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THE RITCHIE FAMILY 
SINGING FAMILY OF THE CUMBERLANDS 

 
The Story of Genesis 
Balis and Abigail Ritchie inherited a cultural legacy extending 
back to England as James Ritchie and his five brothers left the 
old country in 1768 to settle in Virginia. Following the 
Revolutionary War, they moved on to North Carolina and then 
on to Kentucky, settling at Carr’s Fork in about 1815. 
Subsequent generations including Crockett Ritchie settled at the 
mouth of Clear Creek  at Hammond’s Gap. His grandson, Aught 
married Rachel Everidge who had ten children including Jean’s 
father Balis.  
 
Balis sparked this story by marrying Abigail Hall with whom he 
had fourteen children: May, Ollie, Mallie, Una, Raymond, Kitty, 
Truman, Patty, Edna, Jewel, Opal, Pauline, Wilmer, and….the 
baby of the family Jean Ruth Ritchie who was born  at Viper, KY 
December 8, 1922. The Ritchie Family “sang up the moon” in 
evenings, sharing traditional recreational play party songs, native 
American ballads, and Child ballads. Balis was a fiddler and 
dulcimer player and the family had instruments crafted by Knott 
County luthiers “Uncle” Ed Thomas and Will Singleton.  
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Jean enjoyed a remarkable career as a professional musician, 
performing in celebrated venues, such as Royal Albert Hall and 
Carnegie Hall, at festivals, such as Newport Folk Festival, and 
concert stages, workshops, and festivals throughout the world. 
She recorded widely for labels including Elektra, Folkways, and 
her own Greenhays label.  Jean was a prolific author, publishing 
an autobiography Singing Family of the Cumberlands as well as 
various music collections and method books, including 
Celebration of Life, Folksongs of the Southern Appalachians, The 
Dulcimer Book, and Swapping Song Book. She composed, 
adapted, and arranged a vast quantity of songs that married 
traditional tunes and texts with contemporary issues, such as 
“Black Waters,” “Cool of the Day,” “Blue Diamond Mines,” and 
“The L and N Don’t Stop Here Anymore.”  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Jean’s story was complemented by her husband George 
Pickow’s career. Jean and George shared an active life in Port 
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Washington, NY and Viper, KY. George was a prolific 
professional photographer who documented cultural traditions 
and expeditions as well as crafting various album covers.  He 
created an “anniversary dulcimer” for Jean in 1952 that led to 
George creating a dulcimer workshop in New York. Though not 
a musician himself, George was every bit a full partner in the 
Ritchie Family’s musical world. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
While Jean was certainly the most prominent member of the 
family, the “singing family of the Cumberlands” also included 
gifted musicians including her sister Edna Ritchie Baker, her 
sons Peter and Jon, and a next generation including nieces Joy 
Powers, Judy Hudson, Patty Tarter, and Susie Ritchie. The 
extended family still gathers annually at the family homeplace to 
“sing up the moon” at the Ritchie homeplace at Viper.  
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There is substantial documentation of the Ritchie Family in 
journals, periodicals, documentary films, and books, but Karen 
Carter Schwendler’s dissertation at the University of Kentucky 
(1995) is the most complete critical source. The second edition of 
Folk Songs of the Southern Appalachians (University Press of 
Kentucky 1997) has a discography. The documentary Mountain 
Born (KET 1996) has insightful interviews and illuminating 
footage, much of it taken by husband, George Pickow. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Jean and George’s cabin at family homeplace, Viper, KY 
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I See the Moon 
I see the moon and the moon sees me. 
God bless the moon, and God bless me. 
There’s grace in the cabin, and there’s grace in the hall. 
And the grace of God is over us all. 
 

Peace Round 
O what a goodly thing 
If the children of all men, 
Could dwell together 
In peace. 
 

Pretty Saro 
Down in some lone valley, in a lonesome place.  
Where the wild birds do whistle, and their notes do increase. 
Farewell, pretty Saro, I'll bid you adieu.  
And I'll dream of pretty Saro where ever I go.  
My love she won't have me, so I understand.  
She wants a freeholder, who owns house and land.  
I can not maintain her with silver and gold,  
Nor buy all the fine things that a big house can hold.  
If I were a merchant, and could write in a fine hand,  
I'd write her a letter so she'd understand.  
I'd write it by the river where the waters o'er flow.  
And I'll dream of pretty Saro wherever I go.  
Down in some lone valley, in a lonesome place.  
Where the wild birds do whistle, and their notes do increase. 
Farewell, pretty Saro, I'll bid you adieu.  
And I'll dream of pretty Saro, where ever I go. 
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Cool of the Day 
My Lord, he said unto me, 
Do you like my garden so fair? 
You may live in the garden 
If you keep my grasses green. 
And I’ll return in the cool of the day. 
 

Chorus 
Now is the cool of the day, 
Now is the cool of the day. 
Oh, the earth is a garden, 
The garden of my Lord, 
And he walks in his garden  
In the cool of the day. 
 
Then my Lord he said unto me, 
Do you like my garden so pure? 
You may live in the garden 
If you keep my waters clean. 
And I’ll return in the cool of the day 
 
Chorus 
 
Then my Lord he said unto me, 
Do you like my pastures of green? 
You may live in the garden if you feed all my lambs. 
And I’ll return in the cool of the day. 
 
Chorus 
 
Then my Lord he said unto me, 
Do you like my garden so free? 
You may live in the garden 
If you keep my people free. 
And I’ll return in the cool of the day. 
Chorus 
 
 
 

 


