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OPINION

JOHN HOOD, Board Member, John
Locke Foundation. COMMENTS?
Editor@upandcomingweekly.com.
910-484-6200

One of the most hauntingly
beautiful songs you'll ever hear
at Christmastime originated right
here in North Carolina.
John Jacob Niles was born in
Louisville, Kentucky in 1892. At
the age of 18, he got a job with the
Burroughs Adding Machine Com-
pany, selling the hand-cranked
devices to businesses and schools.
While visiting his customers, Niles
continued his longtime hobby
of transcribing the folk songs he
heard.
When America entered World
War I in 1917, Niles went overseas
as a member of the U.S. Army
Air Service. Wounded in France,
he began formal study of mu-
sic there. He continued it at the
Cincinnati Conservatory of Music
and became a singer on stage and
radio.
He also resumed his hobby,
making several journeys through
the southern Appalachians in
search of distinctive lyrics and
melodies. One such trip took
Niles to the Cherokee County seat
of Murphy, North Carolina in the
summer of 1933.
A poor family of revivalists, the
Morgans, had camped in the town
square for some time. After many
complaints from local residents,
the police approached the family
and insisted they leave. Preacher
Morgan (I was unable to dis-
cover his first name) replied that
they lacked the money to feed,
clothe, and bathe themselves, and
couldn't even afford the gas nec-
essary to drive their ramshackle
car out of Murphy.
John Jacob Niles described in
these words what happened next :
A girl had stepped out to the

edge of the little platform at-
tached to the automobile. She
began to sing. Her clothes were
unbelievable dirty and ragged,
and she, too, was unwashed. Her
ash-blond hair hung down in long
skeins. ... But, best of all, she was
beautiful, and in her untutored
way, she could sing.
She smiled as she sang, smiled
rather sadly, and sang only a
single line of a song.
Niles quickly scribbled down
the line. In exchange for seven
donated quarters, Annie Mor-
gan repeated the fragment seven
times. en the family departed
Murphy — and the visiting artist
departed with the raw materi-
als and inspiration of what has
become a standard, "I Wonder As
I Wander."
Its first performance occurred
ninety years ago this week: on
December 19, 1933 at the John C.
Campbell Folk School in Brass-

town, which straddles the bor-
der between Cherokee and Clay
counties. Niles himself sang the
composition, which was pub-
lished the following year in his
Songs of the Hill-Folk: Twelve
Ballads from Kentucky, Virginia,
and North Carolina.
I've heard the song performed
many times, in many different
arrangements and settings. I even
recorded it myself decades ago,
on one of the annual Christmas
albums my friends and I used to
produce.
ere's more than meets the eye
(and ear) in its first stanza:
I wonder as I wander, out under
the sky,
How Jesus the Savior did come
for to die
For poor on'ry people like you
and like I;
I wonder as I wander, out under
the sky.

ere's an ambiguous word
here, "on'ry." When the song is
performed, some pronounce it
phonetically while others slip in
another "r" to render it "or'n'ry."
Some printed versions of the song
actually use the latter spelling.
What's going on here? e
contraction "on'ry" is generally
understood to mean "ordinary."
Niles needed two syllables, not
four, to fit the meter of his song.
But the word "ornery" popped up
in the early 1800s as a Northern
English or Scottish version of "or-
dinary," then by mid-century had
evolved into its current meaning
of "cantankerous."
In the largely Scotch-Irish
culture of the southern Appa-
lachians, the term "ornery" was
common — and used as much as
an expression of pride as an accu-
sation that someone else was be-
ing troublesome or bull-headed.
Assuming the songwriter's
account is accurate (Niles was
known to shade the truth),
couldn't you see little Annie
express amazement that God
would become flesh to save "poor,
ornery people" like her family?
I can. To all my fellow North
Carolinians, I wish a very Merry
Christmas!
Editor's note: John Hood is a
John Locke Foundation board
member. His latest books, Moun-
tain Folk and Forest Folk, combine
epic fantasy with early American
history (FolkloreCycle.com).

North Carolina Christmas song evokes wonder
by JOHN HOOD
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