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PEG LEGT BATES

BY ELINOR LEVY

O ne of the greatest privileges of my

career in folklore was the opportu-
nity to explore the legacy of Clayton “Peg
Leg” Bates, a Black one-legged tap dancer,
who owned an interracial Catskills resort
for 38 years.

In the fall of 2016, shortly after I be-
came the Folk Arts Program Manager with
Arts Mid-Hudson, Geoff Miller, the Ulster
County historian, introduced me to Bates’
legacy. Miller had long wanted to do in-
depth research on Bates and hoped that I
could raise some funds and join him. We
were awarded a grant from New York Hu-
manities and began the project in 2021.

Any discussion about Bates must be
placed within the context of the multiple
histories and events that surrounded his
life: the history of Black entertainers dur-
ing Jim Crow (and beyond), inclusivity/
exclusivity in the Catskills resort scene, liv-
ing differently abled, and Black entrepre-
neurship before and after the Civil Rights
Movement (to name a few). For Miller and
me, it was also about the role of white his-
torians and folklorists researching a pet-
son of color in the post-George Floyd era.

We discussed at length the fact that
Geoff and I are both white Jewish people,
and we were very conscious of the issues
around researching a Black man. We did
not want to presume that we were the peo-
ple who could or should oversee the proj-
ect. We spoke with members of the Black
community in Kingston and, in essence,
got approval as they were concentrating on
other projects, such as the African Burial
Ground, and recognized that there was a
time limit to get information from folks

connected to Bates and the resort.
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The resort is in disrepair and is being
transformed into an equestrian center (al-
though, as of this article, the land appears
to have not been altered by anything but
nature). I have been to the property several
times, once with a drone. While we could
never get onto the property, our access to
the people who worked and knew Bates is
outstanding and ongoing;

To begin, we created a committee
whose members included Geoff Miller,
David Winograd (a musician who knew
Bates and still manages Bates’ lead singer
Miss René Bailey), Dave Davidson (di-

rector and producer of the film Dancing

Man — Peg Leg Bates), Priyanka Sen (an
architecture graduate student interested
in the vernacular architecture of the re-
sort), Stephen Vider (Priyanka’s advi-
sor), and me. We had two interns, who
at the time were students: Joseph Jackson
(an ethnomusicology graduate student
at Indiana University, Bloomington) and
Rennie Raffington (a Livingstone College
senior).

We had wonderful access to a cross-sec-
tion of people who knew Bates personally,
including guests at the resort, tap dancers
who wotked with Bates, church members,

and more.




We gathered stories and insights from the
amazing cross-section who knew Bates or
worked for him and were inspired by him.
His daughter, Melodye Bates-Holden, gave
us insight into her father as a parent and a
businessman. Miss René Bailey, the singer
in his band, told us about performing with
Bates at the resort and on the road in the
off-season. We talked with staff members
and visitors to the resort.

Bates was an active member of the Sam-
sonville United Methodist Church, where
Miss René was choir director. Each Sun-
day during the season, Bates would invite
guests to join him for services, who filled
the pews. He provided space at the resort
for the church to sell handmade items to
raise money, as well as raising funds to
build the church hall. One of the last pho-
tos taken of Bates was with fellow church
members at his birthday party, a few weeks
before his death.

The story of Clayton “Peg Leg” Bates
is remarkable. From his birth in South
Carolina to sharecroppers and the accident
that cost him his leg at age 12, his life eas-
ily could have been one of anonymity, but
Bates had an extraordinary spirit and resil-
ience that led him to a life of renown. And
he did not take that for granted. He danced

before the accident and taught himself
how to dance on the wooden prosthetic leg
made by his uncle. Bates was largely self-
taught, having only one “official” lesson
from Bojangles Robinson, the famed tap
dancer. Bates traveled the world, dancing
for audiences of all sizes and people of all
statuses, from royalty to soldiers wounded
in battle and beyond.

Being a Black performer in the Jim Crow
era was not easy. His earnings were much
less than his counterpart white perform-
ers, lodgings could be hard to come by,
and venue owners felt free to change the
rules. Bates even performed in blackface
in Washington, DC, because Blacks were
not allowed on stage. You read that right, a
Black man had to wear blackface to hide his
race to perform on stage in Washington,
DC. At one point he was at Grossinger’s,
the famed Catskills resort, looked out at the
audience, turned, and said to his brother,
“There is no one out there that looks like
us.” And, thus began the creation story of
the Peg Leg Bates Resort.

In 1951, he bought a 71-acre former
turkey farm in Accord, New York, which
became the resort. At various times, it
was called a resort and/or a casino. Fach

time he tried to name the place, there was

Gravesite of Peg Leg Bates. Photo by the author.

opposition from outsiders (perhaps, by
other resort owners and town officials)
to calling it whatever he had landed on. It
might have been a not-so-subtle attempt
to prevent the resort from operating. Yet,
open it he did. It was an interracial resort,
but the clientele was largely Black for the
overnight stays and the Saturday and Sun-
day day visit crowds. There was mote divet-
sity at the nightclub in the evenings, just for
the dinner and show.

There were several ways to stay at the
resort—from weeklong visits to stays of
several days to the Saturday or Sunday vis-
it. On any given weckend day, dozens of
buses would travel from New York City
to the resort for day trips. For a modest
cost, people could enjoy everything the re-
sort offered, including the opportunity to
meet Bates and enjoy a floor show before
hopping on the bus at the end of the day.
For longer stays, people came from far and
wide for the all-you-can-eat buffets, the
pools, and, of course, the chance to meet
Bates and see the nightly performance by
Miss René Bailey and the band. During
the off-season, Bates and his band would
travel from New York to his hometown
of Greenville, South Carolina, to drum up
business for the resort. They would play
concerts throughout their travels, bringing
the nightclub experience with them.

By all accounts, Bates was an extraor-
dinary man from the childhood accident
that shaped his future performing career
to the resort to his community work. He
was consistently aware of his role within
the communities and cultures to which he
belonged. “One of the more useful civilian
jobs in this war is being done, we believe,
by Peg-Leg Bates, the one-legged colored
dancer who has spent much of his time vis-

iting Army and Navy hospitals and camps,

. demonstrating to the boys that the loss of

a limb is no cause for despair” (Ross 1943,

19). Bates was always willing to talk to any

- individual or group about keeping a posi-

tive attitude and not giving in to despair.

He had an astute and intimate undet-

. standing of the financial situations forced

upon Black performers and audiences. He
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learned at an early age to be careful with
his money, enabling him to save enough to
open the resort in the mid-1950s. As stated
before, he wanted to see Black people enjoy
the Catskills in the way white people of all
cultures did.

He was keenly aware of the effect that
the Civil Rights Movement and integration
would have on Black-owned businesses. It
was a bittersweet prospect that he knew
was coming, that once Blacks could go any
place they wanted, they would start going
to resorts that offered more amenities. He
understood that this progress meant the
end of his time as a resort ownet.

I always like to end my ruminations
about Bates with this story told to me by a
member of the Samsonville United Meth-
odist Church. Bates used to visit a veteran
who had also lost his leg. They would sit
on the porch chatting for a while, and then
they would get up and dance. &

Reference

Ross, Harold W, ed. 1943. “Talk
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Town.”

Elinor Levy is a public folklorist,
originally from Oakland, California. She
recently left Arts Mid-Hudson and is
now pursuing her third act as artist and
a folklorist. It is a privilege to bring the
legacy of “Peg Leg” Bates to the public.
Photo courtesy of the author.
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