








the music, there may have been 
no Little House books.”

Though he’s admittedly a little 
uneasy about all the public atten-
tion he’s getting for his project, 
Cockrell is thankful for what’s 
happened.

“It’s enormously gratifying but 
also daunting, frankly,” he says. 

“As a musicologist, I’m not trained to get up on a stage 
in front of a PBS audience and communicate what I do 
as a scholar. I’m being stretched and challenged in ways 
that I never expected. But I find it terribly exciting.”

Where does his project go from here? Cockrell’s goal is 
to take Pa’s Fiddle to grade schools nationwide, where 
he hopes the impact on kids will serve his even loftier 
expectations.

“I like to say that my goal is to change the music 
consciousness of the nation,” he says. “It’s kind of 
grand, but if 3rd- and 4th-grade students who come up 
against these books also learn the music that’s embed-
ded in the books—Wilder expected that you’d know 
the music—then, in fact, you’ve inculcated a regard for 
[an] American musical legacy that’s not  
currently present in the consciousness of the nation.”

Cockrell is already at work on lesson plans for 3rd- and 
4th-grade teachers. It’s just the next ripple of the scholar-
ship he hopes will be felt far beyond the comfortable 
confines of his academic roost. 

That the national PBS network would 
show such interest in Cockrell’s 
project indicates the ongoing, high 
level of fascination with the Little 
House world. Cockrell believes the 
stories retain their popularity because 
they are based on real-life experiences 
and events—not fiction— of a family 
that homesteaded on the American 
frontier in the 1860s, ’70s, and ’80s.

“None of the people in the Ingalls family were superhe-
roes,” Cockrell adds. “It goes against the grain of much 
children’s literature today. In fact, the books are pretty 
dark. Babies die, grasshoppers come and eat the crops, 
people get kicked off their land, houses burn down—
they’re not books that are unremittingly cheerful. They 
are books about real life.”

Cockrell argues that the popularity of the books (and 
the TV series) might never have happened if it hadn’t 
been for the music references.

“To be in a family where you heard live music every day, 
for probably a couple of hours every day, printed itself 
upon Laura Ingalls Wilders’s brain in a way that’s dif-
ficult for us to understand today,” Cockrell says. “Based 
on research by neuroscience and cognitive psycholo-
gists, my theory is that by remembering the songs that 
her father played and that she sang along to, it enabled 
her to unpeel the memories in which those songs [were] 
embedded. In doing so, she could start to write the sto-
ries that are about the memories of her family. Without 

(continued from page 49)

[Editor’s note: The third director of the Center for Popular 
Music, Gregory N. Reish, joined MTSU in summer 2014.]
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I have been reading the 
Little House series to my 
6-year-old daughter at 
bedtime. Your music gives 
a whole new dimension to 
the stories. What a gift to 
our family! Well done! 

	 —Peter H. Bouman, M.D.,  
	      to Dale Cockrell, February 22, 2014

The Pa’s Fiddle Project continues apace, as evidenced by testi-
monials such as that from Dr. Bouman. One accomplishment 
is the recent publication of The Ingalls Wilder Family Songbook, 
a scholarly edition of all 127 songs found in the Little House 
books. The 425-page book is volume 22 in the prestigious  
Music of the United States of America series (eventually to 
contain 40 volumes) underwritten by the National Endowment 
for the Humanities that will show the breadth and depth of 
American music.

The Ingalls Wilder Family Songbook reconstructs “the family 
songbook,” a collection of Little House music known and loved 
by Laura Ingalls Wilder. This music likely informed the musical 
sensibilities of more Americans than almost any other paper-
and-binding anthology, because what children and their 
parents know about America’s musical heritage is often 
what they learn from the Little House books—song 
titles, song functions, where songs were played 
and heard, and what they meant. The song-
book intends to give new voice to Laura Ingalls 
Wilder’s music and instill a new understanding about 
how music functions in families and communities.

Some of the sheet 
music in the songbook 
has been lifted and 
reorganized into paper-
back anthologies that 
contain all the music 
in individual Little 
House books. The seven 
volumes of Music from 
Laura Ingalls Wilder’s 
Books are intended  

for those who want to 
follow the music and perhaps sing and play it.

In July 2013, Dr. Dale Cockrell gave a presentation 
of his Little House project to a Voices Across Time 
workshop in Pittsburgh. These events bring se-
lected teachers together from across the nation for 
an intensive six-week course on how to integrate 
American music into their classrooms. As a result 
of Cockrell’s presentation, lesson plans have been 
developed to bring Little House music to children 
who might not otherwise know of this legacy. As 
Dr. Cockrell has done for more than a decade, he 
still regularly visits libraries and classrooms across 
middle Tennessee to talk about, sing, and dance to 
the music in the Little House books.

Plans for the ongoing project include a deeper in-
tegration of the Pa’s Fiddle Project into the catalog 
of materials on Laura Ingalls Wilder and the Little 
House books maintained and operated by Dean 
Butler, former Little House actor and a champion 
of the project. MTSU
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