b | O

The Art of Divining

David Norfleet

Intro:-to. Folk Studies

Dr. Erika Brady

,Decembgr 1, 1989

Manuscripts & Folk
Library Speckl Collectls
Westarn Kentucky University




. The Art of Di¥ining.. -

*I'made,a study of.the art”of:divinlng-in'the regions.ln‘and suré
rounding~Pulashi County; Kentucky Ilbecame interested‘in"theAart of
diyining When I'masfa chlld I saw the art performed by ayneldhbor
and part of it has remalned w1th me ever 31nce that time. »It also"cre—
,ated a semi- mystlcal feel1ng w1th1n me; when I reallzed that I mlght
have‘w1tnessed a part of a- culture Wthh may ‘have lain dormant for

’A

years. B
| I expected as I began gatherlng 1hformat1on a somewhat'con81s—i
.tent-pattern.would_arlse. Because of the fact that I based my studles
hin a partfcularhgeographlc regron. But on the other hand I expected
" to f1nd that each person that practlces the art of d1v1n1ng would
:have 1nd1v1dual Var1ants that Would create theerown unldue style

The process ‘that . I used 1n collectlng my 1nformat10n was falrly
stralght forward I Would ask” them 1f they Would allow me to 1nter—.1
view. them and if so,I would travel-to thelr home and conduct the 1n—
terview. But, how I found my 1nformants was an all\together dlfferent
‘:fmatter I sought the help of the older people 1n my fam1ly and my church
to’ f1nd the 1nd1v1duals that could prov1de me Wlth the 1nformat10nv
:.that‘I needed It was surpr1s1ng how many nameslthey came up with.
Even though S0 many dlfferent names turned up I rema1ned leery about
"1nterv1ew1ng them. So I only chose to 1nterv1ew Luc1an Gast1neau and

Raymond Smlth because of the fact I had come’ 1nto contact Wlth them

before thlS t1me -

My 1nformants Were totally dlfferent from one another 1n almost iVaf
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aspect of the interview. They both presented me with some useful
information and personal variations, but the manner in which they
performed in the interview was exclusive to each of them.

Lucian Gastineau at the present time is 74 years 0ld and af-
flicted with Parkinsoﬁ's Disease, but the time he spent in the military
revealed itself through-out my- interview with him. My conversation
with him was very insightful andlextremely helpful. When he found out
that I needed an interview he said he would be glad to help. He then
bwent on to provide an amazing amount of information without any urging
frém me. He seemed to know exactly what I wanted to know and was
overjoyed to retell his past experiences concerning divining.

Raymond Smith -on the other- hand allowed me to interview him
readily enough, but he seemed hesitant to talk.when féced with thé
fact that ﬁhe conversation was being recorded on tape. Raymond sﬁith
at this‘time is retired from a janitor's job and as é superintendent
for Carnation. He now spends most of his.time‘farming and hunting for
squirrels and racoons. He is at most times a fun-loving individual
and has a sharp wit, but on this time-I could not get him to open up
and talk freely.

The interviewing did not go as well as I had initially hoped.
In the. first interview which was with Lﬁcian Gastineau, I was not
really needed as an interviewer. He was only glad to have someone to
whom he could talk with and relive his earlier experiencés. My ques-
" tions were irrelevant. He had mosﬁ of them answered before I had even
ésked them. Now the second.inter?iew which was Raymond Smith was al-
most disastrous. I névef could get him to open up and talk as if we

were in a normal conversation (usually he will talk forever). My ques-
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tions were possibly geared for a one word answer instead of a pro-
longed explanation. I reaily do not knéﬁ.

The material that I have gathered may be classified into one
principal category with it being further divided into sub-groupings.
The main category involves the step-by-step process by which the act
of divining is accomplished; selecting the divining rod, the proper
way in which it is held, and the knowledge of how deep one must dig
in order to find the water. Both of my informants agreed on the ac-
tual steps that makes up the main process, but as.each individual
step occurs certain aspécts of it comes under the influence of éersonal
variations. The most likely reason that the general process of divin- .
ing was the same with both informants was because I concentrated my
interviews in a relatively small geographic location, Pulaski County.

One of the sub—divisions.involves the type of stick that is chosen
for a divining rod and the reasons why. Both informants agreed that
the stick should be as a fork much like that of a slingshot except
more limber and it should be green. But Lucian Gastineau uses a dog-
wood limb because they are smoother, which allows them to twist easier.
While Raymond Smith uses a peach tree limb, but he said~any limb could
be used if it came from a hard seed. Both Mr. Gastineau and Mr. Smith
had heard of different types of divining rods such as straightlsticks
or brass rods but they had not used them. |

Other sub-divisions on the category of divining could include
_‘the actual water-finding for others, how it was learned, stories in-
volving divining,'and the opinions of other non-diviners on the sub-
sect. These only a few of the possible éategories my interviews could

be divided into for analysis.
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I truly believe that divining.represents several aspects of folk
culture and thus it is a suitable topic for this report. For one thing
it has been passed,down from generation to genération as seen in
the interview with Lucian Gastineau whénfhe said that he was taught
to divine by'his}grandfather. Another aspect thét cpnstitutes this
as an aspect of folk lore is that it is informally transmitted. It
is léarned in conversatioh or by doing it, not in a formal learning

atmosphere. Also divining has a certain structure, but each individ-

‘ual that practices it introduces new variants such as different types

of rods, sayings, or legends surrounding the process. Lastly divining

has survived , 'even though it is not génerally practiced in an every-

-day setting. But it survives in the hearts and memories of those that

have did it.

The examination of this aspect of folk culture allowed me to
fuel my désire for learning about.the field of folk studies in general.
It provided me with a lot of general information about the subject

and a few delightful insights from the past that stems from each per-

" son's unigque variations. But the way 1 approached the subject was

Wrong. Since I approached it as a classroom assignment, I went in
with the idea that I knew something about the subject which I could

use to my advantage. But in the end it hindered me. The approach I

took in qﬁestioning the informants was wrong. I was trying to complete

an assignment rather than dedicating my time to learn all the infor-

mation and then redirect it back to the classroom. Now as I look .back

(What a blessing hindsight is !) I realize that all this information

relates back to the intricacies of a community and the way the indi-

vidual molds his life to this idea and/or the way he personalizes the
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idea to his own satisfaction.
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