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Musick Has Charms &y oan serccren

“Musick has Charms to sooth a savage Breast,
To soften Rocks, or bend a knotted Oak.”

—William Congteve

(The Mourning Bride, 1697)

Music can inspire, stir emotions, create viv-
id images, and sometimes, soothe a troubled
soul. Experiencing the power of music is one
of life’s great pleasures, and some would say
as well, one of life’s necessities. Like a magic
charm, it empowers a tired heart and turns a
gray sky blue. Recently, a song on the radio
transported me to long ago, far away kitchens
where our family gathered for breakfast, and
the journey brought me great joy.

When I was a teenager in the Adirondacks,
we had a small black radio the size of a toast-
er—a 1949 Emerson. As we sat around the
breakfast table, the radio was our companion
and connection to the world. Weeknights,
while doing my homework, rock and roll kept
me company, as my bedroom radio picked up
AM signals from Albany, Buffalo, and Chicago.
On Saturdays, the shortwave dial helped me
explore sounds and voices from around the
world; and tuning into West Virginia’s “Wheel-
ing Jamboree” introduced me to country and
bluegrass. Sunday nights were holy, with the
radio treserved for the Boston folk scene via
records and in-studio guest musicians. Those
nights brought special delight, filling me with
songs that have lasted a lifetime.

A few years before we moved to the Adiron-
dacks, that same black radio sat on our kitchen
table in Brooklyn. Every weekday morning, it
was tuned to “Rambling with Gambling,” an
upbeat program, hosted for decades by John
Gambling. He helped listeners face the day
with bits of news, upbeat music, jokes, and
even exercises; but the most memorable part
of the breakfast show was its theme song,
“Pack Up Your Troubles.”

Pack up your troubles in your old kit bag
And smile, smile, smile,

While you’ve a lucifer to light your fag,
Smile, boys, that’s the style.

Whats the use of worrying?

It never was worthwhile

So, pack up your troubles in your old kit bag
And smile, smile, smile.

VOICES: The Journal of New York Folklore

My young ears didn’t know that a kit bag was
a duffle bag or that lucifer and fag were slang
for match and cigarette, but my mother filled
me in on these Britishisms, learned from her
mother Ella and grandmother Mary Louise,
both born in England. I'm told that they loved
to sing, whether music hall songs or hymns.
How I wish I had known them and been able to
ask about the music of home, like this upbeat
message that worrying was never worthwhile.
How I loved singing along whenever “Pack Up
Your Troubles” came on the radio—or popped
up in my memory. It has since become part of
my personal soundtrack, showing up just when
my spirit needs boosting,

“Pack Up Your Troubles” was written in 1915,
by two Welsh musicians, well known among the
British music hall crowd, and it became a very
popular First World War marching song. George
Henry Powell (aka George Asaf) and his brother
Felix Lloyd Powell had rescued the song from
their pile of rejects and submitted it to a wartime
competition. They won first prize and recogni-
tion for what was then considered, perhaps, the
most optimistic song ever written.

George, the lyricist brother, was also a paci-
fist, and when conscription was imposed in
1916, he became a conscientious objector. In
the wake of the song’s success, George felt un-
easy about its use as a rallying cry to war. Even-
tually, Felix, who enlisted and spent time in the
trenches, also became uncomfortable with the
song’s success, knowing it was on the lips of
thousands as they marched to their deaths. He
took his own life in 1942.

From its time as a morale booster for
the troops until its commercial use as John
Gambling’s daily radio theme song, “Pack
Up Your Troubles” had been included in nu-
merous movies and sung by many musicians.
One of the singers who performed and re-
corded it was Oscar Seagle. Born in Tennes-
see, 38 years before the song was written,
Seagle was a professional musician who stud-
ied in Paris. He became a renowned baritone
who toured the United States and Europe
and was a recording artist for Columbia Re-
cords, which released his version of “Pack Up

Your Troubles” in 1918, accompanied by the

Columbia Stellar Quartette. b#ps:/ [/ wwm.youtube.
com/ watchtv=mZZr50qv6 B8

The very same year that the Powell broth-
ers wrote their big hit, Oscar Seagle began an
educational mission that continues to this day:
to share the world of opera and musical the-
ater with young people from all over the United
States. To serve this purpose, he bought a piece
of Adirondack property in 1922, and estab-
lished a summer residency called the Seagle
Music Colony. It continues to this day as the
Seagle Festival at its Schroon Lake location, and
so does its educational mission to teach singing,
acting, and dance to young people who are ex-
ploring the wotld of opera and musical theater.

Seagle not only provided guidance for young
people who wanted to study music, but he also
served a broader, more diverse clientele. In
1945, the Glens Falls Post Star reported that
he was instrumental in establishing the com-
munity singing movement there and applauded
him in a December 22 editorial: “Mr. Seagle
could take and shape uncultivated voices, he
could tune them into surpassing masterpieces
for the projection of sound.” I like to think that
Mr. Seagle packed up the troubles of two world
wars and let his love of music soothe the sav-
age breast, paving the way for generations to

benefit from his passion and joy.

What's the use of worrying?

It never was worthwhile

So, pack up your troubles in your old kit bag
And smile, smile, smile. 9

Dan Berggren’s
roots are firmly in
the Adirondacks, but
his music has taken
him throughout the
United States and
abroad. Dan has
worked in the woods

with a forest ranger -

and surveyor, was £~

a radio producer in Europe, professor of
audio and radio studies at SUNY Fredonia,
and owner of Sleeping Giant Records. An
award-winning musician and educator,
Dan is also a tradition-based songsmith
who writes with honesty, humor, and

a strong sense of place. Visit www.
berggrenfolk.com to learn more about Dan
and his music. Photo by Jessica Riehl.




Join or Renew your New York Folklore
Membership to Receive Voices
and other Member Benefits

For the General Public

Voices is a peer-reviewed scholarly journal,
published twice annually. Join New York
Folklore and become part of a community
that will deepen your involvement with
folklore, folklife, the traditional arts, and
contemporary culture. As a member,

you'll have early notice of Gallery special
exhibits and NYF-sponsored key events.
Members receive a discount on NYF
Gallery items.

For Artists and Professionals

Become a member and learn about
technical assistance programs that will get
you the help you may need in your work:

Mentoring and Professional Development
Folk Artists Self-Management Project
Folk Archives Project

Consulting and Referral

Advocacy

A Public Voice

Membership Levels

$ 50.00
$100.00
$150.00

Individual

Basic Membership
Harold W. Thompson Circle

Edith Cutting Folklore in
Education

Organizations/Institutions

$ 75.00
$100.00
$150.00

Subscriber
Partner

Edith Cutting Folklore in
Education

Please add $20.00 for non-US addresses.

For payment, choose the option that works best for you:

Use our website, www.nyfolklore.org

or mail a check to us at 129 Jay St., Schenectady NY 12305;

or call the NYF business office, 518-346-7008, to pay with
a credit card over the phone.




