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JAY HURON

Main Street in Jonesborough, Tenn., is a site for the National Storytelling Festival.

Oh, the stories this small Tenn.
town could tell

By Johnette Rodriguez  GLOBE CORRESPONDENT   SEPTEMBER 05, 2015

JONESBOROUGH, Tenn. — This small town, the state’s oldest, nestles in the

foothills of the Southern Appalachians. In the early fall, as the trees begin to

color, tall and expansive white tents appear behind the buildings on either
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side of Main Street, including two near the public library, two behind the

courthouse, and two atop a steep hill in Storytelling Community Park.

Casual observers might think a carnival has come to town, and they wouldn’t

be far off. The National Storytelling Festival, during the first weekend of

October, does turn Jonesborough into a kind of hometown carnival, albeit

one with a decidedly literary base.

The southern Appalachians have long had a reputation for storytellers,

whether yarns carried from the British Isles, stories passed down among the

Cherokee, or legends from the African-American tradition. But something

changed when Ray Hicks stood on farm wagon beds in the fall of 1973 and

told stories to audiences sitting on hay bales. Those stories came out of the

family kitchen, the campfire gatherings, and the church meetings into a

public arena, and they instigated a storytelling revival that has grown to

make Jonesborough the “international storytelling capital of the world,” as

boosters label the town.

Each year, close to 50 storytellers and musicians perform from 10 a.m. to

midnight on Friday and Saturday, and from 10 a.m. to 4:30 p.m. on Sunday.
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