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Veteran storytellers provide a crash course
on an Appalachian artform.
WRITTEN BY ZACK HAROLD

16

WONDERFUL WEST VIRGINIA | MAY 2018

Wonderful West Viginia Magazine
Professional storyteller Adam Booth has performed all over the country,
but he got his start at the Vandalia Gathering's Liars Contest.

COURTESY OF ADAM BOOTH

L

ike many Appalachians, Adam Booth grew
up around storytellers. Although he now lives
in Shepherdstown, he spent his childhood
in Huntington and the family often took
trips “out Wayne” to visit Booth’s greatgrandmother, her sister, and various other
uncles, aunts, and cousins. They would mostly
spend those visits sitting around and talking,
but it was far from boring. “My third-great grandfather was
warden of the State Penitentiary, so we heard stories growing up
about that, because my grandmother spent her summers there,”
Booth says.
Booth didn’t think much about those stories until he was a
student at Shepherd University. He was working on a folklife
project for an Appalachian culture class and came across an
article in an old issue of Goldenseal about the Liar’s Contest at
the annual Vandalia Gathering. “I thought, this is what I grew
up with.” He decided to compete in that year’s contest and came
in third. He returned the next year and won—and has since won
the coveted Golden Shovel award three more times and judged
the competition three times.
It was through the Liar’s Contest that Booth met West
Virginia storytelling icon Bil Lepp, who encouraged Booth
to pursue storytelling as a career. He began telling stories
professionally about 12 years ago and, for the last five years, it’s
been his full-time job.
Karen Vuranch came to the artform of storytelling a little
differently. She grew up in Ohio and attended Ashland
University where she double-majored in theater and social work.
But then she attended a series of workshops at the Augusta
Heritage Center at Davis & Elkins College.
She wanted to take a dance class but it was full. A friend
suggested she sign up for storytelling. The connection was instant.
“I found a voice.” Vuranch found storytelling was a way to use her
dual backgrounds in social work and theater. “I think storytelling
gives you an opportunity to address issues and ideas. It’s about
community, its about creating community, and appealing to
community,” she says. “Storytelling for me was as much about
preserving the past as talking about what’s important to us today.”
Vuranch ended up moving to West Virginia and working at
the Youth Museum of Southern West Virginia in Beckley as she
honed her craft. She has now traveled the state and the rest of the
country performing at schools, libraries, colleges, and festivals,
regaling audiences with traditional folktales from all over the
world—including ones born right here in Appalachia.
While all cultures have storytelling traditions, Vuranch says
the tradition is particularly rich in Appalachia. Perhaps it’s
because of the accessibility of the art form—all anyone needs to
participate is a voice and a story to tell.
Wonderful West Virginia asked Booth and Vuranch to share
some advice for beginning storytellers, which should come in
handy whether you plan to enter a competition, tell stories for a
living, or just spin a few yarns on the porch.
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In addition to
her traditional
storytelling,
Karen Vuranch
also portrays
historical
characters like
Pearl S. Buck.
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Building a Repertoire

Vuranch, now a theater professor at Concord
University, recommends beginning tellers start out
with two or three stories. Make sure they resonate
with you on an emotional level—that will make the
delivery much easier. “Don’t tell a story you don’t like,”
Vuranch says.
You can learn stories from books, although written
stories sometimes require a little work to make them seem
natural onstage. The best way to learn a new story is the
oldest method of all—word of mouth. Vuranch says it’s
perfectly OK to learn a story from another teller, as long as
you give appropriate credit when you retell the tale.
Of course, original material is also encouraged.
In addition to her traditional folktales, Vuranch
has a whole cast of historic characters she portrays,
including Pearl S. Buck, Mother Jones, and Mary
Draper Ingles. She also performs an original one-act
play called Coal Camp Memories. “There are lots of
different types of storytelling,” she says.
When Booth was starting out, his material consisted
mostly of humorous tall tales and personal stories.
He then began to explore traditional Appalachian

WONDERFUL WEST VIRGINIA | MAY 2018

stories, which led him to create a series of stories for
each decade of the 20th century. The stories are based
around historic events from Appalachia but incorporate
elements of traditional folktales. For instance, Booth’s
story about the 1920s is a fictional tale of a coal miner’s
wife who travels to Bristol, Virginia to sing for a record
producer, in hopes that her musical talent will provide
a better life for her struggling family. It’s a Cinderella
story. “Instead of leaving a glass slipper, she leaves a
recording of her voice,” so the record producer must
travel the hollows to find the elusive singer.
Tellers employ different methods to keep their stories
straight. Booth keeps his tales in his head, although
he also makes sketches to jog his memory. Vuranch
stores her stories in an eight-by-11, a three-ring binder.
The pages contain only a list of plot points—Vuranch
does not write her stories down word-for-word. “If you
memorize it, it becomes a script,” she says. Leaving
room for improvisation keeps a story fresh and allows
it to change. “Storytelling is a conversation, and that’s
what makes it different than a speech or acting. When
I’m telling stories, I’m listening to the audience and how
they’re responding,” she says.
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Adaptation

As mentioned before, stories sometimes require
a little work before they will translate onstage.
Sometimes that means stretching things out. In
stories, listeners naturally expect events to come in
sets of three—consider the Three Little Pigs or the
Three Bears. If a character only performs an action
one or two times, consider dragging it out a little.
Other times, it’s necessary to simplify the
timeline of a story to make it easier to understand.
The same goes for details. “There’s a sweet spot
between being too sparse and being too detailed,”
Booth says. Overlong physical descriptions are a
good way to bore your audience. Instead, consider
appealing to the other senses by describing tastes,
textures, smells, and sounds.
Booth says it is sometimes important to stay silent.
Even though it can be nerve-wracking, a well-placed
pause can work to great effect. “I think a lot of
beginning storytellers, one of the things you notice
is most of them won’t take enough time to pause. An
audience needs time to process. People need time to
think about what you’ve said.”

Take the Stage

The most important step to becoming a storyteller
is simple: Start telling stories. Vuranch recommends
beginning tellers find places to ply their trade for free,
like schools, libraries, and community events. “Find
as many places to tell your stories, as soon as you can,”
she says. “If you only have three stories, tell those.”
You might be nervous at first, but hang in there.
“A story’s not yours until you tell it three times,”
Vuranch says. “By the fourth, fifth, sixth time, you
ride that story and it becomes yours.”
And don’t worry about comparing yourself to
other storytellers. “Everybody has their own style.
Don’t judge yourself by somebody else’s standard,”
she says.
If you’re interested in becoming a storyteller, check
out the Liar’s Contest at the Vandalia Gathering. The
event will be held Sunday, May 27. You can also join
the West Virginia Storytelling Guild, which holds
regular events including workshops for beginning
storytellers. The next workshop, hosted by Jo Ann
Dadisman, is scheduled for November. For more
information, visit www.wvstorytellers.com. w

After years of
competing, Booth
became a judge at
the annual Vandalia
Gathering Liar’s
Contest. He's seen
here with, from
left to right, fellow
storyteller Bil
Lepp, Dick Fauss of
the West Virginia
State Archives,
and West Virginia
Public Broadcasting
reporter Roxy Todd.
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