlier about PowerPoint—I 

have learned the rudiments of PowerPoint, which can be helpful if you want to show pictures. 

 

AW: 

Oh, it’s a great slideshow program.  

 

DI: 

But I haven’t used it in all this semester because I wasn’t sure how it worked, what buttons I’d 

have to push to make it work with the Lync thing. So I’ve used the document camera, which is 

the old overhead projectors, and I’m much more comfortable with those, so I type things up and 

use the document camera. And sometimes that doesn’t work very well, either. It’s good for old 

people, they tell me, to exercise their brains, so I think of it as a little mental exercise I have to 

do. And the IT guys are very tolerant, I must say.  
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AW: 

Well, you have to remember—my son does Lync training at Tech. 

 

DI: 

I wish I were closer, I’d go learn.  

 

AW: 

He’s very good. He gets high marks from everybody. I said to him, “What do you think about 

this?” And he said, “I think I’ve got guaranteed job security.” I said “Yeah, I think you’re right.”  

 

DI: 

Yeah, I see him every now and then because of course I get all the Texas Tech notices and e-mail 

and what-have-you, and I see they’re having classes, but they’re in Lubbock. That doesn’t help 

me very much. 

 

AW: 

Yeah, his job is he goes around the campus and does those trainings. So it’s fun.  

 

Well, I don’t want to wear you out this afternoon, but what should I have asked you and didn’t—

or [is there] something you’d like to talk about that we haven’t covered? 

 

DI: 

The only thing that occurred to me when we were talking earlier, and I never did follow up on it, 

is that when I said—you’d asked me about what I wrote over the years, and I said mostly I’ve 

been a journalist, and tried the mystery novel that didn’t get published, but I thought it was 

wonderfully ironic that I started getting published because of storytelling, because I had that 

book. 

 

AW: 

Yeah, you’d kind of started on that. 

 

DI: 

With the twenty-eight stories that got published and that happened because of Roads Scholar, R-

o-a-d Scholar, because someone who had come to San Antonio to a Roads Scholar program 

heard me tell stories, actually bought—back then it was an audiocassette tape, took it back to 

Connecticut, where he was from, gave it to his good friend, Mary Norris, who was the 

executive—and still is—the executive editor of Globe Pequot Press and said, “I heard some 

pretty good stories in Texas, you might want to see if this woman has anything written down.” 

She got in touch with me, I said, yes I did, I sent her some sample stories and an outline of all the 

stories that I had ready. Signed a contract and published the first—I would never in a million 
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years thought about querying a publisher in Connecticut about Texas stories. But they were, at 

that time, publishing regional collections of stories. They had some from, I think, Montana or 

Wyoming or someplace. And then, that’s when I worked with the editor who was the—who’d 

grown up in Beaumont and who had a folklorist for a father. And then she, that editor, gave my 

name to another imprint from Globe Pequot Press, Lion’s Press, who was putting together this—

or wanting to put together the Thousand and One Greatest Things Ever Said About Texas and 

asked me if I’d do that. So I did that with another editor. And then I think there was a little lull in 

there for a while. They’ve always gotten in touch with me. I’ve never proposed anything. 

 

AW: 

That’s great marketing. 

 

DI: 

So they were doing a series of mysteries and legends of regions, so they asked me if I’d do the 

mysteries and legends of Texas, and I did that. And then meanwhile, they were doing a little 

book, You Know You’re in Texas When, and that was also one of a series. That one’s now out of 

print. Those kinds of books go out of print pretty quickly, I think because they’re—they can be 

quickly dated. For example, in that book I had listed Lance Armstrong, right after he had won his 

seventh Tour de France title. He had retired and not long after that, he came out of retirement, 

and not long after that, he got exposed. So that book got jerked out of circulation. And then I did 

the Speaking Ill of the Dead: Jerks in Texas History one. And almost simultaneously with that 

one, then I did another one called Texas Icons, which was sort of like the You Know You’re in 

Texas When, except it was hardback and color. And that’s now out of print. And I asked about 

that because that stuff’s not too dated yet, although I had included Dr. Pepper and I’d made a big 

deal about Dublin Dr. Pepper, about the time that the corporate people decided not to bottle Dr. 

Pepper in Dublin anymore. But the woman that I talked to said that they had learned some things 

because they had had it printed in China and they had learned some things about, I don’t know, 

the makeup of the book and so forth. I think it was a publishing problem—printing problem that 

took it out. And she said, “I still have twelve pristine copies of that book that I’ll be happy to 

send you, free.” So I have them now. That was kind of ironic too, because the guy, Glenn 

Dromgoole who is a retired journalist— 

 

AW: 

I know Glenn— 

 

DI: 

--Who still does book reviews, who’s in Abilene, he called me and he said, “I can’t get any 

copies of your Texas Icons book. What’s the deal?” And I tried to explain to him and he said, 

“Well, I had just put it on the fifty best Texas books everybody ought to read.” And I said, 

“Well, dadgum, our timing’s not very good, is it? So I thought that was kind of interesting; that I 
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started out as a writer, writer, writer, writer, never really got anything beyond the ephemeral 

published, and all of a sudden I’m now into storytelling and have all these books out, which—I 

actually started getting royalties a couple of years ago, in the last year, I guess. Finally earned my 

advances back. Two advances back, anyway.  

 

AW: 

Well, it’s just great to be publishing in a part of the industry that gives advances. My [Texas 

Tech] University Press stuff, they don’t do that. 

 

DI: 

A few free copies and that’s it?  

 

AW: 

A few? No, I think one. 

 

DI: 

One free copy? 

 

AW: 

They do give you a discount on the rest.  

 

DI: 

Well, and I was—I never figured I’d make my fortune writing these kinds of books certainly, 

because they have regional interest primarily. But it’s true, I think—I know it’s true, going into 

schools, particularly, storytellers have much more credibility for some reason, if they’re actually 

published. I mean, they’re all writers, because they’re writing their stuff, but until you have a 

book in hand, then you’re just a storyteller. But then you become a storyteller/author, and you’re 

more likely to get invited—in fact, one of the offers I had to come back to a library was to come 

back as an author and do a book talk. 

 

AW: 

I never made any money when I performed abroad. You were lucky if you broke even, but you 

made your money when you came home, because your price went up. 

 

DI: 

Because you were international! 
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AW: 

Yes. You were the same guy coming back that you were leaving, but your price—and you didn’t 

have to raise it, they raised it for you, which was just the oddest thing. So do you have any other 

books in the works?  

 

DI: 

Not for Globe Pequot. As I said, I’ve never proposed anything to them, they usually call me. And 

I think one reason Globe Pequot likes to work with me is that I meet deadlines. That part of my 

journalistic training still hangs in there, and I kind of get the idea that not everyone they work 

with is very reliable. I certainly want to keep that edge with them. No, just the collection of 

family stories that I want to get down together. Jerry and I want to work on some other things. 

You know about the letters that A.Y. wrote back from World War II. I think there’s some 

wonderful stories in there and I want to work on some of those at some point. 

 

AW: 

And I sure would encourage you on the family stories, to do those. You know, when done right, 

they’re every-family stories.  

 

DI: 

Universal truths.  

 

AW: 

Yeah, and I think the other thing is that, although they don’t do advances, the letters in these 

stories, when they are documented and they’re in context, this is University Press material. 

 

DI: 

I actually talked to Judith [Keeling] about this a long time ago and she showed some passing 

interest, but then I never did get everything pulled together to send her a package.  

 

AW: 

I was just writing the bio this morning for our brand-new director, who’s reporting May the fifth. 

We’ve got a great new young woman who’s going to run the Press and I have really high 

expectations.  

 

DI: 

Well, they do quality work. 
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AW: 

Yeah, they do, they do. We just need to move into the twenty-first century and e-books and a lot 

of other things and we’re sort of struggling—we’re too small to be big and too big to be small 

and we’re in kind of an awkward—we’re teenagers. 

 

DI: 

I was interested to see that Globe Pequot has gotten into the e-books. In fact, the Mysteries and 

Legends book is one of the books that I’m getting royalties on, and I think it sells more through 

Kindle and Nook and all that than it does—because I get a little quarterly statement. 

 

AW: 

Does it break it down, whether it’s e-book or— 

 

DI: 

I think it does. 

 

AW: 

I was just curious.  

 

DI: 

And I don’t know—I don’t think the earlier ones are on the e-book thing, but I think the Jerks 

may be. And I know the Mysteries and Legends is. So I don’t know. Globe Pequot’s getting into 

the twentieth century too, I guess. And I had asked them—of course, when I signed the first 

contract, I was so naïve I just signed their standard contract without really much question, and 

they also reserved the rights to recordings. But I did ask, I said, “If you record this”—they sub 

that out, they don’t do it in-house—I said, “Is there a chance that I could do the stories, my 

stories?” And she said, “We don’t always have control over that.” Well, they didn’t sub it out. I 

don’t know how hard they tried, but nobody ever picked it up. So then I called Mary Norris and I 

said—this was several years after the first book came out—I said, “I gather that there’s nobody 

who’s going to record these. Can I buy those rights back or whatever I need to do?” And she 

said, “You don’t have to buy it back. You can go ahead and record them.” And we were 

supposed to have some piece of paper that said that, but we never got around to it. But I just took 

it on face value from our phone conversation, so I have piecemealed them out and I have done 

the lies and tall tales, I’ve done historical stories, and I’m thinking about doing the ghost stories 

out of that book to make a CD. I’m getting smarter about making CDs. I don’t make many of 

them at one time because there’s no way to distribute those except at gigs.  

 

AW: 

Then you wind up with a garage full of them. And you have to do a number of them to get the 

price down so you can even sell them. Will your audience do downloads?  
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DI: 

Probably, yeah. 

 

AW: 

You know, there’s a cool thing now on all the Amazon CD Baby [site], all those do a thing 

where you can get a point of purchase card so you can sell a card at your gig and then they can 

download it with that. You might look into that, because you don’t have to carry around a lot of 

stuff, and yet, they’ve already bought it. Because the real drawback to I think downloads is not, 

can people who are interested in your music do it—most everybody can do that—but buying 

something at the gig is inspired. And by the time they get home, the inspiration may have 

watered down a little bit.  

 

DI: 

But it doesn’t matter because it’s already bought.  

 

AW: 

But if they bought the card, then they’ve already got it.  

 

Well, I do have one other question, if you’ve got enough time. Thinking back to when you were 

working at KCBD, what was the milieu like in Lubbock, late fifties, early sixties, for a woman 

working in the news media? 

 

DI: 

Well there—I can speak to that situation—there were two of us, [Mary] Jo Kidd and I who—and 

she had worked there for a long time. And then there were two main guys who were on the radio 

side. They always felt like, and therefore I sort of inherited the same feeling, at least in the 

broadcast industry, that now the radio was the stepchild. And it used to really make the radio 

guys mad if the news writers would send back something that would say, “pictured left to right,” 

that obviously had been written for the TV side, and they would read it. 

 

AW: 

“Pictured left to right.” Do you remember who those guys were that you worked with?  

 

DI: 

It seems like one of them was a Joe. I’d have to think about it. But no, I don’t remember their 

names. I remember some of the people on the TV side. Was it Ford? 

 

AW: 

Mitchell? Ford Mitchell?  
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DI: 

Yeah. He was there. And I remember that’s back when they did everything pretty much live, so 

he was doing an ad for Scoggin-Dickey motor company. And they were showing slides I guess, 

of cars, the logo, and what-have-you. But he was giving the voiceover kind of thing and he said 

something like, “And you can get all this at Scoogin-Dockey, Skiggin-Dookey,” he went through 

about half a dozen—close to, but not quite, “Scoggin-Dickey.” He never would do Scoggin-

Dickey again after that. Because everybody was just falling over laughing. So I was glad to have 

the job there, but I never saw it as a real stepping stone to anywhere. The guy who owned it and 

his son, I should remember their names, too—they seemed a little male chauvinistic to me. We 

were all sort of treated like the same as the receptionists and everybody else, the women were.  

 

AW: 

These weren’t the McAllisters? 

 

DI: 

No. 

 

AW: 

They didn’t own KCBD. And it wasn’t Dub? He had KDUB. I’ll think of it.  

 

DI: 

I can see them, but I can’t recall their name right now. 

 

AW: 

One of the reasons I was asking is that I think about that period of time and I assume—I don’t 

know, but I assume it was sort of male chauvinist. I think the same with the banking industry. In 

George West this last time, I did a lot of interviews, oral history interviews about George West 

Storyfest. They set me up in the board room in the bank. And I noticed, there were no men in the 

bank.  

 

DI: 

Oh, really? 

 

AW: 

The president of the bank was a man, but the whole—the loan officers, the secretaries, the 

cashiers—there were one or two guys that would flit in and out, but it’s all women. I started 

thinking about that, and so, as I walk into banks in smaller towns, I see the same thing. Then I 

started looking at my news, local news, it’s all women. I mean, there’s a male anchor, there’s 

usually a male sports guy, but not always. But their field reporters are invariably, three- or four-

to-one, women. What an interesting— 
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DI: 

Well that was not true back when I was in KCBD. 

 

AW: 

I know it, I just thought— 

 

DI: 

But that’s true,  there has been an interesting switch, I guess. And I think certainly much more 

respect offered to women in all professions. They’re still not paid quite as well, according to the 

statistics— 

 

AW: 

Oh yeah, it’s pretty clear.  

 

DI: 

And that was true in education, too. In academia. I was finally a department chair at Panhandle 

State, of the journalism department, which was two people, basically. But then they decided—

and I didn’t like it, because I don’t like meetings, I don’t like budgets, I don’t like all that stuff, 

so I was not cut out to be an administrator anyway, so they rolled it all over into the 

communications department, which was speech, English, and journalism. And a man was given 

that job. I didn’t want it, but I wasn’t invited, either. And I remember I was the advisor for the 

student newspaper there for years and years and years, and I finally—they asked me if I’d do 

something else, maybe take over the yearbook or something. And I said “no,” because I’m still 

teaching a full load. I said, “give it to Bob Wise.” [They said] “Oh, he wouldn’t want to do it, 

he’s got too much other stuff to do.” I thought, wait a minute, let’s check the balance here. So 

yeah, it was—promotions didn’t come as fast for women, they aren’t likely to be invited to be 

administrators. So I think that’s changed a lot now, too. In fact, I think—the last I heard, the 

chair of the communications department at PSU was a woman.  

 

AW: 

Yeah, I wouldn’t argue that women had perfect have perfect equality at Texas Tech. I don’t think 

Texas Tech is all that different from other state universities, but we have plenty of women deans 

and women vice-chancellors. It strikes me that there is not any overt suppression or subjugation 

that we see today. I was just curious about the environment at that time in news. All right, well, 

I’m worn out. I don’t know about you. 

 

DI: 

Turn your machine off.  

 

 



Texas Tech University’s Southwest Collection/Special Collections Library, Oral History Program 

 

 
37 

AW: 

Okay. Thank you very much. It’s been a great visit.  

 

 

End of interview  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


