EXPLAINING

Urban Legends
‘_‘The_ .Boy_frie_n.d’s I_)ea;_h" _

Jan Harold Brunvand

With a PhD in folklore from Indiana University, Jan Harold Brunvand (b. 1933) has
become a leading collector and interpreter of contemporary legends. These “urban
legends” are stories told around campfires and in college dormitories, often as true
experiences that happened to somebody other than the teller of the tale. A
professor at the University of Utah for many years, Brunvand has been the editor of
the Journal of American Folklore and American Folklore: An Encyclopedia (1996), and is
the author of the standard introduction to the field, The Study of American Folklore:
An Introduction, fourth edition (1997). The following selection is taken from the first
of his several collections of urban legends, The Vanishing Hitchhiker: American Urban
Legends and Their Meanings (1981). Here Brunvand defines urban legend, gives one
striking example, and offers some explanations 2bout how and why such stories
flourish even in the midst of a highly technologized society. The selection as reprinted
is complete, except for the deletion of a few brief references to discussions elsewhere

in Brunvand’s book. TELL M{ AN U“)RA(\/ LEGEND

We are not aware of our own folklore any more than we are of the grammati-
cal rules of our language. When we follow the ancient practice of informally
transmitting “lore” —wisdom, knowledge, or accepted modes of bebavior—by
word of mouth and customary example from person to person, we do not con-
centrate on the form or content of our folklore; instead, we simply listen to in-
formation that others tell us and then pass it on—more or less accurately—to
other listeners. In this stream of unself-conscious oral tradition the informa-
tion that acquires a clear story line is called narrative folklore, and those stories
alleged to be true are legends. This, in broad summary, is the typical process of
legend formation and transmission as it has existed from time immemorial
and continues to operate today. It works about the saine way whether the leg:
endary plot concerns a dragon in a cave or a mouse in a Coke bottle.

It might seem unlikely that legends— urban legends at that—would con-

‘# finue to be created in an age of widespread literacy, rapid mass communica-
tions, and restless travel. While our pioneer ancestors may have had to rely
NO ‘r“, heavily on oral traditions to pass the news along about changing events and
o~ Y frontier dangers, surely we no longer need mere “folk” reports of what’s hap-
cﬁs‘ pening, with all their tendencies to distort the facts. A moment’s reflection,
{}N\‘“ however, reminds us of the many weird, fascinating, but unverified rumors
and tales that so [requently come to our cars— killers and madmen on the

loose, shocking or funny personal experiences, unsafe manufactured prod- i
ucts, and many other unexplained mysteries of daily life. Sometimes we en-
Counter different oral versions of such stories, and on occasion we may read
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about similar events in newspapers or magazines; but seldom do we find, or
even seek after, reliable documentation. The lack of verification in no way
diminishes the appeal urban legends have for us. We enjoy them merely as
stories, and we tend at least to half-believe them as possibly accurate reports.
And the legends we tell, as with any folklore, reflect many of the hopes, fears,
and anxieties of our time. In short, legends are definitely part of our modern
folklore —legends which are as traditional, variable, and functional as those
of the past. - h /}hﬂ-‘ J/«f wk el pirdiom M4 4

Folklore study comsists of collecting, classifying, and interpreting in their
full cultural context the many products of everyday human interaction that
have acquired a somewhat stable underlying form and that are passed tradi-
tionally from person to person, group to group, and generation to generation.
Legend study is a most revealing area of such research because the stories that
people believe to be true hold an important place in their worldview. “If it’s
true, it’s important” is an axiom to be trusted, whether or not the lore really is
true.|Simply becoming aware of this modern folklore which we all possess to
some degree is a revelation in itself, but going beyond this to compare the tales,
isolate their consistent themes, and relate them to the rest of the culture can
yield rich insights into the state of our current civilization. . i

(.omfamhvc Collcloe_

Urban Legends as Folklore s

Folklore subsists on oral tradition, but not all oral communication is folk-
lore. The vast amounts of human interchange, from casual daily conversa-
tions to formal discussions in business or industry, law, or teaching, rarely
constitute straight oral folklore. However, all such “communicative events”
(as scholars dub them) are punctuated routinely by various units of tradi-
tional material that are memorable, repeatable, and that fit recurring social

situations well enough to serve in place of original remarks. “Tradition” is the ~

key idea that links together such utterances as nicknames, proverbs, greeting
and leave-taking formulas, wisecracks, anecdotes, and jokes as “folklore™; in-
deed, these are a few of the best known “conversational genres” of American
folklore. Longer and more complex folk forms—fairy tales, epics, myths,
legends, or ballads, for example—may thrive only in certain special situa-
tions of oral transmission. All true folklore ultimately depends upon contin-
ued oral dissemination, usually within fairly homogeneous “folk groups,” and
upon the retention through time of internal patterns and motifs that become
traditional in the oral exchanges. The corollary of this rule of stability in oral
tradition is that all items of folklore, while retaining a fixed central core, are
constantly changing as they are transmitted, so as to create countless “vari-
ants” differing in length, detail, style, and ptrfnrmcmce te hnljue. Folklore,
in short, consists of oral tradition in variants, - Wf\o’ﬁ UJHC' oy ot

Urban legends belong to the subclass of folk narratives, legends, thaL—
unhke [airy tales—are bclwvcd_o_l__gt least bellgfa_blc, and that“—unhkc
mvths—ale set in the recent past and inyolve normal human beings rather
rhan anﬂent gorls or demxgods Legen dsare folk history, or rather quasi-history.
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As with any folk legends, urban legends gain credibility from specific details
of time and place or from references to source authorities. For instance, a
popular Western pioneer legend often begins something like, “My great-
grandmother had this strange experience when she was a young girl on a
wagon train going through Wyoming when an Indian chief wanted to adopt
her. . ..” Even though hundreds of different great-grandmothers are sup-
posed to have had the same doubtful experience (being desired by the chief
because of her beautiful long blond hair), the fact seldom reaches legend-
tellers; if it does, they assume that the family lore has indeed spread far and
wide. This particular popular tradition, known as “Goldilocks on the Oregon

\-Nﬂ'\ Trail,” interests folklorists because of the racist implications of a dark Indian
- fp” savage coveting a fair voung civilized woman — this legend is familiar in the

ST ot
ML v 8

‘Y generational gap between teller and event. The story is true; it really oc-

white Tolklore only—and it 15 61 little concern that the story seems to be
irely apocryphal.
In the world of modern urban legends there is usually no geographical or

" curred, and recently, and always to someone else who is quite close to the

(w* narrator, or at least “a friend of a friend.” Urban legends are told both in the
‘\mto .3  course of casual conversations and in such special situations as campfires,
xw:’" q\ . slumber parties, and college dormitory bull sessions. The legends’” physical
_ “{" A settings are often close by, real, and sometimes even locally renowned for
(o, \G other such happenings. Though the characters in the stories are usually

‘.:‘\’ nameless, they are true-to-life examples of the kind of people the narrators

and their audience know firsthand.

_~" One of the great mysteries of folklore research is where oral traditions
originate and who invents them. One might expect that at least in modern
folklore we could come up with answers to such questions, but this is seldom,
if ever, the case. . ..

The Performance of Legends

Whatever the origins of urban legends, their dissemination is NO mystery.
The tales have traveled far and wide, and have been told and retold from per-
son to person in the same manner that myths, fairy tales, or ballads sprcad in
earlier cultures, with the important difference that today's legends are also
disseminated by the mass media. Groups of age-mates, especially adolescents,
are one important American legend channel, but other paths of transmission
are among office workers and club members, as well as among religious, rec-
reational, and regional groups. Some individuals make a point of learning
every recent rumor or tale, arfd thepcan enliven any coffee break, party, or
trip with the latest supposed ‘news.” The telling of one story inspires other
people to share what they have\wead 6r heard, and in a short time a lively ex-
change of details occurs and perhaps new variants are created.

Tellers of these legends, of course, are seldom aware of their roles as “per-
formers of folklore.ﬁl”he conscious purpose of this kind of storytelling is to
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convey a true event, and only incidentally to entertain an audiencejN everthe-
less, the speaker’s demeanor is carefully orchestrated, and his or her delivery
is low-key and soft-sell. With subtle gestures, eye movements, and vocal inflec-
tions the stories are made dramatic, pointed, and suspenseful. But, just as
with jokes, some can tell them and some can’t. Passive tellers of urban leg-

ends may just report them as odd rumors, but the more active legend tellers
re-create them as dramatic stories of suspense and, perhaps, humor.

“The Boyfriend’s Death”

With all these points in mind—folklore’s subject-matter, style, and oral
performance —consider this typical version of a well-known urban legend
that folklorists have named “The Boylriend’s Death,” collected in 1964 (the
earliest documented instance of the story) by folklorist Daniel R. Barnes from
an eighteen-year-old freshmap at the University of Kansas. The usual tellers of
the story are adolescents, and the normal setting for the narration is 2 college
dormitory room with fellow students sprawled on the furniture and floors.

This happened just a few years ago out on the road that turns off hi ghway 59
by the Holiday Inn. This couple were parked under a tree out on this road.
Well, it got to be time for the girl to be back at the dorm, so she told her boy-
friend that they should start back. But the car wouldn’t start, so he told her to
lock herself in the car and he would go down to the Haliday Inn and call for
help. Well, he didn’t come back and he didn’t come back, and pretty soon she
started hearing a scratching noise on the roof of the car. “Scratch, scratch . . .
scratch, scratch.” She got scareder and scareder, but he didn’t come back. Fi-
nally, when it was almost daylight, some people came along and stopped and
helped her out of the car, and she looked up and there was her boyfriend hang-
ing from the tree, and his feet were scraping against the roof of the car. This is
why the road is called “Ha ngman’s Road.”

Here is a story that has traveled rapidly to reach nationwide oral circula-
tion, in the process becoming structured in the typical manner of folk narra-
tives. The traditional and fairly stable clements are the parked couple, the
abandoned girl, the mysterious scratching (sometimes joined by a dripping
sound and ghostly shadows on the windshield), the daybreak rescue, and the
horrible climax. Variable traits arc thc precise location, the reason for her
abandonment, the nature of the rescuers, murder details, and the conclud-
ing place-name explanation. While “The Royfriend’s Death” seems to have
captured teenagers’ imaginations as a separate legend only since the early
1960s, it is clearly related to at least two older yarns, “The Hook” and “The
Roommate’s Death.” All three legends have been widely collected by Ameri-
can folklorists, although only scattered examples have been published, mostly
I professioual journals. Examination of some of these variations helps to
make clear the status of the story as folklore and its possiblé meanings.
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At Indiana University, a leading American center of folklore research, folk-
narrative specialist Linda Dégh and her students have gathered voluminous
data on urban legends, especially those popular with adolescents. Dégh'’s
preliminary published report on “The Boyfriend’s Death” concerned nine-
teen texts collected from 1U students from 1964 to 1968. Several storytellers
had heard it in high school, often at parties; others had picked it up in college
dormitories or elsewhere on campus. Several students expressed some belief
in the legend, supposing either that it had happened in their own hometowns,
or possibly in other states, once as far distant as “a remote part of Alabama.”
One informant reported that “she had been sworn to that the incident actu-
ally happened,” but another, who had heard some variations of the tale, felt
that “it seemed too horrible to be true.” Some versions had incorporated mo-
tifs from other popular teenage horror legends or local ghost stories. . . .

One of the Indiana texts, told in the state of Washington, localizes the story
there near Moses Lake, “in the country ona road that leads to a dead-end right
under a big weeping willow tree . .. about four or five miles from town.” As in
most American versions of the story, tlyq:_spe > specific local touches make believ-
able what is essentially a traveling legend. In a detail familiar from other vari-
ants of “The Boyfriend’s Death,” the body—now decapitated —is left hanging
upside down from a branch of the willow tree with the fingernails scraping the
top of the car. Another version studied by the Indiana researcher is somewhat
aberrant, perhaps because the student was told the story by a friend’s parents

M who claimed that “it happened a long time ago, probably thirty or forty years.”
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Here a murderer is introduced, a “crazy old lady” on whose property the couple
has parked. The victim this time is skinned rather than decapilated, and his
head scrapes the car as the corpse swings to and fro in the breezy night.

A developing motif in “The Boyfriend’s Death” is the character and role of
the rescuers, who in the 1964 Kansas version are merely “some people.” The
standard identification later becomes “the police,” authority figures whose
presence lends further credence to the story. They are either called by the
missing teenagers’ parents, or simply appear on the scene in the morning to

d'\gfd) check the car. In a 1969 variant from Leonardtown, Maryland, the police give

a warning, “Miss, please get out of the car and walk to the police car with us,
but don’t look back.” ... In a version from Texas collected in 1971, set “at this
lake somewhere way out in nowhere,” a policeman gets an even longer line:
“Young lady, we want you to get out of the car and come with us. Whatever you
do, don’t turn, don’t turn around, just keep walking, just keep going straight
and don’t look back at the car.” The more detailed the police instructions are,
th%hetaleseemstobe%ﬂe. Of course the standard rule of
folk-narrative plot development now applies: the taboo must be broken (or the
“interdiction violated” as some scholars put it). The girl always does look back,
like Orpheus in the underworld, and in a number of versions her hair turns
white from the shock of what she sees, as in a dozen other American legends.
In a Canadian version of “The Boyfriend’s Death,” told by a fourteen-year-
old boy from Willowdale, Ontario, in 1978, the words of the policemen are
merely summarized, but the opening scene of the legend is developed more
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fully, with several special details, including . . . a warning heard on the car
radio. The girl’s behavior when left behind is also described in more detail

A guy and his girlfriend are on the way to a party when their car starts to
give them some trouble. At that same time they catch a news flash on the radio
warning all people in the area that a lunatic killer has escaped from a local
criminal asylum. The girl becomes very upset and at that point the car stalls
completely on the highway. The boyfriend gets out and tinkers around with the
engine but can’t get the car to start again. He decides that he is going to have to
walk on up the road to a gas station and get a tow truck but wants his girlfriend
to stay behind in the car. She is frightened and pleads with him to take her, but
he says that she’ll be safe on the floor of the car covered with a blanket so that
anyone passing will think it is an abandoned car and not bother her. Besides he

‘}00 can sprint along the road and get back more quickly than if she comes with him

. \Z— in her high-heeled shoes and evening dress. She finally agrees and he tells her
\ not to come out unless she Hears his signal of three knocks on the window.

M‘S

She does hear knocks on the car, but they continue eerily beyond three; the
sound is later explained as the shoes of the boyfriend’s corpse bumping
0{, Lthe car as the body swings from a limb above the car.

H\ . The style in which oral narratives are told deserves attention, for the live
T \ ;\D tLlImg that is dramatic, fluid, and often quite gripping in actual folk perfor-
\d\ 5 j,ul\ mance before a sympathetic audience may seem stiff, repetitious, and awk-
W [V\N ward on the printed page. Lacking in all our examples of “The Boyfriend’s
A

Death” is the essential ingredient of immediate context—the setting of the
legend-telling, the storyteller’s vocal and facial expression and gestures, the
audience’s reaction, and the texts of other similar tales narrated at the same
session. Several of the informants explained that the story was told to them in
spooky situations, late at night, near a cemetery, out camping, or even “while
on a hayride or out parked,” occasionally near the site of the supposed mur-
der. Some students refer to such macabre legends, therefore, as “scary stories,”
“screamers,” or “horrors.”

A widely-distributed folk legend of this kind as it travels in oral tradition
acquires a good deal of its credibility and effect from the localized details in-
serted by individual tellers. 'I'he highway and motel identification in the Kan-
sas text are good examples of this, and in a New Orleans version, “The
Boyfriend’s Death” is absorbed into a local teenage tradition about “The

\m\’ Grunch”—a half-sheep, halt-human monster that haunts specific local sites.
One teenager there reported, “A man and lady went out by the lake and in
the morning they found ’em hanging upside down on a tree and they said
grunches did it.” Finally, rumors or news stories about missing persons or vio-
lent crimes (as mentioned in the Canadian version) can merge with urban
legends, helping to support their air of truth, or giving them renewed circula-
tion after a period of less frequent occurrence.
Even the bare printed texts retain some earmarks of effective oral tradition.
Witness in the Kansas text the artful use of repetition (typical of folk narrative
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style): “Well, he didi’t come back and he didn't come back . . . but he didn't
come back.” The repeated use of “well” and the building of lengthy sentences
with “and” are other hallmarks of oral style which give the narrator complete
control over his performance, tending to squeeze out interruptions or pre-
vent lapses in attention among the listeners. The scene that is set for the
incident—lonely road, night, a tree looming over the car, out of gas—and
the sound effects—scratches or bumps on the car—contribute to the style,
as does the dramatic part played by the policeman and the abrupt ending
line: “She looked back, and she saw ... !” Since the typical narrators and
auditors of “The Boyfriend’s Death” themselves like to “park” and may have
wr })een alarmed by rumors, strange sights and noises, or automobile emergen-
‘ 4 cies (all intensified in their effects by the audience’s knowing other parking
legends), the abrupt, unresolved ending leaves open the possibilities of

.  what “really happened.” - uhed ot the st p){lJ:}Tﬁ.',/
1 heranith o Lt?im{’ U
Urban Legends as Cultural Symbols % s m G sl

chends can survive in our culture as lmng narrative Folklcn e ll 1hev contain

bellef ancl a meamughll message or “moral.’ Thmlal stories like
“The Boyfriend’s Death” are not only engrossing tales, but also “true,” or at
least so people think, and they teach valuable lessons. Jokes are a living part of
oral tradition, despite being fictional and often silly, because of their humor,
brevity, and snappy punch lines, but legends are by nature longer, slower, and
more serious. Since more effort is needed to tell and appreciate a legend than
ajoke, it needs more than just verbal art to carry it along. Jokes have significant
“messages” too. but these tend to be disguised or implied. People tell jokes pri-
marily for amusement, and they seldom sense their underlying themes|In leg-
ends the primary messages are quite clear and straightforward; often they take
the form of explicit warnings or good examples of “poetic justice.” Secondary
messages in urban legends tend to be suggested metaphorically or symboli-
cally; these may provide decper L:mc;qms 01 hlll'ild.l’l bchavior or social condi-
Llun:[; - whid o 1bl\r my the ‘Mr‘J
People still tell legc-n(ls therefore, and o[her folk take time to listen to them,

not only because of their inherent plot interest but because they seem to convey
true, worthwhile, and relevant information, albeit partly in a subconscious
mode. In other words, such stories are “news” presented to us in an attractive
way, with hints of larger meanings. Without this multiple appeal few legends
would get a hearing in the modern world, so filled with other distractions. Leg-
ends survive by being as lively and “factual” as the television evening news, and,
like the daily news broadcasts, they tend to concern deaths, injuries, kidnap-
pings, tragedies, and scandals. Apparently the basic human need for meaning-
ful personal contact cannot be entirely replaced by the mass media and popu- |
lar culture. A portion of our interest in what is occurring in the world must be

filled by some face-to-face reports from other human beings.
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On a literal level a story like “The Boyfriend’s Death” simply warns young
people to avoid situations in which they may be endangered, but at a more sym-
bolic level the story reveals society’s broader fears of people, especially women
and the young, being alone and among strangers in the darkened world out-
side the security of their own home or car. Note that the young woman in the
story (characterized by “her high-heeled shoes and evening dress”) is shown
as especially helpless and passive, cowering under the blanket in the car until
she is rescued by men. Such themes recur in various Toras in many other
urban legends .. = —— —————

“In order to be retained in a culture, any form of folklore must fill some
genuine need, whether this be the need for an entertaining escape from real-
ity, or a desire to validate by anecdotal examples some of the culture’s ideals
and institutions. For legends in general, a major function has always been the
attempt to cxplain unusual and supernatural happenings in the natural
world. To some degree this remains a purpose for urban legends, but their
more common role nowadays seems to be to show that the prosaic contempo-
rary scene is capable of producing shocking or amazing occurrences which
may actually have happened to friends or to near-acquaintances but which
are nevertheless explainable in some reasonably logical terms. On the one
hand we want our factual lore to inspire awe, and at the same time we wish to
have the most fantastic tales include at least the hint of a rational explanation
and perhaps even a conclusion. Thus an escaped lunatic, a possibly real char-
acter, not a fantastic invader from outer space or Frankenstein’s monster,
is said to be responsible for the atrocities committed in the gruesome tales
that teenagers tell. As sometimes happens in real life, the car radio gives
warning, and the police get the situation back under control. (The police-
men’s role, in fact, becomes larger and more commanding as the story grows
in oral tradition.) Only when the young lovers are still alone and scared

are they vulnerable, but society’s adults and guardians come to their rescue
presently.

In common with brief unverified reports (“rumors”), to which they are of-
ten closely related, urban legends gratify our desire to know about and to try
to understand bizarre, frightening, and potentially dangerous or embarrass-
ing events that may have happened, (In rumors and legends there is always
some element of doubt concerning where and when these things did occur.)
These floating stories appeal to our morbid curiosity and satisfy our sensation-
seeking minds that demand gratification through frequent infusions of new
information, “sanitized” somewhat by the positive messages. Informal ru-
mors and stories fill in the gaps left by professional news reporting, and these
marvelous, though generally false, “true” tales may be said to be carrying the
folk-news—along with some editorial matter— from person to person even
in today’s technological world.
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s QUESTIONS

Reading

1. Brunvand writes as a scholar, explaining urban legends from his perspective as a
folklorist. How does his expertise shape his writing? What did you learn from reading
his essay that you didn’t know before?

2. According to Brunvand, what are the elements that allow legends to survive as living
narrative folklore?

3, How does Brunvand differentiate between “oral communication” and “folklore"?
Discuss Brunvand’s system for categorizing urban legends. How are folk legends unlike
fairy tales?

Exploratory Writing

1. Below is a list of other tales collected by Brunvand. Do you know any stories that might
correspond to these titles?

The Vanishing Hitchhiker

The Mexican Pet

The Baby-Sitter and the Man Upstairs
The Microwaved Pet

The Toothbrush Story

Alligators in the Sewers

The Nude in the RV

The Kidney Heist

Briefly describe the stories you have heard. Compare the various versions produced by
members of the class. What are the variables in the tale, and what seem to be the
common features?

2. Select an urban legend that you have recently heard. Write down the best version of it
that you can, and analyze what you have written as an urban legend. That is, explain the
features that mark it as an urban legend, and discuss the elements that make il
interesting or appealing to you.

3. Collaborating in small groups, choose a story from personal experience or from the
media that sounds like an urban legend but is truc. Make a presentation in which you
identify and discuss the features that make it similar to an urban legend. How can you
prove that the story is true?

Making Connections

1. Although Brunvand is a folklorist himself, he chooses to write this explanatory essay
in the third person, leaving his own personal experiences and anecdotes out of his
account. Find another essay in this book that's written in the third person, and two
essays that are written in the first person. Flagging specitic examples from each of the
four essays, write a few paragraphs that discuss the ways that the writer’s perspective

shapes the tone of each piece.



