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Lesson 7.6
THE JAM ON GERRY'S ROCK: A MAINE FOLKSONG

Objectives: Students will understand what a folksong is and how it is related to work and
history by learning the logging folksong, “The Jam on Gerry's Rock.” They will apply
their understanding of folk music and work as they collect a Maine folksong from a family
member or a member of their community.

Materials:
• Sheet 7.6: Interview Protocol handout
• Doc 7.6A: Transcript of Newell Beam's introduction to the song
• Doc 7.6B: Copies of the lyrics for “The Jam on Gerry's Rock”
• If possible, get a copy of the tape of Newell Beam talking and singing the song. It

makes the song and his story come alive. The Maine Folklife Center at the University
Maine in Orono sells copies of their tapes for $5 each. It's worth it! Contact info:
Maine Folklife Center, 5773 South Stevens Hall, Orono, ME 04469-5773. Telephone
(207) 581-1891. Email: folklife@maine.edu

Timing: 2-3 class periods, with time spent collecting songs outside of class

Background Reading:
• Chapter Seven, Section One

Procedure:

1. Ask students if they know any folksongs. Ask gutsy students to sing a verse or chorus
from any folksongs they know. If no one offers, suggest some yourself. “Blowin' in
the Wind,” “Blow the Man Down,” “Camptown Races,” “This Land Is Your Land,”
and “The Water Is Wide” are some examples. A good source is Rise Up Singing, ed.
Peter Blood-Patterson. Bethlehem, PA: Sing Out Corporation, 1988.

2. Ask students: What is a folksong? Brainstorm some definitions on the blackboard.
Look up the definition in the dictionary. Is it a song that represents the people? Are
there songs that represent Maine? Work songs make up a substantial body of
folksongs. Some well-known American work songs are: “I Been Workin' on the
Railroad,” “Casey Jones,” “Cotton Mill Girls,” “Joe Hill,” and “Drunken Sailor.”
Maine lumber camps were a fertile ground for folksongs, especially on Saturday
nights, when the men stayed up a little later and had time to sing, dance, and tell
stories. “The Jam on Gerry's Rock” is a good example of a Maine folksong.

3. If you have the tape of Newell Beam, play it for students. Otherwise, read to them his
introduction of The Jam on Gerry's Rock. Then, teach students the song.

4. After students have listened to or sung the whole song, ask them for their responses.
• What kind of a story does the song tell?
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• Why does this song qualify as a folksong?
• Why is it particular to Maine? What does it say about Maine culture or work life?
• Why do you think the song was popular in lumber camps?
• Do you think the song is true? Does it matter whether or not the song is true?
• What kinds of things can folksongs teach us about history and culture?

5. Have students gather one or more folksongs from family members or members of the
community. Ideally the songs should be from Maine, but they do not have to be.
Students should write down several interview questions before they make their
appointment and get your approval. Go over the Interview Protocol handout with
students. Encourage students to interview anyone, not just old-timers. Parents, aunts
and uncles, and friends may know a song or two themselves.

6. Have students tape-record their interviews and ask their informants to introduce the
song, and tell where they first learned it. Students should transcribe their songs and
interviews. They should write a short introduction, telling who they interviewed,
where and when, what song they sang, what the song is about, where it came from,
and why the student believes it qualifies as a folksong.

7. Put all the folksongs together in a class book. Have a song day, when students teach
their classmates a verse from one of the songs they collected.

Evaluation: Grade students based on their conduction of the interview and collection of
the song(s), and the accuracy of their transcription job. Students may include their
folksong and interview as an item in their Unit Portfolio.

Follow-up Activity:
• Have students collect potential folksongs of their generation. Are there songs that

everyone knows? Are there songs they think will last for many years?
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Alignment with the Learning Results:

Grade level: 6th-8th

Content Area: Social Studies: HISTORY
Standard: Historical Knowledge, Concepts, Themes, and Patterns
Students understand major eras, majoring enduring themes, and historic influences in the
history of Maine, the United States, and various regions of the world.

Descriptor E1b: Analyze and critique major historical eras, major enduring themes,
turning points, events, consequences, and people in the history of the United States and
world and the implications for the present and the future.

Grade level: 6th-8th

Content Area: Visual and Performing Arts: AESTHETICS AND CRITICISM
Standard: Aesthetics and Criticism

Performance Indicator D1: Students compare and analyze art forms.
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Sheet 7.6
Name:                                                                          Date:                            

INTERVIEW PROTOCOL FOR BUDDING ORAL HISTORIANS
Based on advice in Edward Ives' book, The Tape Recorded Interview, 1974.

1. Know your equipment. Before you go, practice speaking into your tape recorder. You
may even want to practice some of your interview questions on a friend or a parent.
Make sure you know how to work the machine, how loudly you need to speak, and
where the microphone is.

2. Come prepared. If you're using batteries, load up on fresh ones and test them before
beginning your interview. You might want to bring a back up set, just in case. If your tape
recorder refuses to work for some reason (do everything you can to make sure it won't!),
be ready to take notes as best you can and write them up afterward. Bring a notebook and
a pen or pencil.

3. Prepare questions beforehand! This is important--you don't want to get five minutes
into the interview and find that you have nothing more to ask. Make your questions
open-ended and provocative. Show your informant that you know something about who
he or she is:

GOOD QUESTION: I know you used to work as a logger in the lumber camps. 
Did you ever hear the song "The Jam on Gerry's Rock"? Do you know any other 
songs like that one?

NOT SO GOOD QUESTION : What songs do you know?

4. Make an appointment with your informant. Don't just show up at his or her door
unannounced with your tape recorder. When you make the appointment, tell him or her
what specifically you're interested in talking about, i.e. "I'd like to talk with you about
any folksongs you might know."

5. Be relaxed. Try not to read directly from your list of questions, though referring to
them from time to time is fine. Help your informant feel relaxed as well.

6. Enjoy yourself!
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Doc. 7.6A
THE JAM ON GERRY’S ROCK

Sung and Introduced by Newell Beam, as Interviewed by Jeff McKeen
Reprinted with permission of the Maine Folklife Center, Northeast Archives of Folklore and Oral History,

University of Maine, Orono.

Newell Beam was interviewed by Jeff McKeen on July 18, 1991 in Machias. Beam started
working in the lumberwoods in 1918, when he was 15. He worked as a logger and river
driver on the Machias River for many years and collected many songs in the process. In
this excerpt of the interview, he describes the legend that surrounds the song "The Jam on
Gerry's Rock." (The tape and accompanying transcript of the full interview [NA 2238.009 - 2238.012] is
on file at Maine Folklife Center, South Stevens Hall, University of Maine, Orono, 04469.)

Newell Beam: I'm going to tell you, there was one song that I used to like to sing. I learned
that when I was up to 5th Lake. And that was the Jam on Gerry's Rock. I done a lot of
inquiring about that song. You know as I do if somebody does a good feat or something,
they'd make up a song or a poem about him. And that will live on and live on. Now that
song, Jack Monroe was the boss and he lost his life on the Jam on Gerry's Rock. And I
learned that and I done a lot of talking about that. I figured that was a true song. . . .

So one time when I was up there to 5th Lake1 and I was sitting there on the end of
the deacon's seatóquite a long deacon's seatóand I sung the Jam on Gerry's Rock. I'd
inquire when someone would come in if they knew anything about it. After I sung that
song and I was setting there, and a fella came in over where I was setting and he said,
sonny, he was older than I was, he said, sonny, do you think that's a true song? I said,
Mister, I would like to think that it is. I would like to believe that Jack Monroe and his
sweetheart is buried alongside of the river. He said, let me tell you something. I have river-
drove on the West Penobscot. Every spring when we come by there, the graves were
there, two of them. He said we'd take off the old sticks and plant new flowers on those
graves. Those graves were taken care of by the people coming down river. And he said, on
a hemlock, just to the head of those graves, he said, I took out my knife and I cleaned out
some initials that was on there. One of them he said was J.M., which was Jack Monroe.
And he said, I really think that that was a true story. Now, he said, of course, Gerry's
Rock is gone, they blasted it out as a menace to river driving and navigation. Now he said,
I presume, where the river driving is done that those two graves are all but forgotten. But,
the song lives on. It's in the hearts of men. You will hear that around the old ramdown
when you're sitting around the camp at night, with the wind a-roaring and the snow a-
blowing, and I believe I found out then that that is a true song and I liked it. Yes sir.

Jeff McKeen: Could you sing a little bit of that song?

NB: Well you know my voice, when you get around between 80 and 90, your vocal cords
have quite a lot of knots in it and quite a lot of vacant places in it. If you think you can
stand it, if that tape don't break, I'll try and give you a little bit of the Jam on Gerry's
Rock. You got to take into consideration that a shanty boy and a riverdriver are the same
person.

                                                
1 a logging area at the headwaters of the Machias River
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Doc. 7.6B
The Jam on Gerry's Rock

Reprinted with permission of the Maine Folklife Center, Northeast Archives of Folklore and Oral History,
University of Maine, Orono.

Now come all of you old shanty boys2, and listen while I relate,
The story of a river man and his timely fate.
The story of a river man whose heart was true and brave,
It was at the jam on Gerry's Rock that he met his watery grave.

It was on a Sunday morning, as you shall quickly hear,
The logs were piled up mountains high, and we could not keep them clear;
Our foreman said, "Come on brave lads, with hearts devoid of fear,
And we'll break the jam on Gerry's Rock, and for Adamstown3 we'll steer."

Now some of them were willing, others they were not,
For breaking jams on Sunday they did not think they ought.
While some of our brave shanty boys did volunteer to go,
And break the jam on Gerry's Rock, with their foreman Jack Monroe.

They had not rolled off many, when they heard his clear voice say,
"I'll have you be on your guards, boys, for the jam will soon give way."
These words were scarcely spoken, when the jam did break and go,
And it carried away those six brave lads, with their foreman, young Monroe.

Then when the other shanty boys the sad news came to hear,
In search of their dead comrades for the river they did steer;
And some of their mangled bodies were picked up far below,
While bruised and bleeding near the bank was that of young Monroe.

They pulled him from his watery grave, brushed back his raven hair,
There was one fair form among them whose wails did rend the air.
There's one fair form among them, a girl from Loganstown,
Whose mourns and cries rang to the skies for her true love that got drowned.

Fair Clara was a noble girl, a river man's true friend,
Her with a widowed mother lived at the river's bend,
The foreman all on his own true love the wages to her did pay,
And the shanty boys made up for her a generous purse next day.

                                                
2 a logger who stays in the shanty, or the logging camp
3 Newell Beam identifies Adamstown as another name for Bangor
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They buried him with sorrow deep, it was on the month of May;
Come all of you bold shanty boys, and for your comrade pray;
They buried him with sorrow deep, it was where the hemlock grows,
Where the day and the date of that sad, sad fate of that shanty boy, Monroe.

Fair Clara did not long survive for her heart broke with her grief.
And scarcely two days later, death came to her relief.
And when her time had passed away and she was called to go,
Her last request was granted to be buried by young Monroe.

Now come all of you bold shanty boys and I'll have you call and see,
Those two green mounds by the river side where grows the hemlock tree,
Those two green mounds by the river side is where two lovers lay low,
They're the handsome Clara Vernon, and her true love, Jack Monroe.


