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Epigraphs







‘There are two approaches to music. One is, “Man, I’m a musician and I got nuthin’ to do with politics. Just let me do my own thing.” And the other is that music’s going to save the world … I think that music’s somewhere in between.’  


Joan Baez  




 





‘As bad as it may sound, I’d rather listen to a good song on the side of segregation than a bad song on the side of integration.’  


Phil Ochs  




 





‘What Art gains from contemporary events is always a fascinating problem and a problem that is not easy to solve.’  


Oscar Wilde

























Prologue





It is midnight in Chicago’s Grant Park on 4 November 2008. Barack Obama has just been elected the first black president of the United States of America by a formidable majority. He stands on a platform in the cold night air and tells 100,000 cheering supporters: ‘It’s been a long time coming, but tonight, because of what we did on this day, in this election, at this defining moment, change has come to America.’


Some in the crowd, or watching at home, recognise the line as a paraphrase of words written by the soul singer Sam Cooke almost exactly forty-five years ago: ‘It’s been a long, a long time coming / But I know a change gonna come.’ At this historic moment, one of the greatest orators of the day has borrowed the most memorable line of his acceptance speech from an old protest song.


Obama is, in a sense, the first protest-song president. He grew up on the politicised soul of Stevie Wonder and used Curtis Mayfield’s civil rights anthem ‘Move on Up’ at his election rallies. During the campaign, a list of his ten favourite songs printed in Blender magazine included ‘What’s Going On’ by Marvin Gaye, ‘Gimme Shelter’ by the Rolling Stones, ‘Think’ by Aretha Franklin, and will.i.am’s ‘Yes We Can’, which was written around a recording of his own speech, thus making him the lyricist of his own protest song. At his inauguration concert, veteran protest singer Pete Seeger joined Bruce Springsteen to sing Woody Guthrie’s ‘This Land Is Your Land’; Stevie Wonder performed ‘Higher Ground’; and Bettye LaVette and Jon Bon Jovi sang, inevitably, Cooke’s ‘A Change Is Gonna Come’. 


Yet even as the music of the past spoke powerfully to the current moment, a giant question mark continued to hang over the future of the form. During the previous decade, newspaper articles had appeared with clockwork regularity asking where all the protest songs had gone – I wrote a couple myself. There were plenty of reasons to be fearful, angry, and occasionally hopeful during the 2000s, but songwriters seemed, for the most part, unable to translate any of them into compelling art. One purpose of this book is to explain why that might be.


The phrase ‘protest song’ is problematic. Many artists have seen it as a box in which they might find themselves trapped. Joan Baez, who sang for civil rights and against the war in Vietnam, once said, ‘I hate protest songs, but some songs do make themselves clear.’ Barry McGuire, who sang the genre-defining 1965 hit ‘Eve of Destruction’, protested, ‘It’s not exactly a protest song. It’s merely a song about current events.’ Bob Dylan told his audience, shortly before performing ‘Blowin’ in the Wind’ for the first time, ‘This here ain’t a protest song.’ No doubt some of the other songwriters included here will wince at the label, but I am using the term in its broadest sense, to describe a song which addresses a political issue in a way which aligns itself with the underdog. If it is a box, then it is a huge one, full of holes, and not something to be scared of.


But there are good reasons why the term is regarded with suspicion. Protest songs are rendered a disservice as much by undiscerning fans as by their harshest critics. While detractors dismiss all examples as didactic, crass or plain boring, enthusiasts are prone to acting as if virtuous intent suspends the usual standards of musical quality, when any music lover knows that people make bad records for the right reasons and good records for the wrong ones. The purpose of this book is to treat protest songs first and foremost as pop music. Not every song in the following pages is artistically brilliant but many are, because pop thrives on contradiction and tension. Electricity crackles across the gap between ambition and achievement, sound and meaning, intention and reception. So the best protest songs are not dead artefacts, pinned to a particular place and time, but living conundrums. The essential, inevitable difficulty of contorting a serious message to meet the demands of entertainment is the grit that makes the pearl. In songs such as ‘Strange Fruit’, ‘Ohio’, ‘A Change Is Gonna Come’ or ‘Ghost Town’, the political content is not an obstacle to greatness, but the source of it. They open a door and the world outside rushes in.


This is also a book about dozens of individuals making certain choices at certain moments, for many different reasons and with a range of consequences. In the worst cases, singers have been censored, arrested, beaten or even killed for their messages. Less dramatically, there is the risk of looking shrill or annoying or egotistical. One popular canard about pop and politics is that people combine the two to attract publicity, but if there’s one thing the history of protest songs demonstrates it’s that there are far easier ways to shift a few extra records.


‘It’s always a double-edged sword,’ says the former political songwriter Tom Robinson. ‘If you mix politics and pop, one lot of criticism says you’re exploiting people’s political needs and ideas and sympathies in order to peddle your second-rate pop music [and another says] you’re peddling second-rate political ideals on the back of your pop career. Either way they’ve got you.’ Some of the anti-protest-singer criticisms that Phil Ochs drily catalogued in the sleevenotes to All the News That’s Fit to Sing (1964) – ‘I came to be entertained, not preached to’; ‘That’s nice but it really doesn’t go far enough’ – are still levelled today.


In many ways writing a protest song is asking for trouble, and it’s this sense of jeopardy which gives the form its vitality. The songs in this book nearly all stem from concern, anger, doubt, and, in practically every case, sincere emotion. Some are spontaneous outpourings of feeling, others are carefully composed tracts; some are crystalline in their clarity, others enthralling in their ambiguity; some are answers, some just necessary questions; some were the product of outstanding courage, others the beneficiaries of enormous luck. There are as many ways to write a protest song as a love song.


Of course, music has been used to make political or moral points for centuries (see Appendix 1), but I have chosen to start with the intersection of protest singing and twentieth-century popular music because that, I think, is where things get interesting. In the US before the 1930s there was the apolitical pop music of Tin Pin Alley on the one hand and the borrowed melodies of workers’ songs on the other. Only when the pop song fully embraced politics with Billie Holiday’s ‘Strange Fruit’, and folk music became radicalised by Woody Guthrie, did sparks begin to fly between the distinct poles of politics and entertainment. For reasons of space I have limited my focus to Western pop music except (as in the case of reggae or Afrobeat) where it made a significant impact on Western audiences. Of course, there exist myriad varieties of protest song elsewhere in the world, but that would be a whole other book.


For a while, in the dizzying rush of the 1960s, it was thought that pop music could change the world, and some people never recovered from the realisation that it could not. But the point of protest music, or indeed any art with a political dimension, is not to shift the world on its axis but to change opinions and perspectives, to say something about the times in which you live, and, sometimes, to find that what you’ve said speaks to another moment in history, which is how Barack Obama came to be standing in Grant Park paraphrasing the words of Sam Cooke. Most of these stories end in division, disillusionment, despair, even death. On one level, everything fails; on another, nothing does. It’s all about what people leave behind: links in a chain of songs that extends across the decades.


In his colourful memoir Bound for Glory, Woody Guthrie expressed his ambitions for the songs he wrote:




Remember, it’s just maybe, someday, sometime, somebody will pick you up and look at your picture and read your message, and carry you in his pocket, and lay you on his shelf, and burn you in his stove. But he’ll have your message in his head and he’ll talk it and it’ll get around. I’m blowing, and just as wild and whirling as you are, and lots of times I’ve been picked up, throwed down, and picked up; but my eyes has been my camera taking pictures of the world and my songs has been messages that I tried to scatter across the back sides and along the steps of the fire escapes and on the window sills and through the dark halls.





This book is about those scattered messages.
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‘Black bodies swinging in the Southern breeze’


Billie Holiday, ‘Strange Fruit’, 1939
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The birth of the popular protest song


The bodies of Thomas Shipp and Abram Smith, who were lynched in Marion, Indiana on 7 August, 1930. This picture inspired Abel Meeropol to write ‘Strange Fruit’.



















 







 





It is a clear, fresh New York night in the March of 1939. Over in Europe, the Spanish Civil War is about to end in victory for General Franco’s Nationalists; by the end of the month British prime minister Neville Chamberlain will have officially abandoned his policy of appeasement towards Hitler’s Germany. In the US, John Steinbeck’s The Grapes of Wrath, an epic tale of sharecroppers during the Great Depression, is on its way to the printer’s and will end up being the biggest-selling novel of the year. A movie of Margaret Mitchell’s bestseller Gone With the Wind is due to reach cinemas in the summer. The black opera singer Marian Anderson has recently been denied permission by the Daughters of the American Revolution to sing for an integrated audience in Washington DC’s Constitution Hall, prompting First Lady Eleanor Roosevelt to resign from the DAR in disgust and put her weight behind finding a new venue for Anderson’s Easter recital.


You’re on a date and you’ve decided to investigate a new club in a former speakeasy on West 4th Street: Café Society, which calls itself ‘The Wrong Place for the Right People’. Even if you don’t get the gag on the way in – the doormen wear tattered clothes – then the penny drops when you enter the L-shaped, 200-capacity basement and see the satirical murals spoofing Manhattan’s high-society swells. Unusually for a New York nightclub, black patrons are not just welcomed but privileged with the best seats in the house.


You’ve heard the buzz about the resident singer, a twenty-three-year-old black woman called Billie Holiday who made her name up in Harlem with Count Basie’s band. She has goldenbrown, almost Polynesian skin, a ripe figure (Time magazine will soon condescendingly note, ‘She does not care enough about her figure to watch her diet, but she loves to sing’) and a single gardenia in her hair. She has a way of owning the room but she’s not flashy. Her voice is plump and pleasure-seeking, prodding and caressing a song until it yields more delights than its author had intended, bringing a spark of vivacity and a measure of cool to even the hokier material. There are many fine singers in New York in 1939, but it’s the quicksilver spirit which lies behind Holiday’s voice, beyond mere timbre and technique, that keeps you gripped.


And then it happens. The house lights go down, leaving Holiday illuminated by the hard, white beam of a single spotlight. Suddenly you can’t get a drink because the waiters have withdrawn to the back of the room. She begins her final number. ‘Southern trees bear a strange fruit.’ This, you think, isn’t your usual lovey-dovey stuff. ‘Blood on the leaves and blood at the root.’ What is this? ‘Black bodies swinging in the Southern breeze.’ Lynching? It’s a song about lynching? The chatter from the tables dries up. Every eye in the room is on the singer, every ear on the song. After the last word – a long, abruptly severed cry of ‘crop’ – the whole room snaps to black. When the house lights go up, she’s gone.


Now ask yourself this: Do you applaud, awed by the courage and intensity of the performance, stunned by the grisly poetry of the lyrics, sensing history moving through the room? Or do you shift awkwardly in your seat, shudder at the strange vibrations in the air, and think to yourself: Call this entertainment? This is the question which will throb at the heart of the vexed relationship between politics and pop for decades to come, and this is the first time it has demanded to be asked.


Written by a Jewish communist called Abel Meeropol, ‘Strange Fruit’ was not by any means the first protest song, but it was the first to shoulder an explicit political message into the arena of entertainment. Just prior to this, US protest songs had nothing to do with mainstream popular music. They were designed for specific audiences – picket lines, folk schools, party meetings – with an eye towards specific goals: join the union, fight the bosses, win the strike.


‘Strange Fruit’, however, did not belong to the many but to one troubled woman. It was not a song to be sung lustily with your comrades during a strike but something profoundly lonely and inhospitable. The music, stealthy, half in shadow, incarnated the horror described in the lyric. And instead of resolving itself into a cathartic call for unity, it hung suspended from that final word. It did not stir the blood; it chilled it. ‘That is about the ugliest song I have ever heard,’ Nina Simone would later marvel. ‘Ugly in the sense that it is violent and tears at the guts of what white people have done to my people in this country.’ For all these reasons, it was something entirely new. Up to this point, protest songs functioned as propaganda, but ‘Strange Fruit’ proved they could be art.


It is a song so good that dozens of singers have since tried to put their stamp on it, and a performance so strong that none of them have come close to outclassing Holiday – in 1999 Time magazine named her first studio version the ‘song of the century’. It was, and remains, a song to be reckoned with, and the questions it raised in 1939 endure. Does a protest song enliven the politics and the music both, or merely cheapen them? Can its musical merits be separated from its social significance, or does the latter always obscure and distort the former? Does it really have the power to change minds, let alone policies? Does it convey a vital issue to a whole new audience or travesty it by reducing it to a few lines, setting it to a tune, and performing it to people who may or may not give a damn? Is it, fundamentally, a gripping and necessary art form or just bad art and lousy entertainment?


This is what ‘Strange Fruit’ first asked of its listeners in an L-shaped room in downtown Manhattan in the first few months of 1939 – the popular protest song’s ground zero.




* * *





Before ‘Strange Fruit’, the only hit song to deal squarely with race in America was ‘Black and Blue’ (1929), written by Andy Razaf and Fats Waller for the musical Hot Chocolates. Sung by Edith Wilson on the opening night, ‘Black and Blue’ wooed the audience with familiar minstrel imagery, then gut-punched them with the couplet: ‘I’m white inside, it don’t help my case / ’Cause I can’t hide what is on my face.’ When Wilson stopped singing there was a deathly hush, followed by a standing ovation. According to Razaf’s biographer Barry Singer, that crucial couplet ‘resolutely fractured the repressed traditions of black entertainment expression in this country forever’.


But ‘Black and Blue’ was too sui generis to set a trend for raceconscious show tunes.* To find black protest songs en masse, you had to tour the South, collecting the complaints of blues and folksingers who had never crossed the threshold of a recording studio. That was the mission of Lawrence Gellert, an outspoken left-winger who published some 200 examples in his 1936 volume Negro Songs of Protest. Having learned to be cautious in the Jim Crow South, the men who taught them to him did so only on condition of anonymity. The first blues singer to address race head on, and under his own name, was the Louisiana exconvict Lead Belly, who composed ‘Bourgeois Blues’, about the discrimination he encountered on a trip to Washington DC in 1938.


But even if Abel Meeropol was aware of some or all of these examples when he sat down to compose ‘Strange Fruit’, there was not much they could have taught a white man from New York. Only a black man could have composed a song which explored day-to-day prejudice as keenly as ‘Bourgeois Blues’ or ‘Black and Blue’, but anybody could see that a bloodthirsty mob hanging someone from a tree was wrong. Although the practice was already on the decline by the time of ‘Strange Fruit’ – the grotesque photograph of a double hanging which moved Meeropol to pick up his pen had been taken in Indiana in 1930 – lynching remained the most vivid symbol of American racism, a stand-in for all the more subtle forms of discrimination affecting the black population. Perhaps only the visceral horror that lynching inspired gave Meeropol the necessary conviction to write a song with no precedent, one which required a new songwriting vocabulary.


Meeropol published his poem under the title ‘Bitter Fruit’ in the union-run New York Teacher in 1937. The later name change was inspired. ‘Bitter’ is too baldly judgemental. ‘Strange’, however, evokes a haunting sense of something out of joint. It puts the listener in the shoes of a curious observer spying the hanging shapes from afar and moving closer towards a sickening realisation.


Meeropol was a Communist Party member who taught at a high school in the Bronx. In his spare time, under the gentile alias Lewis Allan, he churned out reams of songs, poems and plays with topical themes, only a handful of which found a wider audience. Meeropol worked out a tune and ‘Strange Fruit’ quickly became a fixture at left-wing gatherings during 1938, sung by his wife and various friends. It even made it to Madison Square Garden, via black singer Laura Duncan. In the crowd was one Robert Gordon, who had recently taken on a job at Café Society, directing the headlining show by Billie Holiday. The club was the brainchild of New Jersey shoe salesman Barney Josephson: a pithy antidote to the snooty, often racist elitism of other New York nightspots. Opening the night before New Year’s Eve 1938, it owed much of its instant success to Holiday.


In her twenty-three years, Holiday had already seen plenty, although her notoriously unreliable autobiography Lady Sings the Blues obscures as much as it reveals. Born in Philadelphia, she spent some time running errands in a Baltimore whorehouse, ‘just about the only place where black and white folks could meet in any natural way’, where she first discovered jazz. After she accused a neighbour of attempting to rape her, the ten-year-old Holiday, an incorrigible truant, was sent to a Catholic reform school until her mother secured her release. Moving with her mother to New York, she worked in another brothel, this time doing more than errands, and was jailed for solicitation. Upon her release she began singing in Harlem jazz clubs, where she caught the eye of producer John Hammond, who made her one of the Swing Era’s hottest stars. ‘When she was on stage in the spotlight she was absolutely regal,’ jazz impresario Milt Gabler told Holiday’s biographer John Chilton. ‘It was something, the way she held her head up high, the way she phrased each word, and got to the heart of the story in a song, and to top it all, she knew where the beat was.’


Meeropol played Josephson his song and asked if he could bring it to Holiday. The singer later insisted she fell in love with it right away. ‘Some guy’s brought me a hell of a damn song that I’m going to do,’ she claimed to have told bandleader Frankie Newton. Meeropol remembered it differently, believing that she performed it only as a favour to Josephson and Gordon: ‘To be perfectly frank, I don’t think she felt comfortable with the song.’ Arthur Herzog, one of Holiday’s regular songwriters, claimed that arranger Danny Mendelsohn rewrote Meeropol’s tune, which he uncharitably dubbed ‘something or other alleged to be music’, which might have made the difference to Holiday.


Either way, Holiday road-tested the song at a party in Harlem and received what would become a familiar response: shocked silence followed by a roar of approval. Meeropol was there the night she debuted it at Café Society. ‘She gave a startling, most dramatic, and effective interpretation which could jolt an audience out of its complacency anywhere,’ he marvelled. ‘This was exactly what I wanted the song to do and why I wrote it.’


Josephson, a natural showman, knew there was no point slipping ‘Strange Fruit’ into the body of the set and pretending it was just another song. He drew up some rules: first, Holiday would close all three of her nightly sets with it; second, the waiters would halt all service beforehand; third, the whole room would be in darkness but for a sharp, bright spotlight on Holiday’s face; fourth, there would be no encore. ‘People had to remember “Strange Fruit”, get their insides burned by it,’ he explained.


It was not, by any stretch, a song for every occasion. It infected the air in the room, cut conversation stone dead, left drinks untouched, cigarettes unlit. Customers either clapped till their hands were sore, or walked out in disgust. Back then, before her life took a darker turn, Holiday was able to leave the song, and its politics, at the door on the way out. When Frankie Newton would hold forth on Marcus Garvey’s black nationalism or Stalin’s Five-Year Plan, she would snap, ‘I don’t want to fill my head with any of that shit.’ John Chilton suggests that this was not because she wasn’t interested but because she felt embarrassed by her lack of education. All that she knew and felt about being black in America, she poured into the song.


Holiday had an electric personality. She could be capricious, hot-tempered and hedonistic, but warm and generous company, too. Between performances she would take a hackney cab ride through Central Park, where she could smoke marijuana in peace because Josephson had banned it from the club. ‘La Holiday is an artist with tears in her eyes as she sings “Strange Fruit”,’ wrote Dixon Gayer in Down Beat. ‘Billie is carefree, temperamental, a domineering personality. They are both swell people.’


As the song’s fame spread, Josephson pushed it as a reason to visit Café Society. ‘HAVE YOU HEARD? “Strange Fruit growing on Southern trees” sung by Billie Holiday,’ asked a press advertisement that March, casually mangling the song’s title. It was begging to be recorded. Holiday’s regular label, Columbia, blanched at the prospect, so she turned to Commodore Records, a small, left-wing operation based out of Milt Gabler’s record shop on West 52nd Street. On 20 April 1939, just eleven days after Marian Anderson marked a watershed for black musicians with her rescheduled Easter concert on the steps of the Lincoln Memorial, Holiday entered Brunswick’s World Broadcasting Studios with Frankie Newton’s eight-piece Café Society Band and recorded ‘Strange Fruit’ in one four-hour session. Worried that the song was too short, Gabler asked pianist Sonny White to improvise a suitably stealthy introduction.


On the single, Holiday doesn’t open her mouth until seventy seconds in. Like Josephson with his spotlight, the musicians use that time to set the scene, drawing the listener in as if to a ghost story. Newton’s muted trumpet line hovers in the air like marsh gas; White’s minor piano chords walk the listener towards the fateful spot; then, at last, there’s Holiday. Others might have overplayed the irony or punched home the moral judgement too forcefully, but she sings it as though her responsibility is simply to document the song’s eerie tableau; to bear witness. Her voice moves softly through the dark, closing in on the swinging bodies like a camera lens coming into focus. In doing so, she perfects the song, narrowing the sarcasm of ‘gallant South’ to a fine point and cooling the temperature of the most overheated image: ‘the stench of burning flesh’. She is charismatic but not ostentatious, curling the words just so. ‘Swinging’ becomes a savage pun on one of jazz’s favourite verbs. ‘Bulging’ brings the title image to the point of obscene ripeness. ‘Crop’ is strung out and then cut short with neck-snapping force. Her gifts to the song are vulnerability, understatement and immediacy: the listener is right there, at the base of the tree. Look, she is saying. Just look.


Released three months later, with ‘Fine and Mellow’ as the incongruous flipside, it became not just a hit but a cause célèbre, at least in certain circles. Campaigners for an anti-lynching law mailed copies to congressmen. The New York Post’s Samuel Grafton called it ‘a fantastically perfect work of art, one which reversed the usual relationship between a black entertainer and her white audience: “I have been entertaining you,” she seems to say, “now you just listen to me.”… If the anger of the exploited ever mounts high enough in the South, it now has its “Marseillaise”.’


Not all of Holiday’s fans shared Grafton’s enthusiasm for this anomalous offering. In his definitive book on the song, David Margolick collected opinions from a host of high-profile listeners. Jerry Wexler, the producer famed for his work with Ray Charles and Aretha Franklin, argued: ‘It’s got too much of an agenda. A lot of people who had tin ears and who wouldn’t know a melody if it hit them in the head embraced the song only because of the politics … I absolutely approve of the sentiment. I think it’s a great lyric. But it doesn’t interest me as a song.’ Black journalist Evelyn Cunningham admitted a more emotional reaction: ‘There comes a time in a black person’s life where you’re up to your damned ears in lynching and discrimination, when sometimes you were just so sick of it, but it was heresy to express it.’


Wexler’s objection is purely a matter of taste. One could argue that the song intrigues because of its melodic and harmonic simplicity, as if the lyric had stunned the singer into stillness. But Cunningham touches on an uncomfortable truth which would resonate down the decades all the way to hip-hop: that the same unflinching expressions of black tribulation which struck white liberals as bracing were simply depressing to many black listeners: We know this already. Why spoil our Saturday night? As jazz and blues historian Albert Murray put it to Margolick: ‘You don’t celebrate New Year’s over chitlins and champagne to “Strange Fruit”. You don’t get next to someone playing “Strange Fruit”. Who the hell wants to hear something that reminds them of a lynching?’




* * *





Holiday quit Café Society in August 1939, but she took ‘Strange Fruit’ with her and carried it like an unexploded bomb. In Washington DC a local newspaper wondered whether it might actually provoke a new wave of lynchings. At New York’s Birdland the promoter confiscated customers’ cigarettes, lest their firefly glow distract from the spotlight’s intensity. When some promoters ordered her not to sing it, Holiday added a clause to her contract guaranteeing her the option. Not that she always exercised that right. ‘I only do it for people who might understand and appreciate it,’ she told radio DJ Daddy-O Daylie. ‘This is not a “June-Moon-Croon-Tune.”’


Outside of Holiday’s performances, ‘Strange Fruit’ travelled like a political refugee seeking safe haven. Liberals, black and white, valorised it. Radio stations banned or ignored it. Most Americans never even heard it. It’s interesting how often eyewitnesses describe the song in physical terms, as if it were an assault. The actress Billie Allen Henderson told Margolick, ‘all of a sudden something stabs me in the solar plexus and I was gasping for air’. The son of Jack Schiffman, owner of the Harlem Apollo, recalled: ‘When she wrenched the final words from her lips, there was not a soul in that audience, black or white, who did not feel half strangled.’ Then there’s Josephson with his burning insides and Simone with her tearing guts. Burning, tearing, stabbing, strangling: no ordinary song, this.


Holiday took to claiming it had been written especially for her, and guarding it like a lioness. After the black folksinger Josh White joined Café Society in 1943 and added it to his repertoire, she paid him a visit. ‘For a time, she wanted to cut my throat for using that song which was written for her,’ remembered White. ‘One night she called by the Café to bawl me out. We talked and finally came downstairs peaceably together, and to everyone’s surprise had a nice little dancing session.’ Evidently the nice little dancing session was forgotten by the time she wrote her memoir and uncharitably claimed: ‘The audience shouted for him to leave the song alone.’


But Holiday was wrong about White, who understood the song better than most and did as much as she to popularise it. Growing up in South Carolina, he claimed to have witnessed two lynchings by the age of eight. In 1940 his band, the Carolinians, had released Chain Gang, an album of songs from Gellert’s Negro Songs of Protest, and the following year’s Southern Exposure: An Album of Jim Crow Blues made him one of President Roosevelt’s favourite singers.† He took his knocks for ‘Strange Fruit’, too. Taking a break between performances outside Café Society one night, he was set upon by seven white servicemen. During a show in Pennsylvania someone shouted, ‘Yeah, that song was written by a nigger lover!’ and tried, unsuccessfully, to physically ambush White afterwards. Notwithstanding these attacks, by the end of the war, the handsome, likeable White rivalled Burl Ives as the most popular folksinger in America, and success gave him a platform from which to deliver searching lyrics when he chose. ‘Music is my weapon,’ he would tell the Daily Worker in 1947. ‘When I sing “Strange Fruit” … I feel as powerful as an M-4 tank.’


But the fact remained that White could pick it up and put it back down again – one song among many. Holiday could no more detach herself from it than if the lyrics had been tattooed on her skin. Any hit song, if it’s powerful enough, can get away from the people who made it. It travels out into the world and lives a life all its own. But the people who made it can’t always get away from the song. ‘Strange Fruit’ would haunt Holiday for the rest of her life. Some fans, including her former producer John Hammond, blamed it for robbing her of her lightness. Others pointed out that her burgeoning heroin habit did that job all by itself.


So did the persistent racism which poisoned her life just as it poisoned the life of every black American. In 1944 a naval officer called her a nigger and, her eyes hot with tears, she smashed a beer bottle against a table and lunged at him with the serrated glass. A little while later a friend spotted her wandering down 52nd Street and called out, ‘How are you doing, Lady Day?’ Her reply was viciously blunt: ‘Well, you know, I’m still a nigger.’ No wonder she clutched the song tightly to her breast, as a shield and a weapon, too. Jazz critic Rudi Blesh rubbished the song  at first and only realised its real meaning years later. ‘Lynching, to Billie Holiday, meant all the cruelties, all the deaths, from the quick snap of the neck to the slow dying from all kinds of starvation.’


Holiday commenced her slow dying when she discovered heroin in the early 1940s, an addiction which eventually earned her a year-long prison term in 1947. Ten days after her release she performed a comeback show at New York’s Carnegie Hall. According to Lady Sings the Blues, she accidentally pierced her scalp with a hatpin and sang with blood trickling down her face. There could be only one contender for the closing number. ‘By the time I started on “Strange Fruit”,’ she wrote, ‘between the sweat and blood, I was a mess.’ Time called the performance ‘throat-tightening’.


During the 1950s she performed it less often and, when she did, it could be agonising to watch. Her relationship with it became almost masochistic. The worse her mood, the more likely she was to add it to the set, yet it pained her every time, especially when it prompted walkouts by racist audience members. By the latter half of the decade her body was wasted, her voice weathered down to a hoarse rasp, and ‘Strange Fruit’ was the only song that seemed to dignify her suffering, wrapping her own decline in a wider American tragedy. Writing about her final years, David Margolick says ‘she had grown oddly, sadly suited to capture the full grotesqueness of the song. Now, she not only sang of bulging eyes and twisted mouths. She embodied them.’ It was as if the song, having lived inside her for so long, had finally warped its host.


Holiday died in a New York hospital on 17 July 1959, five months after recording ‘Strange Fruit’ for the fourth and last time during a performance in London. After her death, the song fell from favour for a while. Nothing could have been more guaranteed to kill the mood on a civil rights march than this grim, assaulting piece of work.‡ But unlike the freedom songs, it is not rooted to its place and time, and that’s precisely because Holiday was an artist rather than a campaigner. She was trouble, a misfit, and so was ‘Strange Fruit’.


When Holiday first began singing it, her mother asked, ‘Why are you sticking your neck out?’


‘Because it might make things better,’ Billie replied.


‘But you’d be dead.’


‘Yeah, but I’ll feel it. I’ll know it in my grave.’ 






* Another ahead-of-its-time Broadway curio was Irving Berlin’s ‘Supper Time’, from the 1933 topical revue As Thousands Cheer, in which a black man ‘ain’t coming home no more’ because he has been lynched, although the lyric is scrupulously vague.







† Until 1948 an ‘album’ comprised a package of 78 rpm discs rather than a 33N rpm long-player.







‡ It wouldn’t be recorded again until Lou Rawls included it, alongside Razaf’s song, on his 1962 album Black and Blue. Nina Simone covered it in 1965.
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‘This land was made for you and me’


Woody Guthrie, ‘This Land Is Your Land’, 1944
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Woody Guthrie’s America


Woody Guthrie entertains customers in McSorley’s Bar, New York, 1943.



















 







 





‘I ain’t a writer, I want that understood,’ fibbed Woody Guthrie in his 1940 radical songbook Hard Hitting Songs for Hard-Hit People, ‘I’m just a little one-cylinder guitar-picker.’ Guthrie was a natural storyteller, and the story he told best of all was his own. There was the man himself – thorny, contradictory, mischievous, erratic – and then there was the idea of Woody Guthrie: the archetypal American protest singer, a travelling truth-teller, rawboned and tough-minded, forged in the parching clouds of the Dust Bowl, riding the rails and walking the hot roads, scourging hypocrisy and oppression from sea to shining sea. He was an extraordinary character who preferred to pass himself off as ‘a guitar busker, a joint hopper, tip canary, kittybox man,’ because aw-shucks self-effacement only made the myth stronger. He could best reach the common man by being the common man, by cloaking his intelligence, artistry and radicalism in hillbilly vernacular and plain commonsense.


Guthrie was a quintessentially American creation – a wanderer, a pioneer, an idealist, a democrat – and his value as an icon of the American left was incalculable. Communists and other progressive thinkers in the US during the 1930s and 1940s were often seen by the very workers that they sought to defend as elitist, internationalist, metropolitan – in short, not quite American. Guthrie was no simpleton, but his intellect was self-taught rather than schooled, and his roots were in the American heartland. ‘He sings the songs of a people and I suspect that he is, in a way, that people,’ testified John Steinbeck in his introduction to Hard Hitting Songs. ‘Harsh-voiced and nasal, his guitar hanging like a tire iron on a rusty rim, there is nothing sweet about Woody, and there is nothing sweet about the songs he sings. But there is something more important for those who will listen. There is the will of a people to endure and fight against oppression. I think we call this the American Spirit.’ 


In Guthrie could be detected classic archetypes of American individualism: Thoreau, scribbling away in his beloved woods, or Huckleberry Finn, drifting down the Mississippi River. Most of all, there was Walt Whitman, with whom Guthrie shared so much: the lionisation of the common man, the mockery of those in power, the attempt to capture in vivid but simple language the vastness of the country, the desire to ‘attract his own land body and soul to himself, and hang on its neck with incomparable love’. When you read the last line of Whitman’s preface to his 1855 volume Leaves of Grass – ‘The proof of a poet is that his country absorbs him as affectionately as he has absorbed it’ – you also think of Guthrie, and especially of a song he wrote in a fleabag hotel in the winter of 1940, ‘This Land Is Your Land’.




* * *





Woodrow Wilson Guthrie came into the world on 14 July 1912, in the tiny Oklahoma village of Okemah. His father, Charley, named him after the freshly anointed Democratic presidential candidate, an indication of his political ambitions. Charley stood for the state legislature and penned anti-socialist tracts warning of the creeping menace of free love and interracial marriage. Woody’s mother, Nora, carried the mutated gene of Huntington’s chorea, which would slowly dismantle both her and her son. She used to sing him old English and Irish folk songs, full of bad luck and violent ends.


The Guthries were plagued by fire: the one which destroyed their home three years before Woody’s birth; the one which killed his fourteen-year-old sister Clara in 1919; and the one which scarred Charley in 1927. After Clara’s death, destroyed by rumours that she had started the fire herself and, though she didn’t know it, by Huntington’s, Nora became panicky, anxious, violent, lost. Meanwhile, Charley’s political and financial fortunes collapsed, and his once-strong body became wracked with arthritis. The 1927 blaze, started, perhaps intentionally, by Nora’s kerosene lamp, sent Woody’s father to the hospital and his mother to the mental institution.


While his family crumbled, Woody haunted the town in bedraggled clothes, collecting junk and playing his harmonica. After Charley persuaded him to come and seek new opportunities in Pampa, Texas, Woody became a gluttonous autodidact, gobbling up books on psychology, ancient history and Eastern philosophy in the town library. He cut a shabby, solitary, incongruously bohemian figure, interested in nothing except strumming his guitar, cracking strange jokes, drawing cartoons and pursuing his esoteric private studies – his latest discoveries were yoga, spiritualism and Khalil Gibran’s poetry. Even marrying his best friend’s sister, Mary Jennings, and having a daughter, Gwendolyn Gail, didn’t do much to root him. As the Depression bit hard, he barely seemed to notice.


That all changed on 14 April 1935, the day the Great Dust Storm rolled into Pampa, turning the air black and dry and cold. ‘It was pitch black all the way to the ground,’ remembered Woody’s sister Mary Jo. ‘They were saying, “It’s the end of the world.”’ It hadn’t rained in four years; the farms were suffering and the oil boom was over. A journalist memorably dubbed this area of Texas and Oklahoma ‘the Dust Bowl’, and someone else called the hundreds of migrants who fled its barren flats for the promise of work and freedom in California ‘Okies’. Woody, who had already started writing songs, finally had something to sink his creative teeth into. These new songs were tough and astringent, befitting the times. His own father, by now scratching out his final years in an Oklahoma City flophouse, was one of the Great Depression’s victims, too old to be saved by President Roosevelt’s New Deal.


Woody upped sticks in 1936 and hopped on the boxcars with which he would always be associated, entertaining his travelling companions, with a grab-bag of folk ballads, country songs and hymns – songs with their roots in the same soil that his listeners were now fleeing, cracked with loss and regret, songs like ‘The Boll Weevil Song’ (‘still looking for a home’), songs with the power to bind and heal, if only for a little while. He had no trouble pulling a crowd. ‘His singing voice was dry, flat and hard like the country,’ writes his biographer Joe Klein. ‘It wasn’t a very good voice, but it commanded attention: listening to him sing was bitter but exhilarating, like biting into a lemon.’


Woody spent a year on the road, on and off, always coming home to Mary and his daughter before wanderlust gnawed at his heels again. It turned out he knew more about Khalil Gibran and Confucius than he did about the nature of American society. Shocked by the anti-Okie antipathy he encountered in California, where the police manned illegal roadblocks to deter undesirables, he turned to older souls on the boxcar circuit for political insight. And that was where he first heard the name Joe Hill.




* * *





Joe Hill was America’s first star protest singer, even though his name and his tragic story have survived far longer than his music. He didn’t write very good songs, but they commanded attention.


He was born Joel Hägglund in Sweden in 1879 and came to the US at the age of twenty-three, changing his name to Joe Hillstrom. In 1910, he joined the Industrial Workers of the World, commonly known as the Wobblies, then in their fifth year of shaking up the American working classes. Their brand of socialism was broad-shouldered, boisterous and uncompromising. Strikes and sabotage were their tools, the formation of One Big Union their goal. And – important, this – they had the songs, too. Fighting to make themselves heard above the righteous blare of a Salvation Army band in Spokane, Washington, in 1906, the Wobblies began crafting pungent parodies of Salvation Army hymns, which were compiled three years later into Songs of the Workers, popularly known as The Little Red Song Book. ‘At times we would sing note by note with the Salvation Army at our street meetings, only their words were describing Heaven above, and ours Hell right here – to the same tune,’ remembered Wobbly Richard Brazier. 


The itinerant Hill made his name in 1911 with a parody he wrote to support strikers on the South Pacific Line: ‘Casey Jones the Union Scab’. Witty, outrageous, suitably bloodthirsty and easy to sing, the lyrics were printed on coloured card and sold to aid the strike fund. His most famous songs, ‘There Is Power in a Union’ and the anti-Salvation Army satire ‘The Preacher and the Slave’ (‘Work and pray, live on hay / You’ll get pie in the sky when you die’) made later editions of The Little Red Song Book. Hill gave as good a definition as any of the art of early-twentieth-century protest singing: ‘If a person can put a few cold, common-sense facts into a song and dress them (the facts) up in a cloak of humour to take the dryness out of them, he will succeed in reaching a great number of workers who are too unintelligent or too indifferent to read a pamphlet or an editorial on economic science.’


Hill was in Utah, helping the Western Federation of Miners fight the copper industry, when two masked men shot dead John G. Morrison and his seventeen-year-old son Arling in their Salt Lake City grocery store on 10 January 1914. That same night Hill was treated for a gunshot wound; the doctor called the police. He was tried in June, amid press reports of his ‘inflammatory’ and ‘sacrilegious’ songs. Although the evidence was circumstantial, he was sentenced to death. There was international outcry; the Wobblies issued a ‘Joe Hill edition’ of The Little Red Song Book; Woodrow Wilson brought a temporary stay of execution. After Hill met a firing squad in November 1915, 30,000 mourners crowded the streets outside his funeral service in Chicago. ‘What kind of man is this whose death is celebrated with songs of revolt and who has at his bier more mourners than any prince or potentate?’ marvelled one reporter.


Whether or not Guthrie was conscious of it at the time, Hill’s story contained some valuable lessons. There was Joe Hill the musician: vigorous but crude, not one for the ages. There was Joe Hill the man: definitely a rogue, possibly a murderer. And there was Joe Hill the myth: the biggest, boldest voice of working-class protest in the land, martyred by the system he opposed. What echoed most loudly down the two decades following his death was the myth.




* * *





Guthrie’s political awakening came in fits and starts. There was no lightning flash of understanding. But it began there, around the campfires, with the battered remnants of the Wobblies and the story of Joe Hill. ‘I think Woody learned socialism on the highways of America,’ his daughter Nora told a documentary crew. ‘I don’t think he learned it from a book.’ He took to using more humour in his own Dust Bowl songs, borrowing the conversational rhythms of the talking blues, and worked up one of his classic songs, ‘Talking Dust Bowl Blues’, while riding the freight trains.


Returning to California in 1937, he stopped in on his cousin Jack, who called himself ‘Oklahoma’ and had aspirations to ride the coattails of the ‘singing cowboy’ craze, a thoroughly phony but enormously popular Hollywoodisation of country music. Jack landed the pair an audition on the KFVD station, run by the fiercely liberal J. Frank Burke, and The Oklahoma and Woody Show was an instant hit. When Jack got cold feet and returned to working in construction, his friend Maxine Crissman, whom Woody nicknamed ‘Lefty Lou’, took his place.


Guthrie knew that Burke hadn’t hired him for his appreciation of Omar Khayyám and French Impressionism. There was an appetite in Los Angeles for a regular guy from the heartland. He didn’t dumb down so much as funnel his wit into more expected forms: a hillbilly with a brain. Three times a day Woody and Lefty performed songs, read out requests, chatted about this and that, and dispensed what Woody called his ‘Cornpone Philosophy’.


But nothing could hold Woody in one place for long, not even a comfortable wage and a remarkable one thousand fan letters a week. Sensing his restlessness, Burke gave him another channel for his energies, dispatching him to the migrant camps of the Farm Security Administration (FSA) to report on conditions there. Woody encountered the same drawn, hollowed-out faces that would later fill James Agee and Walker Evans’s groundbreaking book Let Us Now Praise Famous Men, and the same broken-backed hard-luck tales that would inspire The Grapes of Wrath. No place for Cornpone Philosophy, this. Disgust and rage gave him ‘Dust Bowl Refugees’, ‘Dust Pneumonia Blues’ and ‘Dust Can’t Kill Me’. He sang them as if the dust were rattling around his parched throat and scarring his lungs. In the face of such suffering and injustice, the old pulpit palliatives stuck in his craw. Hearing the Carter Family sing the Baptist hymn ‘This World Is Not My Home’, he followed the tradition of Wobbly parodies by twisting its all-things-must-pass fatalism into the wail of a rootless labourer who meets hardship and harassment at every turn: ‘I Ain’t Got No Home’. The man who romanticised the vagabond life while always having a wife and child to return home to suddenly faced what rootlessness really meant.


It was at this point that the Communist Party stepped into his life, in the form of Ed Robbin, a fellow KFVD presenter and columnist with the People’s World newspaper who booked Guthrie to appear at a party meeting to celebrate the release of labour leader Tom Mooney after serving twenty-two years for alleged terrorism. The communists, not usually famed for their good-time joie de vivre, whooped and hollered. A bona fide Okie singing about Tom Mooney and the vicious LA establishment? He was almost too good to be true.


Formed after the Russian revolution, the Communist Party of the United States of America (CPUSA) had been promptly beaten into submission by a fearful government, but the Depression and the rise of Hitler had put the fire back in its belly. The communists worked hard to become part of the US mainstream, joining the new union body the Congress of Industrial Organizations (CIO) and campaigning for FDR. Leader Earl Browder proudly declared: ‘Communism is twentieth-century Americanism.’


While still on the air at KFVD (now sans Lefty Lou), Woody cultivated a different species of celebrity on the left-wing circuit, playing as many as four shows a night under the guidance of his new agent, Ed Robbin. At parties he was introduced, without qualification, as ‘the voice of his people’. In May 1939 he talked his way into a column in People’s World. ‘Woody Sez’ consisted of a wry, punchy paragraph illustrated with one of his cartoons. He relished playing the simpleton, sneaking in the blade of his wit beneath the cover of bad grammar, misspellings and Okie vernacular. One issue featured a vintage Woodyism which would come in handy in darker times: ‘I ain’t a Communist necessarily, but I been in the red all my life.’


Guthrie’s relationship with communism is puzzling. He never became a signed-up party member but, for a brief period, he followed the Moscow line as hard as anyone. When the Nazis and Soviets signed their infamous non-aggression pact in August 1939, Jews, anti-fascists and anyone else disinclined to perform the ideological backflips necessary to justify this monstrous cynicism fled the CPUSA. But as the war began, Woody stuck fast to the new line that the Soviets had invaded eastern Poland only in order to save it, portraying Stalin as some heroic saviour in the shamefully naive ‘More War News’. Frank Burke was horrified. Their relationship, and Woody’s radio show, was finished.


The party bookings dried up too, and Guthrie decided to join Will Geer, a charismatic activist actor with whom he had played several good-natured benefit shows, in New York. Geer put him up on his couch and found him work on Manhattan’s thriving benefit circuit. On 3 March 1940 Geer put together a ‘Grapes of Wrath Evening’, after which Guthrie met another performer, an earnest, gangly young man named Pete Seeger. According to folklorist Alan Lomax, who introduced the two men: ‘You can date the renaissance of American folk song from that night.’




* * *





Pete Seeger’s father, Charles, was a well-born, Harvard-educated professor of music at the University of California in Berkeley. After a sobering trip to migrant labour camps in 1914, he became a full-blooded radical, visiting the Wobbly headquarters in San Francisco and making enemies on campus by opposing US involvement in the First World War. He registered as a conscientious objector and was effectively fired from Berkeley, his mental and physical health in ruins from the strain. ‘My father was a big influence on me,’ Pete told the New Yorker’s Alec Wilkinson. ‘He was overenthusiastic all his life. First about this, then about that.’


Pete was born in 1919, around the time that Charles Seeger, bored of composing, decided upon a Southern road trip ‘to bring music to the poor people of America, who didn’t have any music’, a mission statement which revealed both a good heart and staggering ignorance of folk tradition. The Seegers played Chopin; the locals responded with fiddles and guitars.


In 1932 Charles married his second wife, fellow composer Ruth Porter Crawford, and joined the Pierre Degeyter Club, a left-wing klatsch named after the composer of the ‘Internationale’. Alongside Aaron Copland (whose 1934 ballet Hear Ye! Hear Ye! satirically distorted ‘The Star-Spangled Banner’ thirty-five years before Jimi Hendrix), Earl Robinson (writer of the tribute ‘Joe Hill’) and Marc Blitzstein (composer of the 1937 pro-union musical Cradle Will Rock), he belonged to the club’s Composers’ Collective, which set out to write songs for demos and picket lines with the notion that radical messages necessitated radical forms. Their chief inspiration was Hanns Eisler, the German Marxist who replaced Kurt Weill as radical playwright Bertolt Brecht’s songwriting partner, helmed the International Music Bureau of the Comintern, and scolded left-wing composers to make only ‘useful’ music, like his own avant-garde ‘workers’ choruses’. All of which doubtless sounded fabulous to a clique of Ivy League-educated composers trading ideas in Manhattan lofts, but failed to quicken the pulse of coal-miners in Kentucky.


But another leftist, the poet Carl Sandburg, saw radical promise in folk music. In 1927, with the help of Ruth Crawford, he published an influential collection of folk songs called American Songbag, calling for these traditional American voices to be preserved in the go-faster era of the assembly-line and the aeroplane. The following year the Library of Congress inaugurated the Archive of American Folk Song, which came under the stewardship of long-time folklorist John Lomax in 1933. Lomax held a romantic, somewhat condescending vision of simple folk strumming away on their porches while urbanites rushed around raising skyscrapers, and it led him and his eighteen-year-old son Alan on a road trip through five Southern states, their cargo a disc recorder weighing over 300 pounds. Such trips used to be good business – on one legendary 1927 journey Victor Records’ Ralph Peer discovered both Jimmie Rodgers and the Carter Family and thus launched country music – but by 1933, thanks to the Depression, the musical gold rush was over. The Lomaxes were interested in preservation, not profit.


Lomax Senior was no radical (he believed black people were happy with their segregated lot and had written in 1917, ‘A nigger sings about two things – what he eats and his woman’) but he knew talent when he heard it. At Angola Penitentiary, the Lomaxes found and recorded a barrel-chested black convict named Huddie Ledbetter, aka Lead Belly. Lomax the traditionalist dressed Lead Belly as if he had just stepped out of the prison yard or the cotton field; when the singer broke ties with his benefactor he promptly switched to double-breasted suits. He was interested in what he might become; Lomax was interested only in where he had come from. ‘My grandfather was very patriarchal, domineering, complicated, sentimental,’ remembered Lomax’s grand-daughter Anna. ‘No doubt he told Lead Belly what to do, but he told everybody what to do.’


Like John Lomax, the left were hung up on authenticity, but for different reasons. During a 1931 visit to the coal towns of Kentucky’s Harlan County (aka ‘Bloody Harlan’), a group of high-profile Northern leftists, including novelists John Dos Passos and Theodore Dreiser, was amazed by the stark storytelling of fifty-one-year-old Aunt Molly Jackson, herself a coal-miner’s wife. She was invited to New York, where she recorded ‘Ragged Hungry Blues’ (retitled ‘Kentucky Miner’s Wife’ to assure listeners they were getting the real deal), played benefits and ended up settling. Another new hero of the left was Ella May Wiggins (‘truly revolutionary words, bare of all ornament, full of earnestness and feeling’, applauded poet Margaret Larkin), but she wasn’t around to bask in the acclaim, having been shot dead during the Gastonia textile strike in 1929.


One day Aunt Molly Jackson attended a meeting of the Composers’ Collective and blasted the scales from Charles Seeger’s eyes. ‘I went up to her and I said, “Mollie [sic], you’re on the right track and we’re on the wrong track,” and I gave up the Collective,’ he wrote. ‘We were all on the wrong track – it was professionals trying to write music for the people and not in the people’s idiom.’ With a convert’s zeal, he put folk at the centre of his work with the Works Progress Administration’s Federal Music Project, part of the New Deal.


It constituted a kind of ideological land grab. The songs may have resided with the people, but the message belonged to whoever stuck a flag in it, and increasingly the flag was red. Like the Farm Security Administration photographers who encouraged their impoverished subjects to stand up straight and tighten their jaws, the better to represent the quiet dignity of hardship, leftist intellectuals were in love, most of all, with the idea of the common man. The real common man got up to all kinds of things. Sometimes he drank, he fought, he even shot his woman down. There was nothing ennobling about, say, the eerie, vengeful murmur of Lead Belly’s ‘In the Pines’. This was the type of folk music that the critic Greil Marcus memorably termed the sound of the ‘old, weird America’: the music of rumours, dreams, ghost stories and whispers in the night. If you encounter it now, perhaps via Harry Smith’s definitive Anthology of American Folk Music, it will haunt and enthral you. But if you were a communist or progressive in the 1930s, you would have required a very different brand of folk. 


Left-wing songbooks proliferated.* In these volumes, songwriters such as miner’s wife Florence Reece (‘Which Side Are You On?’) and Aunt Molly’s half-sister Sarah Ogan Gunning (‘I Hate the Capitalist System’) are beset by dangers on all sides. If the brutal bosses, scabs and Klansmen don’t get them, then dust storms, mine explosions and tuberculosis will. The graphic misery is as old as folk music itself but the promise of salvation, invariably in the form of the unions, always illumines the gloom. As one gospel hymn, famously repurposed as a union anthem, vows, ‘We Shall Not Be Moved’.


At the influential, labour-run Highlander Folk School in Tennessee, songleader Zilphia Horton collected over a thousand songs and set them to work as mechanisms for organising workers, while Earl Robinson founded the International Workers Order’s People’s Chorus. A canon of American protest songs was being slowly assembled, and no longer for the purposes of preservation but of action. What the movement needed now was a star.




* * *





Woody Guthrie arrived in New York in 1940 like an answered prayer. For some time, Daily Worker columnist Mike Gold had been arguing the need for ‘a Communist Joe Hill’ or, better yet, ‘Shakespeare in overalls’, someone to take protest folk beyond the rarefied air of academia and party meetings. And, all of a sudden, here he was, commanding the stage of the Forrest Theatre with the wit, the anger and the tunes to do the job. At a cocktail party afterwards, Alan Lomax, an instant fan, introduced Guthrie to Pete Seeger.


Seeger had grown into a long, lean, lonely young man, a passionately left-wing Harvard dropout who was searching for somewhere to fit in. In 1939 Lomax invited him to the New York apartment of Aunt Molly Jackson; it was the first time he had ever heard a protest song performed in the flesh. Lomax got him a job at the Archive of American Folk Song, where he studied the old songs like sacred texts and added them to his own repertoire. The ‘Grapes of Wrath Evening’ benefit was his first public solo performance, sharing a bill with Lead Belly and Aunt Molly, no less.


Lomax asked Woody and Pete to help him with a project to collect some of the songs, mostly political, which conservative folklorists had tended to ignore, under the banner Hard Hitting Songs for Hard-Hit People: compiled by Lomax, transcribed and edited by Seeger, introduced by Steinbeck and characterfully annotated by Guthrie. Publishers deemed it ‘too hot’ and it was left to gather dust until 1967, but a friendship had been forged. The pair performed weekly parties in New York, to raise money for rent, which they called ‘hootenannies’.†


Meanwhile, Woody’s celebrity was growing. ‘Sing it, Woody, sing it!’ cheered Mike Quin in People’s World. ‘Karl Marx wrote it, and Lincoln said it, and Lenin did it. You sing it, Woody, and we’ll all laugh together.’ Lomax recorded long sessions with him at the Library of Congress, got him a guest spot on New York radio and, best of all, convinced Victor Records to put out a two-album set called Dust Bowl Ballads. Victor was hoping to cash in on the mania surrounding The Grapes of Wrath and asked Guthrie to write a new song about the novel’s hero. One epic, wine-fuelled writing binge later he had seventeen verses of ‘Tom Joad’. According to Will Geer, Steinbeck laughingly grouched, ‘That fuckin’ little bastard! In seventeen verses he got the entire story of a thing that took me two years to write!’


Dust Bowl Ballads was a major step forward from the songbooks. Here were protest songs you could hear rather than read, the fruit of Guthrie’s journey so far: ‘So Long, It’s Been Good to Know You’, his farewell to Pampa; ‘Do Re Mi’, which he had written about the police roadblocks outside Los Angeles; ‘I Ain’t Got No Home’, his tart retort to Baptist fatalism; and a fistful of songs with ‘Dust’ in the title. Guthrie wrote in the Daily Worker: ‘I’m sure Victor never did a more radical album.’


One recent composition, however, went unrecorded. Riding the freights up to New York, Guthrie had been plagued by Irving Berlin’s ubiquitous hit ‘God Bless America’ and was moved to write an alternative. In the city, having been evicted from Will Geer’s couch, he checked into Hanover House, a ratty hotel near Times Square, and dashed off six verses, set to a tune loosely modelled on the Carter Family’s ‘Little Darling, Pal of Mine’, which had itself been based on the Southern gospel hymn ‘Oh, My Loving Brother’. The new song transcended parody with the generous sweep of its Whitmanesque poetry. ‘This land is your land, this land is my land,’ it began. Guthrie titled it ‘God Blessed America’ and thought no more about it.‡


While Dust Bowl Ballads was awaiting release, Guthrie decided to visit Mary and the kids (they had produced a second, Carolyn, in 1937) in Pampa and invited Seeger along for the ride. The trip was the making of Seeger: his introduction to the real America that until then had been a romantic ideal. They stopped off at the Highlander Folk School, played for striking oil workers in Oklahoma City and sang for their supper at every stop. Seeger had contracted the travel bug.


Back in New York, where Dust Bowl Ballads was warmly, if not widely, received, Guthrie reprised his Los Angeles experience: another high-profile radio show (Back Where I Come From, produced by Alan Lomax and Nicholas Ray, future director of Rebel Without a Cause), more squabbles with his benefactors, another rush of money and fame, and another stormy resignation. This time his unease with success was sharpened by guilt over toning down his politics, leaving nothing but a professional hayseed spinning inoffensive, down-home yarns to an audience ‘all slicked up, and starched and imitation’. He fled to California, a journey he would vividly recount in his 1943 memoir Bound for Glory.


In May 1941 Stephen Kahn of the Bonneville Power Administration invited Guthrie to narrate, score and appear in a documentary on the building of the Grand Coulee Dam, promising a handsome $3,200 for a year’s work. The dam, which would transform the lives of thousands of farmers, struck Woody as a noble cause. When Kahn, whose vetting procedure left much to be desired, belatedly discovered Guthrie’s leftist sympathies, he reduced the contract to one month’s soundtrack work, but it would nonetheless prove to be the most fecund month of Guthrie’s career, producing twenty-six new songs rich in cascading, Whitman-style poetry, including ‘Grand Coulee Dam’ and ‘Roll On, Columbia, Roll On’.


Back in New York, with his mentor AWOL, Seeger heard about someone else putting together a left-wing songbook and arranged a meeting. The compiler was a garrulous, thickset preacher’s son called Lee Hays and the pair had so much fun trading songs and ideas that they decided to form a band with Hays’s clean-cut Jewish roommate, Millard Lampell: the Almanac Singers. They were an instant hit at Communist Party meetings. The Daily Worker proclaimed ‘America Is in Their Songs’ while Theodore Dreiser told them, ‘If there were six more teams like you, we could save America.’§


Their repertoire was divided between union songs and peace songs, the latter an increasingly dicey proposition. Seeger hated fascism but he also hated war, and the Nazi–Soviet pact was enough to tip the balance; he followed the Daily Worker line. The anti-war movement made strange bedfellows: left-wingers such as Sinclair Lewis stood awkwardly alongside right-wing anti-Semites like Walt Disney and Charles Lindbergh. It made enemies, too. When a copy of the Almanacs’ debut album, Songs for John Doe, which featured tracks such as ‘Washington Breakdown’, reached the White House, FDR flew into a rage and wondered aloud if it was grounds for arrest. The FBI, which had already decided that communal singing at labour meetings was a form of brainwashing, set out to track down the traitors.


So picture the anguish in June 1941, just a month after Songs for John Doe, when the Almanacs heard that Hitler had broken the pact and attacked the USSR. History had yanked the rug from beneath their feet. When Guthrie returned to New York and walked straight into the Almanacs line-up, he told Seeger, ‘I guess we won’t be singing any more peace songs, will we?’ In December the situation changed again. The Japanese raid on Pearl Harbor, which brought America into the war, made the peace songs a painful, even dangerous embarrassment, while the new wartime anti-strike pledge put paid to the union songs that comprised their second album, Talking Union & Other Songs. What exactly were the Almanacs going to sing now?


The answer: pro-war songs. If the volte face seems grossly opportunistic now, then it was at least a sincere reaction to changing times. All the genuine disgust for Hitler that the Almanacs had suppressed during the pact came frothing out in the likes of ‘Reuben James’ and ‘Round and Round Hitler’s Grave’ on the Dear Mr President album. Guthrie, in particular, took on Hitler with manic zeal, painting his guitar with the slogan ‘This Machine Kills Fascists’ and giving many of his old songs a wartime twist. One new song, ‘Mister Lindbergh’, laid  into the Almanacs’ former America First allies. All compared favourably to the crass jingoism of songs like country singer Carson Robison’s ‘Have to Slap That Dirty Little Jap’.


Suddenly the Almanacs were big business, playing to thirty million listeners on a bellicose new radio show, This Is War, in February. But within months reporters, evidently better at their jobs than the FBI, had unearthed the now-deleted Songs for John Doe and made the connection. ‘Singers on New Morale Show Also Warbled for Communists,’ roared the World Telegram. The band’s bookings dried up, and their morale hit rock-bottom. Seeger’s draft notice in June 1942 was almost a blessing. A year later, Guthrie pre-empted his own draft by signing up for the Merchant Marine.


Seeger’s thoughts as he donned his fatigues most likely echoed the sentiments of ‘Dear Mr President’, a candid blend of principle and pragmatism: ‘We got to lick Mr Hitler, and until we do / Other things can wait.’




* * *





When Woody Guthrie returned to New York on shore leave in March 1944, the eternally well-connected Alan Lomax introduced him to a folk-loving Jewish entrepreneur named Moe Asch, president of Folkways Records, who arranged the most remarkable recording sessions of the singer’s life. With a coterie of folk talent, including Lead Belly, Sonny Terry, Alan’s sister Bess, and Woody’s friend and fellow seaman Cisco Houston, Guthrie laid down hundreds of songs that April, some traditional and some his own. One composition was the long-dormant ‘God Blessed America’, now tweaked and retitled ‘This Land Is Your Land’.


Guthrie left the boats for good in August and found a new berth on the ‘Roosevelt Bandwagon’, a travelling revue campaigning for a fourth FDR term in the coming election. It was organised by the Communist Political Association, the new, more liberal incarnation of the recently dissolved American Communist Party, with Will Geer as master of ceremonies and Woody and Cisco leading the singing. Roosevelt won, and Guthrie secured a new weekly radio show on New York’s WNEW. On his opening broadcast he performed ‘This Land’ and read out his mission statement: ‘I am out to sing songs that will prove to you that this is your world … that make you take pride in yourself and your work. And the songs that I sing are made up for the most part by all sorts of folks just about like you.’


Pete Seeger came back from the Pacific in 1945 with something more ambitious in mind. While stationed on the island of Saipan he had hatched a scheme to ‘get America singing’. ‘I was hoping to have hundreds, thousands, tens of thousands of union choruses,’ he said. ‘Just as every church has a choir, why not every union?’ The vehicle would be People’s Songs, Inc., with the belligerently intelligent leader of the Communist Party musicians’ club Irwin Silber as executive secretary. People’s Songs soon had 2,000 members and, unbeknown to Seeger, an FBI file dedicated to it: both indicators of a certain degree of success.


The ‘people’, however, proved stubbornly resistant, preferring Tin Pan Alley pop, jazz and show tunes – the music that Woody regarded as ‘panty waist crap’ – to the spartan stridency of folk. The unions, shucking off their pre-war militancy, were cutting ties to the Communist Party, now re-established under its new hardline leader William Z. Foster. The onset of the Cold War meant that the working man feared the Reds more than he did the bosses. Thus Seeger was stuck with a small, if passionate, constituency of left-wing intellectuals.


The highlight of the organisation’s New York hootenanny in April 1946, however, was a bona fide people’s song: ‘This Land Is Your Land’, with Seeger orchestrating the thousand-strong crowd in four-part harmony. By now, the song had shed its ‘God Blessed America’ motif and acquired political bite, casting its eye over hungry queues at the relief office and foreboding signs reading ‘private property’. ‘I confessed it when I first heard the record … I wasn’t that impressed by it,’ Seeger told Radio 4. ‘I thought it was one of Woody’s lesser efforts. The tune is not that exciting. However, he really hit the nail on the head, as they say, with that extraordinary last line.’ Namely: ‘This land was made for you and me.’


In his notes on Hard Hitting Songs, Guthrie predicted that the songs therein would outlive him, burrowing deep into the soil of American culture. He was, for the most part, wrong – who now can offer up a lusty chorus of ‘The Preacher and the Slave’ or ‘I Hate the Capitalist System’? – but ‘This Land’, a song he moth-balled for four years, would fulfil his dreams.


As the song entered the veins of American life, however, it was diluted. The version which found its way into schoolbooks had room for neither relief queues nor selfish landowners. It was as if the romantic glow generated by its diamond deserts and ribbons of highway had grown so bright that it had erased the flickers of frustration and doubt. Guthrie inadvertently allowed this to happen by recording different versions himself. The song is stronger when the tougher verses remain, because they prod the listener into politically challenging territory before the chorusdraws them back into its patriotic embrace. ‘He keeps testing people,’ said his daughter Nora. ‘How much can they take? How much do they wanna hear? How much do they wanna know?’


More than all of his other songs put together, ‘This Land’ would be Guthrie’s legacy to America. In 1946, however, he was struggling. He would stumble on stage, forgetting the words, fumbling chords, losing his temper if the audience response was not to his liking. At chi-chi fundraisers he was cranky, irascible and plain offensive. This was due partly to his heavy drinking, partly, he would later learn, to the first creeping symptoms of Huntington’s chorea and partly to discomfort with his status. He felt both too successful and not successful enough: neither a slick mainstream folksinger like his old comrades Burl Ives and Josh White nor the workers’ hero, but just another entertainer. ‘People tried to explain this: “Was it Huntington’s? Was it him?”’ reflected Nora Guthrie. ‘It all goes together. He was pissed, he was angry, he was mean, he was nasty … he did a lot of terrible things. But hey, who wouldn’t?’


Worse still, his songwriting was on the slide. His new topical ballads rambled on for verse after verse, his anger now so thick that it left no room for humour. His last great song came in 1948: ‘Deportee (Plane Wreck at Los Gatos)’, inspired by the death of a flightload of migrant workers being deported back to Mexico. It was like the last sparks thrown out by a dying firework as it falls.


In February 1947 fire ripped through Guthrie’s life again when a radio lead shorted in his apartment on Mermaid Avenue, Brooklyn, and the ensuing blaze fatally burned his four-year-old daughter Cathy, his first child with his second wife Marjorie. He seemed cursed; it was Clara all over again.¶ In 1949 he pleaded guilty to sending obscene letters to Lefty Lou’s sister Mary Ruth Crissman. He was sent first to a psychiatric hospital and then to jail, where he served ten days. The letters, like his unruly new lyrics, were the first signs that Huntington’s was addling his judgement: the beginning of a long, sad decline.


Just as Guthrie’s rise had paralleled the resurgent optimism of the American left, his personal and creative collapse coincided with political calamity, in the shape of Henry Wallace’s presidential campaign.


Wallace had been Roosevelt’s left-wing vice-president, dropped from the ticket in 1944 to appease conservative voters. This time, he was running for the White House himself at the helm of the freshly minted Progressive Party. The campaign began in jubilant spirits, with Seeger leading the singing at the party’s national convention in Philadelphia; Alan Lomax, Paul Robeson and Harry Belafonte joined him on the bandwagon, and Laura Duncan performed ‘Strange Fruit’. Irwin Silber boldly predicted that Wallace would win up to ten million votes, but President Truman went to town on Wallace over his main backers, the Communist Party, and the candidate’s stump speeches were disrupted by hecklers from the Ku Klux Klan.


Come November, Wallace scraped together barely a million votes, coming fourth behind Truman, the Republican Thomas Dewey and the Dixiecrat segregationist Strom Thurmond. It was annihilation for the left. Seeger returned home from the campaign to find People’s Songs’ finances in ruins, along with its morale. ‘The times which led the Almanacs to live and make good songs are no longer here,’ Lee Hays wrote to Seeger.


The Wallace campaign was an early victim of the Red Scare, which would sweep the nation from the redwood forest to the Gulf Stream waters, taking with it reputations, careers and even lives, creating a paranoid, siege-minded vision of Americanism which brushed aside both Earl Browder’s radical reading and Guthrie’s generous, democratic ideal. Seeger had seen for himself which way the wind was blowing when he accompanied Wallace on a visit to Burlington, North Carolina. Whipped up by KKK agitators, the crowd hollered ‘Go back to Russia!’ and loosed volleys of eggs and tomatoes at the hapless politician. Aghast, Wallace grabbed one of his assailants and – like Seeger, like Guthrie – wondered aloud whose land it was now.


‘Are you an American?’ he cried above the hate-filled roar, egg yolk running down his shirt. ‘Am I in America?’






* The Red Song Book (1932), which featured Jackson, Wiggins and Hill; the socialist Rebel Song Book (1934); Charles Seeger’s The New Workers’ Song Book (1934); the Composers’ Collective’s post-conversion Songs of the People (1935); and Lawrence Gellert’s Negro Songs of Protest (1936).







† This was a rural word for party which had been chosen as the offical term for the left-wing New Deal Club’s musical fundraisers in the 1930s (coming in a close second in the vote was ‘wingding’).







‡ There must have been a mood of left-wing patriotism in the air. Earl Robinson, who worked with Earl Browder’s slogan pasted to his piano, composed ‘Ballad for Americans’, a voluminous history lesson which hymned the heterogeneous vitality of the country. Described by its author as a ‘Whitman cantata’, and originally named ‘Song for Uncle Sam’, it was radical enough for the left and patriotic enough for the Republican Party to use it at their national convention. When the black actor, singer and activist Paul Robeson sang it on CBS in November 1939, he received a twenty-minute standing ovation and hundreds of fan letters.







§ In a symbolic gesture, the communist and former Wobbly Elizabeth Gurley Flynn gave them Joe Hill’s papers.







¶ Three children were then born in quick succession: Arlo, who would become a celebrated folksinger himself, Joady, after Tom Joad, and Nora.
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‘We are not afraid’


Zilphia Horton, Frank Hamilton, Guy Carawan and Pete Seeger, ‘We Shall Overcome’, 1947–63
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The power of the people’s song


Folksingers Roger Johnson and Pete Seeger lead Freedom School students in singing ‘We Shall Overcome’ at Palmer’s Crossing Community Center during Mississippi Freedom Summer, 4 August 1964.



















 







 





By the time Pete Seeger first came across ‘We Shall Overcome’ on a visit to the left-wing Highlander Folk School in Tennessee in 1947, it had already travelled a long way.


The melody dated back to eighteenth-century Europe and, like so many others, crossed the Atlantic and seeped into the soil of the Southern plantations, where it became the hymn ‘I’ll Be All Right’. Passing through Baptist and Methodist churches, and taking its lyrical theme from Charles A. Tindley’s gospel song ‘I’ll Overcome Someday’, it mutated once more into ‘I Will Overcome’. In October 1945 Lucille Simmons, who belonged to a local Baptist choir, made it the rallying cry of black strikers outside the American Tobacco plant in Charleston, South Carolina. ‘I’ became ‘We’. ‘The Lord’ became ‘the union’.


Simmons and another striker accepted an invitation to Highlander one day in 1947 and sang the song to songleader Zilphia Horton. Highlander, founded fifteen years earlier by Zilphia’s husband Myles, was a pioneering force in civil rights, opening its doors to workers and activists of all races, and culture was integral to its educational programmes. Zilphia, who had a clear, strong, alto voice, believed that teaching was a two-way process, and was always eager to learn new songs from visitors to the school. ‘Zilphia was a very warm and encouraging person and a wonderful singer,’ says folksinger Guy Carawan. ‘She was a good contrast to Myles, who pushed people to question their beliefs and actions. Zilphia helped people feel good about themselves, their music, their communities.’


Seeger was fascinated by the song. ‘It’s the genius of simplicity,’ he once said. ‘Any damn fool can get complicated. I like to compare it to the backboard in basketball. You bounce your life experiences off it and they come back with new meaning.’ Before returning to New York, Seeger added two new verses, which began ‘We’ll walk hand in hand’ and ‘The whole wide world around.’ He also changed will to shall. ‘“We shall” opens the mouth wider; the i in will is not an easy vowel to sing well,’ he explained.


In its new, though not its final, form, ‘We Shall Overcome’ was protest music boiled down to its quintessence: we – the power of community; shall – the promise of a brighter future; overcome – defiance and endurance. The piecemeal nature of its evolution intensified the ‘we’. It traversed decades and states, groups and individuals, men and women, black and white: the antithesis of solitary genius. Seeger, who believed folk songs shone only when sung en masse, and saw himself as a propagator of songs rather than a star in his own right, was the perfect vehicle for it.


‘We Shall Overcome’ would not be copyrighted until 1963, the year that it became the most famous protest song in America. Seeger, sitting there in Highlander in 1947, hearing Zilphia Horton sing it for the first time, could have had no idea how much he would have to overcome personally in the intervening years.




* * *





The twin failure of People’s Songs and the Henry Wallace campaign may have alerted Seeger to how unforgiving Cold War America could be to a left-wing musician, but the full force of the new situation didn’t hit him until he tried to arrange an outdoor concert in Peekskill, a resort town in upstate New York, in August 1949.


A few months earlier Seeger and his wife Toshi had bought a seventeen-acre plot of land about fifteen miles up the Hudson River from Peekskill, and set about building a new life. The concert, also featuring Paul Robeson, was meant to be a convivial, picnicky affair, but it was a red rag to the war veterans of Westchester County, who made plans for a competing parade. There were rumours of Ku Klux Klan involvement, too; two effigies of Robeson were lynched on the eve of the show. Before Seeger could even get to the site the veterans had mobbed concert-goers, screaming, ‘Give us Robeson. We’ll lynch the nigger up!’ The crowd responded by linking arms in a chorus of the popular adapted spiritual ‘We Shall Not Be Moved’. But moved they were – by ferocious veterans who marked their victory by erecting a burning cross. The local Daily Mirror’s headline was bluntly to the point: ‘Robeson: He Asked For It.’


Nevertheless, the concert was rescheduled for the following weekend. Seeger sang his recent composition, ‘If I Had a Hammer (The Hammer Song)’, while Robeson, guarded by a ring of union men, essayed ‘Go Down, Moses’ and ‘America the Beautiful’. They cut short their sets so that everyone could leave before nightfall, but despite this precaution, concert-goers drove straight into an ambush. Veterans, Klansmen and other ‘concerned citizens’ battered the convoy with stones. If the audience expected protection from the police, they were sorely disappointed: many state troopers joined in the attack, smashing windscreens and heads with their nightsticks. By the time the Seegers got home their hair and clothes glittered with shattered glass, the road was littered for miles with smashed and overturned vehicles and 150 attendees required medical attention. The aftermath was, if anything, even more shocking. A grand jury investigation exonerated the attackers and local representative Walton W. Gwinn absurdly branded the concert a ‘Communist military raid’. Representative John Rankin (Mississippi) thundered, ‘If that nigger [Rankin insisted he said negra] Robeson does not like this country, let him go to Russia and take that gang of alien Communists with him.’


Peekskill was just one sign of what Seeger was up against, as each month brought another fresh disaster for American communists: the test detonation of the first Soviet nuclear bomb; Mao Tse-tung’s declaration of the People’s Republic of China; the perjury conviction of State Department official and alleged Soviet spy Alger Hiss; and the arrest of a New York couple, Julius and Ethel Rosenberg, for passing nuclear secrets to Moscow. Who could be trusted to root out the Red menace? Step forward Joseph McCarthy, the opportunistic junior senator from Wisconsin, the House Un-American Activities Committee (HUAC), and three ex-FBI agents who published the names of alleged communists in their newsletter, Counterattack.


At the end of June 1950, in the same week that North Korean troops crossed the 38th parallel into South Korea and seized the capital, Seoul, prompting President Truman to mount a defensive ‘police action’, the Counterattack team published Red Channels: The Report of Communist Influence on Radio and Television. Behind a cover showing a dastardly crimson hand reaching around a microphone was a list of 151 alleged showbusiness Reds, including Aaron Copland, Leonard Bernstein, Will Geer, Burl Ives, Langston Hughes, Dorothy Parker, Orson Welles, and … Pete Seeger.


The timing could not have been worse, because the publication of Red Channels coincided with Seeger’s greatest success to date. It was the Almanacs story all over again: a brief, bright window of national celebrity snapped shut with savage force by politics. The Weavers, a quartet he had formed in the aftermath of Peekskill, had just released their debut single, a sanitised version of Lead Belly’s ‘Goodnight, Irene’, and Americans were snapping up Weavers singles as quickly as Decca could press them. Sing Out!, a new folk periodical edited by Irwin Silber, had just been launched, taking its name from the chorus of ‘If I Had a Hammer’.


The Weavers’ golden streak continued with covers of Woody Guthrie’s ‘So Long, It’s Been Good to Know You’, Lead Belly’s ‘Rock Island Line’ and Solomon Linda’s 1939 hit ‘Mbube’ (retitled ‘Wimoweh’). The fact that none of these hits had subversive messages did not deter the FBI from stepping up its harassment. Agents tracked them from state to state. TV and concert bookings mysteriously disappeared. A Senate subcommittee, somewhat carried away, looked into charging the band with ‘seditious conspiracy’.


By that point, HUAC was on bullish form, having claimed several scalps with the recent conviction for contempt of Congress of the writers and directors known as the ‘Hollywood Ten’, and the blacklisting of hundreds more. Leon Josephson, the lawyer brother of Café Society owner Barney, was also found guilty of contempt, and the press pounced on Barney’s club, calling it a ‘Moscow-line nightclub’ and precipitating its collapse. In August 1950 the State Department revoked Paul Robeson’s passport, declaring that his presence abroad would be ‘contrary to the best interests of the United States’.


One musical victim of the new paranoia (and one which Seeger would later cover) was Vern Partlow’s ‘Old Man Atom’. Partlow, a journalist by trade, had written this satirical talking blues (‘We hold these truths to be self-evident / All men may be cremated equal’) after interviewing atomic scientists for the Los Angeles Daily News in 1945. In 1950, zoologist and parttime folksinger Sam Hinton released a hit version. But in August Victor Records withdrew its cash-in version by ‘singing cowboy’ group Sons of the Pioneers, fearing that its peacenik sentiments might be deemed unpatriotic, and a mooted recording by none other than Bing Crosby was quietly trashcanned. Partlow himself would soon be blacklisted.*


Another casualty of HUAC hysteria was friendship. Scared by the attacks on Café Society, Josh White severed ties with the club, and with People’s Songs. In 1950 he buckled and testified to HUAC, attempting to walk an impossible tightrope. He was not asked to finger anybody as a communist, and defended his right to sing about social injustice, although he explained that he wouldn’t sing ‘Strange Fruit’ abroad because ‘it’s our family affair, to be solved by Americans in the peaceful, democratic American way’. As another black folksinger, Jackie Washington, later argued, ‘To most black folks, the important thing is being clever enough to get by, and Josh White found a way to maneuver through.’


Most people, however, were deaf to his subtle equivocations and he ended up shot by both sides: despised by the left for smearing his old friend Robeson, yet still blacklisted by the right. A dismayed Seeger sent White a letter featuring a sketch of a guitar broken in two; The Daily Worker branded him a ‘toad’. Burl Ives, testifying in 1952, was less scrupulous about singling out others, thus earning himself a hot blast of contempt from Irwin Silber: ‘We’ve never seen anyone sing while crawling on his belly before.’


The Weaver-baiters finally found their smoking gun not in the shape of White or Ives but of Harvey Matusow, a chubby, cheerful volunteer at People’s Songs who was both a member of the Communist Party and, Seeger discovered too late, an FBI informant. In February 1952 Matusow testified that three of the Weavers were members of the Communist Party, and, like that, the sky fell in. The Weavers were on tour in Akron, Ohio, when they saw the morning headlines: ‘Weavers Named Reds’.


Sheer stubbornness kept the band going for another year until Decca dropped them and deleted their back catalogue. As Seeger’s biographer David King Dunaway drily observes, ‘Seeger was now one of America’s best-known, unemployable musicians’.†




* * *





In 1953, three major events drained some of the poison from the Red Scare. Stalin died in March (a passing marked by such crowing country tunes as Ray Anderson’s ‘Stalin Kicked the Bucket’), the Rosenbergs, convicted of espionage, went to the electric chair in June‡ and an armistice was signed in Korea in July. Meanwhile, McCarthy’s star was waning as even feral anti-communists began to see him as a noisome liability. In June 1954 US Army attorney Joseph Welch delivered the fatal blow during the Senate Permanent Subcommittee on Investigations’ army hearings, accusing the senator of ‘cruelty [and] recklessness’. Before a live TV audience of twenty million Americans, Welch asked, ‘Have you no sense of decency, sir, at long last?’ By the end of the year, the senator’s reputation was so tattered that, as President Eisenhower quipped, McCarthyism had become ‘McCarthywasm’.


None of this, alas, helped Seeger, even if it allowed him a quick thrill of Schadenfreude. The old gang was in disarray. Josh White and Burl Ives were both persona non grata, of course. Alan Lomax was in self-imposed exile in England. Guthrie, now officially diagnosed with Huntington’s, was in desperate shape, increasingly violent and erratic. People’s Songs, it would later transpire, was riddled with FBI informants. And HUAC’s zeal was as yet undiminished by McCarthy’s fall.


In August 1955 Seeger was raising a barn on his land when a black car pulled up alongside him and a man handed him an envelope. He had been subpoenaed to appear before HUAC in two weeks’ time. He was faced with three options: cooperate, like Ives and White; take the Fifth and stay silent; or challenge HUAC’s right to question him, on First Amendment grounds, the same risky strategy which had landed the Hollywood Ten in jail seven years earlier.


During the hearings in New York, Seeger, stubborn as a mule, made himself an ‘unfriendly’ witness, giving one-line answers and needling his interrogators even further by threatening to play his banjo, as if he could still their persecution with a song. He wanted to show them why ‘Wasn’t That a Time’, which tied together America’s past and present struggles for freedom, was his brand of patriotism – not, as they claimed, Soviet propaganda – but they were having none of it. He went home in no doubt as to what his principles would cost him. In the short term, his concert career was over. Further down the line: a trial for contempt of Congress, untold court costs, possible bankruptcy, probable imprisonment.


At least he had a friend in Folkways boss Moe Asch, who encouraged him to channel his creative energies into an epic recording binge, and paid him a weekly retainer. ‘We, the people, suffer, by not having the songs we need,’ Seeger wrote in summer 1955. ‘We need thousands of new songs these days: humor, to poke fun at some of the damn foolishness going on in the world; songs of love and faith in mankind and the future; songs to needle our consciences and stir our indignation and anger.’ He kept busy by performing at colleges, summer camps, private parties, anywhere that would have him, to audiences which included future stars Bob Dylan and Joan Baez. He also wrote one of his most famous songs, a lament for trampled idealism called ‘Where Have All the Flowers Gone?’


In 1956 Seeger’s manager, Harold Leventhal orchestrated a surprisingly successful Weavers reunion and rounded up the old People’s Songs crew for a benefit concert to raise money for the now-hospitalised Woody Guthrie. Seeger later recounted that the finale ‘almost proved too melodramatic’. The performers were taking their bows after a version of ‘This Land Is Your Land’ when the spotlight swung to the balcony, illuminating the shaky, spindly figure of Guthrie, allowed out by his doctors for the occasion. Earl Robinson leaned in towards Seeger’s ear and whispered ‘Sing the last chorus again.’ As Seeger recalled, ‘The whole crowd of over one thousand, mostly teenagers who had never seen Woody before, stood up and sang his song to him, as though to tell him they would carry his music across the land. Tears were in the eyes of many old-timers as they listened to the strong young voices.’


But Seeger was fighting yesterday’s battles. After Khrushchev’s famous 1956 denunciation of Stalin, which made public the horrors of the purges and show trials, and the subsequent Soviet invasion of Hungary, all but the staunchest believers deserted the party in disappointment and disgust.§ The Communist Party connections which had enabled protest singing to thrive during the 1930s now constituted a crippling millstone round its neck. Meanwhile, the left was turning its attention to a new conflict, one that it might actually win.


With its faith in the transforming powers of communism and the union movement shattered, the left regrouped under the banner of civil rights, and it did so in places like the Highlander Folk School. During the 1950s Highlander’s patch of Tennessee became a kind of junction box of left-wing activism, running wires between black and white, urban and rural, labour and civil rights, folk and gospel. In the introduction to Zilphia Horton’s 1939 songbook Labor Songs, union leader John L. Lewis had coined a phrase which would come to apply equally to the freedom songs of the South: ‘a singing army is a winning army’.


One visitor to the school in July 1955 was a seamstress from Montgomery, Alabama, named Rosa Parks. A little over three months after Seeger took the stand in New York, Parks was arrested for refusing to give up her seat on a bus to a white man. Years later broadcaster Studs Terkel would ask her what part Highlander had played in her decision and she would answer simply, ‘Everything.’




* * *





In 1955 the Jim Crow laws maintained an iron grip on the South. Restaurants, hotels, buses, lunch counters, gas station restrooms, water fountains: all maintained boundaries between white and black customers. On 1 December Parks, who was secretary of the local branch of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP), had simply had enough. Montgomery black leader E. D. Nixon persuaded local ministers Dr Martin Luther King and Ralph Abernathy to help organise a one-day boycott of the bus network. The twenty-six-year-old King was an unknown quantity outside of his own congregation but his bravura speech on the night of the boycott was, in the words of local columnist Joe Azbell, ‘the beginning of a flame that would go across America’.


After the speech, which established King’s credo of nonviolence, the meeting voted to extend the boycott indefinitely. King’s trial and conviction on charges of organising an illegal boycott made him a national celebrity: the face of the newborn civil rights movement. In November 1956 the Supreme Court finally declared segregation on Montgomery’s buses unconstitutional. After their victory, eight Southern ministers established a more activist alternative to the NAACP, the Southern Christian Leadership Conference (SCLC), with King at its helm.


Throughout the boycott, morale was boosted by singing repurposed hymns and spirituals.¶ During the slavery era, spirituals had been the protest songs that dared not speak their name. African slaves were forbidden to dance or play the drums but they brought their homeland’s tradition of group singing into the plantation ‘praise houses’, where they were permitted to sing songs that weren’t overtly critical of their masters. You have to wonder, though, how even the dimmest slave-drivers failed to notice their workers’ fondness for particular Bible stories: Daniel delivered from the lion’s den, Joshua bringing down the walls of Jericho, Moses leading his people out of Pharaoh’s bondage. Other spirituals encoded references to the escape route popularly known as the Underground Railroad: flight by river (‘Wade in the Water’), road (‘Swing Low Sweet Chariot’) and rail (‘Gospel Train’).


After abolition, an event fervently anticipated in the song ‘No More Auction Block for Me’, spirituals were shunned by most African-Americans as shameful reminders of past indignities. Even when Paul Robeson revived the likes of ‘Steal Away’, ‘Go Down, Moses’ and ‘Joshua Fit the Battle of Jericho’ in the 1920s, they had only niche appeal: the writer Zora Neale Hurston pointed out that formal concerts were no place for songs born out of informal group singing in the praise houses and plantations. So when the boycotters of Montgomery began singing ‘Steal Away’ and ‘Go Down, Moses’ alongside hymns, they were reviving spirituals as a form of mass communication for the first time in almost a century, only now the secret was out and there was no need for codes. Right from the start, Martin Luther King wove song lyrics into his speeches; they were an integral part of his conversation with black history.


King and Parks visited Highlander on the occasion of its 25th anniversary in September 1957, the same month that President Eisenhower was forced to send paratroopers to enforce desegregation at a school in Little Rock, Arkansas. King was introduced to Seeger, who sang him ‘We Shall Overcome’. It was the first time King had encountered the song, and on the drive to Louisville he found himself humming it. ‘There’s something about that song that haunts you,’ he told fellow passengers.




* * *





‘We Shall Overcome’ also haunted two Californian folksingers, Frank Hamilton and Guy Carawan, who had first learned it on a visit to the school in 1953. Zilphia Horton died in 1956 aged forty-six. In 1959 Carawan replaced her as head of Highlander’s music programme. Hamilton, who often played in black churches in Los Angeles, developed a new chord structure for the song, which Carawan then expanded upon. It was sprouting new verses all the time. The old union references were long gone; in their place were fresh references to Jim Crow and living in peace. A police raid on Highlander that July inspired yet another verse when one member of a visiting youth choir, Mary Ethel Dozier, responded to the raiders’ harassment with a cry of ‘We are not afraid.’ The other choristers, already defiantly singing ‘We Shall Overcome’, folded the new line into the song as if it had always belonged there, which perhaps it had. It is not a statement of fact: it is a promise.


‘“We Shall Overcome” is definitely not my song,’ says Carawan, now in his eighties. ‘It is a [civil rights] movement song. My main role [was] being in the right place at the right time.’ In February 1960 Highlander played host to some of the college students who had recently sparked a wave of anti-segregation lunch-counter sit-ins in Greensboro, North Carolina. At a musical workshop Carawan led them in a chorus of ‘We Shall Overcome’. And it was that song, again led by Carawan, which crowned the three-day conference in Raleigh, North Carolina, which gave birth to the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC) in April. Carawan and the SNCC loosened its limbs, adding rhythm, harmony and antiphony. ‘We put more soul in, a sort of rocking quality, to stir one’s inner feeling,’ explained one SNCC member. ‘When you got through singing it, you could walk over a bed of hot coals, and you wouldn’t notice.’


Carawan disseminated the song on his travels through the South, which were ‘both exciting and scary’ and punctuated with regular arrests. ‘As it passed through different campaigns it tended to take on the cultural flavour of each area,’ he says. ‘In Albany, Georgia, it took on a new beat and some additional decorations. In Birmingham it was given a gospel feeling. You ask about a “final version” and I don’t actually think there is one.’


Civil rights leaders were impressed and energised. ‘It is an oddity that the introduction of the Negro spiritual (with new freedom lyrics) into the movement as a means of clear group expression of common goals … was through a young white folksinger,’ reflected the SCLC’s Wyatt Tee Walker. Among the songs Carawan brought with him were ‘We Shall Not Be Moved’ and the 1920s gospel song ‘This Little Light of Mine’. Thus inspired, members of the SNCC quickly adapted old spirituals into songs such as ‘Everybody Sing Freedom’ and ‘I’m on My Way to the Freedom Land’. Veteran activist Ella Baker, the so-called ‘Godmother of SNCC’, was one of the first to embrace the potential of freedom songs to make even the lowliest member of the civil rights movement feel empowered. ‘The people were cold with fear,’ remarked Georgia activist Vernon Jordan, ‘until music did what prayers and speeches could not do in breaking the ice.’


In May 1961 some members of the fledgling SNCC joined the Congress of Racial Equality (CORE) on a mission to desegregrate waiting rooms and lunch counters on interstate bus routes, calling themselves the Freedom Riders. The good people of Alabama greeted the first bus by slashing its tyres, smashing its windows, attempting to burn the Riders alive and, when that failed, beating them to a pulp. The second bus sparked a full-blown riot; riders and reporters alike were set upon with bottles and lead pipes. CORE called off the ride but SNCC members in Nashville vowed to continue it. In Montgomery – hated, disgraced Montgomery – the violence was even worse: more animalistic beatings, more cries of ‘Kill the niggers!’ The next day the Freedom Riders were escorted to Jackson, Mississippi, where they were promptly jailed for breaking local segregation laws.


The prisons became hothouses for freedom songs. Sitting in Hinds County Jail, CORE’s national director James Farmer put new words to Florence Reece’s thirty-year-old union anthem ‘Which Side Are You On?’, and fellow Riders transformed Ray Charles’s ‘Hit the Road, Jack’ into ‘Get Your Rights, Jack’. Rock’n’roll songs, traditional ditties, labour anthems, blues numbers, hymns, spirituals – all were grist to the freedom-song mill. ‘In a sense the freedom songs are the soul of the movement,’ wrote King. ‘They are more than just incantations of clever phrases designed to invigorate a campaign; they are as old as the history of the Negro in America.’ When Sing Out! transcribed some of the freedom songs that Carawan and his wife Candie had collected on their travels, the couple ‘tried to explain these songs were evolving and changing, and the printed page was only a suggestion of what the songs could be’.


This is why even the four songwriters officially credited with ‘We Shall Overcome’ are only part of the story. It was a vagabond song, circulating through the South, known by many, owned by none, mutable in its particulars but constant in its melody and message. It held out the promise of victory – maybe not today but someday, someday.


After performing at a Highlander benefit at Carnegie Hall in February 1961, Carawan and the Montgomery Gospel Trio recorded the song for Moe Asch’s Folkways label on an album called We Shall Overcome: Songs of the Freedom Riders and the Sit-ins. Soon enough, because it had to, the song circled back to the man who had first tinkered with it back in 1947, when everything was different.




* * *





In the years following his HUAC appearance, Pete Seeger had come to occupy a curious position in American life. To the swelling ranks of folk enthusiasts he was an heroic pioneer. In the autumn of 1958 the Kingston Trio’s version of ‘Tom Dooley’ had sold a remarkable 2.6 million copies, sparking a boom in a form of music which had now outgrown Counterattack’s smears. Folk scenes blossomed simultaneously in several major cities and college towns. So what if the fresh-faced Kingston Trio niggled the purists? They had suddenly, unexpectedly, opened a door through which spikier talents could rush. And, as they were quick to acknowledge, they owed an enormous debt to Seeger. 


In 1959 Seeger helped folksinger Theodore Bikel and formidable impresario Albert Grossman establish a folk festival in the high-toned Rhode Island resort town of Newport. An unknown eighteen-year-old named Joan Baez stood barefoot in the rain, singing ‘We Are Crossing Jordan River’, and a new folk star was born. The following year Newsweek and Time both reported on the boom, citing Seeger, Baez, Bikel and Alabaman singer Odetta Gordon (whom Dr King would crown ‘the Queen of American folk music’) among its stars. Not all commentators perceived the revival’s radical roots – in 1961, Time cheerfully called the Limeliters ‘as pleasant as an international blend of good coffees’ – but to the left, it represented green shoots after the long, harsh conservative winter of the 1950s. New Left activist Todd Gitlin described 1950s folk music as ‘the living prayer of a defunct movement … gingerly holding the place of a Left in American culture’.


In 1961 Seeger visited England, where his sister Peggy had married the Marxist folksinger Ewan MacColl. MacColl was a more fearsome character than Seeger but the two men had much in common. Born the son of a communist trade unionist in the depressed industrial region of Salford, which inspired his signature tune ‘Dirty Old Town’, he had started writing protest songs in the 1930s. After a long spell in experimental theatre he caught the folk bug from Alan Lomax in the early 1950s, when the American brought his song-collecting mission to Britain. Thus inspired, he spearheaded Britain’s own folk revival in partnership with A. L. Lloyd, taking the hardline stance that English singers should only perform traditional English material. While his dogmatism alienated many, it fuelled a remarkable BBC radio series called The Radio Ballads, bringing the songs of fishermen, miners, railwaymen and more to a national audience. MacColl also adapted folk melodies and sea shanties into brand-new protest songs about the atom bomb (‘That Bomb Has Got to Go!’), apartheid (‘The Ballad of Sharpeville’) and the glories of communism (‘The Ballad of Ho Chi Minh’).||


Seeger was so inspired by MacColl, and by Britain’s centuries-old tradition of broadside ballads, that upon his return to America he helped former Almanac Agnes ‘Sis’ Cunningham and her husband Gordon Friesen establish a journal of topical songs called Broadside. The February 1962 launch issue was subtitled ‘A Handful of Songs About Our Times’.**


But even as his celebrity and influence grew, Seeger lived under a cloud. Every time he travelled to a show, which was pretty much constantly, he had to notify the District Attorney by telegram. Various local school boards and arts commissions moved to prevent him performing on political grounds. And still his trial for contempt of Congress moved through the system with agonising slowness, consigning him to a purgatory of uncertainty.


Eventually, in March 1961, he stood trial in New York and was found guilty of obstructing HUAC’s work. Turning up for sentencing, he asked permission to sing ‘Wasn’t That a Time’, just as he had six years earlier. Again, he was denied. ‘Do I have a right to sing these songs?’ he asked. ‘Do I have the right to sing them anywhere?’ The judge sentenced him to a year and a day in prison. But before he could serve it, in May 1962 the Court of Appeals overturned his conviction on a technicality (albeit while still describing Seeger as ‘unworthy of sympathy’) and his seven-year ordeal was over. Purely by chance, that very week the young folk trio Peter, Paul and Mary hit the Top 40 with their version of Seeger’s eulogy to pre-Red Scare idealism, ‘Where Have All the Flowers Gone?’ The songwriter was free, and he was famous, and he had work to do.







* * *





That October Seeger accepted an invitation to sing in Albany, Georgia, right in the fiery belly of the civil rights struggle. A long campaign backed by the SCLC and SNCC had ended in violent disappointment just two months earlier, with King on trial, crosses burning on Southern lawns and segregation as strong as ever. ‘Albany remains a monument to white supremacy,’ reported the New Republic.†† As Seeger’s car pulled up outside the church, a gang of white people jeered and brandished lead pipes, while Georgia police circled watchfully.


Seeger wanted to present a crash course in the history of the protest song, explaining how hymns gave birth to labour anthems and so on, but found himself out of step with the congregation. When he sang ‘If I Had a Hammer’ or ‘Hold On’, they had their own words, their own melodies. Only when he struck up ‘We Shall Overcome’ did he win the crowd over, and only then by shutting up and letting them sing the song the way they liked it sung, steeped in the call-and-response rituals of the church. He left the church chastened.


For Seeger, who prided himself on never meeting an audience that he couldn’t unite in song, his failure in Albany smarted, but, bruised ego aside, wasn’t this exactly what he wanted? A song for the people, sung by the people, in part even written by the people? In a short space of time the freedom singers had made the Northern folksingers seem staid. The New York Times folk critic Robert Shelton celebrated the freedom song movement as ‘a different sort of folk music than one encounters among the pampered, groping, earnestly searching young people one meets in the Greenwich Villages of the North’.


Galvanised by what he had witnessed in Albany, Seeger advised the SNCC to establish its own touring group to raise funds and awareness. Sit-in veteran Cordell Reagon and nineteen-year-old Albany student Bernice Johnson (later his wife) formed the four-strong Freedom Singers two months later: Bernice called them ‘a singing newspaper’. ‘If your heart is downcast or blue, if you feel discouraged and it seems as though the future is all darkness and uncertainty, take up some of their songs,’ Seeger advised readers of Sing Out! ‘Songs have accompanied every liberation movement in history. These songs will reaffirm your faith in the future of mankind.’


‘We Shall Overcome’ was finally copyrighted under the joint authorship of Seeger, Horton, Hamilton and Carawan (royalties went to the civil rights movement) in 1963, the year that it became a kind of alternative national anthem. In April, Martin Luther King led demonstrations in Birmingham, the largest city in Alabama, whose new governor, George Wallace, had taken office with the promise of ‘segregation now, segregation tomorrow, segregation forever’. After King was arrested, his SCLC colleague, the Reverend James Bevel, launched a new phase of the protest, preparing hundreds of children, some as young as six, to march on City Hall. Over the next few days images from Birmingham shocked the country: black men, women and children brutalised by police chief Eugene ‘Bull’ Connor’s thugs, reeling from the explosive force of fire hoses, mauled by the fangs of police dogs, and still singing freedom songs, especially ‘We Shall Overcome’. ‘One cannot describe the vitality and emotion this one song evokes across the Southland,’ wrote Wyatt Tee Walker. ‘I have heard it sung in great mass meetings with a thousand voices singing as one; I’ve heard a half-dozen sing it softly behind the bars of the Hinds County prison in Mississippi; I’ve heard old women singing it on the way to work in Albany, Georgia; I’ve heard the students singing it as they were being dragged away to jail. It generates power that is indescribable.’


That summer, it also became the anthem of the movement’s white supporters in the North, sung by the new folk elite at both the Newport Folk Festival and the March on Washington. Summarised Seeger: ‘To hundreds of thousands of freedom-loving Americans it was in 1963 no longer just “a” song but “the” song.’




* * *





‘We Shall Overcome’s time at the heart of the movement was, in fact, rather brief. Like many protest songs, it was overtaken by history. By the time King led his epochal march from Selma to Montgomery in 1965, freedom songs were on the wane. ‘By 1965 people in the movement were becoming cynical and discouraged about overcoming any time soon,’ remembers Carawan. ‘Too many people had died, and people recognised how deeply racism was embedded in American society. No wonder people didn’t find the same hope in “We Shall Overcome”. I sometimes felt it was inappropriate to suggest it or lead it in civil rights situations.’


The ‘glad thunder and gentle strength’ that endeared ‘We Shall Overcome’ to Martin Luther King came to irritate more militant voices. Unlike the old Methodist hymns which promised relief in the ‘sweet by and bye’, ‘We Shall Overcome’ didn’t postpone satisfaction until the afterlife but it postponed it nonetheless. ‘What kind of namby-pamby, wishy-washy song is that?’, the staunch Stalinist writer Lillian Hellman complained to Seeger. ‘Mooning, always “Someday, so-o-me-day!” That’s been said for two thousand years.’


Of course, King, who called his book about the struggle Why We Can’t Wait, found nothing wishy-washy about the song – someday did not mean the twelfth of never – but younger, angrier leaders shared Hellman’s reservations. ‘I don’t believe we’re going to overcome [by] singing,’ Malcolm X told a Harlem rally in 1964. ‘If you’re going to get yourself a .45 and start singing “We Shall Overcome”, I’m with you.’ Two years later, former Sing Out! employee Julius Lester, by now a preacher of Black Power, wrote an angry letter to the magazine in which he passed a death sentence on the freedom song. ‘Now it is over. The days of singing Freedom songs and the days of combating bullets and billy clubs with Love. “We Shall Overcome” (and we have overcome our blindness) sounds old, outdated.’


One of Lester’s complaints was that the latest sheet-music edition of ‘We Shall Overcome’ featured not King but President Lyndon B. Johnson, a revealing sign that the song had been coopted by the establishment. When Johnson cited it in his speech urging Congress to pass the 1965 Voting Rights Act, he essentially killed it as an expression of black dissent. But then something strange happened to the song. Even as it lost traction with one audience it found several others, especially outside America, wherever there was strife and defiance. It flew to South Africa, where Robert F. Kennedy sang it alongside black Durbanites during his anti-apartheid tour in 1966, and the condemned anti-apartheid radical John Harris sang it at the gallows; to eastern Europe, where it endured as an anti-communist anthem right up until perestroika (somewhat ironically, given Seeger’s communist affiliations); to Jamaica, Northern Ireland, Israel, India and Bangladesh.


By the end of the decade, even as it resonated overseas, it could only really be sung in its home country with a touch of nostalgia, because the history it represented – the history of Highlander and picket lines, of bus boycotts and sit-ins, of folk and freedom songs – had been rendered archaic by the heat and flash of the 1960s. But Pete Seeger kept faith with the song longer than civil rights did. He really did believe, deep in his heart, that he would overcome someday.






* Conversely, right-wing riffs on the subject of Cold War combat flourished. Country singers Charlie and Ira Louvin recorded ‘Weapon of Prayer’, urging Americans to support their ‘boys’ in Asia by getting on their knees. Hank Williams taunted Stalin in the bellicose ‘No, No, Joe’. On ‘Let’s Keep the Communists Out’, Ferlin Husky warned of a Red America in which there would be no Thanksgiving, Independence Day or Santa Claus.







† Meanwhile, ‘We Shall Overcome’ made its first appearance on wax, under the name ‘We Will Overcome’, courtesy of labour organiser Joe Glazer and His Elm City Four (1950), and under its Seegerised title in a version by Laura Duncan (1952), the same unsung performer who had debuted ‘Strange Fruit’.







‡ One of their last requests was to hear the Weavers’ ‘Goodnight, Irene’ for the last time. Their two sons were adopted by ‘Strange Fruit’ composer Abel Meeropol.







§ Seeger later regretted his endorsement of Stalin, writing, ‘I’ll apologize for a number of things, such as thinking that Stalin was simply a “hard driver” and not a supremely cruel misleader.’







¶ The year of the bus boycott, Alice Wine, who had attended a voter education school in South Carolina, rewrote the old gospel hymn ‘Keep Your Hand on the Plow’ (also known as ‘Hold On’ or ‘Gospel Plow’) as ‘Keep Your Eyes on the Prize’. It was the first widely popular freedom song of the civil rights era.







|| Beginning in 1958, the newborn Campaign for Nuclear Disarmament’s annual marches between London and Aldermaston had a catalytic effect on the writing of topical songs. ‘Every 100 yards or so you had a different kind of band: jazz, blues, skiffle, West Indian,’ Peggy Seeger told the Observer’s Colin Irwin. ‘And of course people made up their own songs. You didn’t just shuffle along in misery.’


** Early issues showcased such emerging protest singers as Bob Dylan, Phil Ochs, Tom Paxton and Woody Guthrie’s son Arlo.







†† While incarcerated in Albany, Ralph Abernathy adapted the traditional ‘Ain’t Gonna Let Nobody Turn Me Round’ into a classic freedom song, inserting the names of the town’s police chief Laurie Pritchett and mayor Asa D. Kelley. Remarkably, Pritchett himself claimed to be a fan: ‘These people got a lot of feeling and rhythm. I enjoy hearing them sing. The songs are catchy.’
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‘How much do I know?’


Bob Dylan, ‘Masters of War’, 1963
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The abdication of Bob Dylan


Bob Dylan performing at the 1964 Newport Folk Festival in Rhode Island.



















 







 







They tell me that every period, every time, has its heroes. Every need has a solution and an answer. Some people – the press, magazines – sometimes think that the heroes that young people choose lead the way. I tend to think that they happen because they grow out of a need. This is a young man who grew out of a need. He came here, he came to be as he is, because things needed saying and the young people were the ones who wanted to say them, and they wanted to say them in their own way. He somehow had an ear on his generation … I don’t have to tell you – you know him, he’s yours: Bob Dylan!





With those words, Ronnie Gilbert of the Weavers introduced twenty-two-year-old Bob Dylan to 40,000 folk fans in Freebody Park, Newport, Rhode Island, on 26 July 1963. Writing about that day, four decades later, in Chronicles Volume One, Dylan misremembered (perhaps deliberately) what Gilbert said, inserting an ominous command of his own invention: ‘Take him, you know him, he’s yours.’ His addition speaks volumes about what Gilbert’s words implied. America was convulsed by the bloody battle for civil rights and the palpable threat of nuclear war, and young Americans, losing faith in the wisdom of their elders, hungered for someone who could voice their inchoate discontent. As Gilbert, with the best of intentions, enshrined him as the man to do just that, this was the predatory whisper that only Dylan could hear: Take him. Take him. ‘I wasn’t a preacher performing miracles,’ Dylan writes. ‘It would have driven anybody mad.’


Newport 1963 saw the birth of a myth that will never be quashed: that of Dylan the protest-singing prophet. All of his most famous political songs were written in a relatively short period, between January 1962 and October 1963, but those are the songs which fixed him in the popular imagination. The singer’s entire career since then can be seen as a flight from that myth and its attendant pressures. He was the first rock star to realise that, if you’re not careful, then the people who claim to love your music will kill it. Once you are famous, your fans create a version of you that is bigger and stronger than the real thing, and may bear only a passing resemblance to it. You can’t dismantle this looming figment of the popular imagination, merely find a way to manoeuvre around it: move fast and nimbly and, like Orpheus in the underworld, don’t look back.


In Chronicles, the prose shudders as he remembers the labels slapped upon him: ‘Prophet, Messiah, Saviour’. As early as1962 he was telling a friend, ‘People are recognizing me, they’re stopping me on the street and asking me what I meant in “Blowin’ in the Wind”, and what’s the true meaning in my other songs. They’re driving me flaky. Got to get out of here.’ But soon there was nowhere to go. Wherever he fled, people pursued him looking for answers that weren’t there: ‘gate-crashers, spooks, trespassers, demagogues’. His descriptions of the madness at its height recall the reluctant messiah in Monty Python’s Life of Brian. ‘Fuck off!’ he snaps. ‘How shall we fuck off, O Lord?’ reply the tenacious faithful.


Dylan’s flight from the suffocations of fame would take several years but his estrangement from the folk scene, and the left in general, took place over just three summers: three Newport appearances. In 1963 he was a hero, in 1964 a conundrum, in 1965 a traitor. The most famous incident of that last festival occurred when Dylan’s band began playing electric instruments and an aghast Pete Seeger said he wished he had an axe so he could cut the power cable.


History has been unkind to Seeger’s Luddite outburst, but it is possible to sympathise both with Dylan’s desire for artistic freedom and Seeger’s horror at the death of the folk revival dream. When he talked of severing the cables, he was hoping to cut off not merely the electricity supply but the powerful cultural current which was threatening to make redundant all that Seeger and his allies had worked towards since the 1930s. That year, Dylan represented both modernity and the victory of the individual over the community. In the process he preserved his sanity and transformed rock music, but he also killed the folk revival as surely as if he had been wielding Seeger’s imagined axe. Protest music was one thing before Bob Dylan came upon it, and quite another afterwards.




* * *





Bob Dylan arrived in New York in January 1961, during the city’s harshest cold snap in fifteen years. He trudged through the snow to Greenwich Village, talked his way into a slot at the Café Wha?, and introduced himself to the centre of the folk-music world with these words: ‘I been travelin’ around the country. Followin’ in Woody Guthrie’s footsteps. Goin’ to the places he went to. All I got is my guitar and that little knapsack. That’s all I need.’


For a short while, Dylan was the architect of his own myth, and that myth was pretty much Guthrie’s. Back home in the small mining town of Hibbing, Minnesota, his heroes had been, in order of discovery, Hank Williams, Little Richard, James Dean and John Steinbeck: a promising palette of icons. When he moved to Minneapolis for a half-hearted dalliance with academia, he discovered another, more significant than all the rest put together. One new friend, Ellen Baker, came from a folk-collecting family and gave Dylan access to a treasure trove of Woody Guthrie 78s and bound copies of Sing Out! Dylan had already changed his name from Robert Zimmerman, and his Guthrie worship gave him a new persona to go with it. Assiduously he learned the songs while cultivating Okie mannerisms and an anti-intellectual image. ‘To me Woody Guthrie was the be-all and end-all,’ Dylan would later tell the Los Angeles Times. ‘He was saying everything in his songs that I felt but didn’t know how to.’


One of the first things Dylan did in New York was to forge a friendship with his ailing hero. The younger man possessed a compelling blend of charisma and vulnerability which made the people he met want to take him under their wing. And if some on the Village scene found something slippery and suspect about this shabby newcomer’s flair for networking, then even they couldn’t deny that he was a rare talent. Within three months of reaching New York he had secured a two-week residency at the city’s most influential folk club, Gerde’s Folk City.* That September a hugely influential rave review by the New York Times folk critic Robert Shelton attracted the attentions of Columbia Records’ John Hammond and heavyweight manager Albert Grossman.


In some ways, however, the most important person Dylan met during those first few months in the Village was not an industry figure, but a smart, beautiful seventeen-year-old named Suze Rotolo. They were introduced in July and fell in love almost immediately. At the apartment they shared on West 4th Street, Rotolo fed her boyfriend’s gargantuan appetite for new stimuli with the likes of Arthur Rimbaud, Robert Graves and Bertolt Brecht: he devotes five pages in Chronicles to the ‘outrageous power’ of Brecht and Weill’s ‘Pirate Jenny’ and its terrifying black freighter. Crucially, Rotolo also awoke his political conscience. She was working as a secretary for CORE and came home each night with stories about the civil rights struggle. One day towards the end of January 1962, with a CORE benefit show looming, Dylan composed ‘The Ballad of Emmett Till’, about a black fourteen-year-old who had been beaten and shot to death in Mississippi in 1955 for whistling at a white woman. Bob Dylan the protest singer was born.




* * *





Dylan denies he was ever a protest singer, but then he didn’t think Woody Guthrie wrote protest songs either. He argued instead in terms of ‘topical songs’, like those written by his Village contemporaries Tom Paxton and Len Chandler. ‘He didn’t read or clip the papers and refer to it later,’ Rotolo told Dylan’s biographer, Anthony Scaduto. ‘With Dylan it was not that conscious journalistic approach. It was more poetical. It was all intuitive, on an emotional level.’ Dylan’s new approach was just what Sis Cunningham and Gordon Friesen were looking for when they set up Broadside in February 1962. The first issue featured Dylan’s wickedly satirical take on the Red-baiting right, ‘Talkin’ John Birch Society Blues’; the third boasted ‘I Will Not Go Down Under the Ground’ (aka ‘Let Me Die in My Footsteps’), a sardonic critique of bomb-shelter paranoia; the sixth introduced the world to ‘Blowin’ in the Wind’.


Dylan wrote the song that would transform his life in April after a long discussion about civil rights in a Village coffeehouse called Commons. He jotted down the line ‘your silence betrays you’ at the table and dashed home to write the rest of the lyric (in just ten minutes, he claimed), which he set to the melody of the old emancipation song ‘No More Auction Block for Me’. The central image, he later explained, was that of ‘a restless piece of paper’ which nobody thinks to pick up and read, an idea uncannily close to Guthrie’s comparison of himself to a ‘blowing’ scrap of paper. As soon as it appeared in Broadside in May, it was the talk of the town. Performing it at Gerde’s before its publication, Dylan announced: ‘This here ain’t a protest song or anything like that, ’cause I don’t write protest songs … I’m just writing it as something to be said, for somebody, by somebody.’


‘Protest songs are difficult to write without making them come off as preachy and one-dimensional,’ Dylan writes in Chronicles. ‘You have to show people a side of themselves that they don’t know is there.’ To do this, at that time in American history, was to blow a hole in a dam and hope that you didn’t drown in the torrent. ‘Blowin’ in the Wind’ captured the gestalt by posing the questions that so many Americans were asking: ‘How many times?’ ‘How many deaths?’ ‘How many years?’ Dylan avoided specifics but, so soon after the Freedom Rides, few could have doubted the identity of the ‘some people’ who were not yet ‘allowed to be free’. Unlike a topical song, with its clear narrative and cast of characters, ‘Blowin’ in the Wind’ flattered the listener with its poetic vagueness: those in the know would understand. Not everyone was impressed. Tom Paxton dismissed it as ‘a grocery list song where one line has absolutely no relevance to the next line’, and Ewan MacColl later dismissed all Dylan’s protest songs as ‘puerile – too general to mean anything’. But its flaws were also its strengths. Yes, it employed broad brush strokes – freedom, empathy: good; war, death, apathy, tears: bad – but only broad strokes could have painted it across the minds of a generation.


Dylan would later delight in rubbishing his own motives for writing such songs. It was just a way to get noticed, he told the New Yorker’s Nat Hentoff. But that was when he was sick of the hero worship; in 1962 he was still writing protest songs like he meant them. When James Meredith, a black student, was turned away from the University of Mississippi in September on racial grounds, sparking bloody riots and leading President Kennedy to send in troops to force desegregation, Dylan promptly composed the scathing and concise ‘Oxford Town’. ‘A Hard Rain’s a-Gonna Fall’ was written before the Cuban Missile Crisis, but became uncannily timely when listeners misinterpreted the hard rain as nuclear fallout.


Featuring only two original compositions, Dylan’s eponymous debut album had been an inadequate advertisement for his talents and it sold accordingly. Starting in April 1962, he would spend a year, on and off, crafting the follow-up, applying much more rigorous selection procedures. ‘The Ballad of Emmett Till’, which Dylan now regarded as ‘a bullshit song’, was junked, as was ‘Let Me Die in My Footsteps’, while ‘Talkin’ John Birch Society Blues’ was quashed by Columbia, but there would be room on The Freewheelin’ Bob Dylan for his other recent protest songs and a scarifying new composition called ‘Masters of War’.




* * *





In December 1962 Dylan flew to England, where he played a few shows, appeared in an ill-fated TV drama, and lapped up the country’s folk music. He quickly managed to aggravate Ewan MacColl but befriended a younger, less severe English folksinger, Martin Carthy, who taught Dylan some folk melodies that he would later appropriate. Another traditional tune Dylan encountered was the bizarre and unsettling ‘Nottamun Town’, in an arrangement by American song-collector Jean Ritchie. He applied the melody to a lyric he had been working on about those who profited from war. As he explained decades later, ‘It’s not an anti-war song. It’s speaking against what Eisenhower was calling a military-industrial complex.’


It’s an important distinction, because no pacifist could have written ‘Masters of War’. As a boy, Dylan had been so fascinated with the army that he considered applying to West Point Military Academy. In New York, he imbibed the classic military theory of Sun Tzu and Carl von Clausewitz. In 1962 Dylan was plucking extant melodies from all over, but ‘Masters of War’ has the quality of an M. R. James story, as if he had dug up this old tune and scraped off the mud and rust, but left some of the macabre violence of ‘Nottamun Town’ – its references to a stark-naked drummer and ‘ten thousand drowned’ – clinging to it. Ancient and malign, ‘Masters of War’ is the most evil-sounding protest song Dylan ever recorded. He used to refer to his ‘finger-pointing songs’, and ‘Master of War’ points the finger with the baleful power of a witch’s curse. ‘You’ – yew – he sneers at the warmongers, bringing to bear all of his poisonous rage, ‘you ain’t worth the blood that runs in your veins.’ In the final verse, Dylan tracks his quarry’s coffin to its resting place and stands over it ‘till I’m sure that you’re dead’. You imagine that he might clamber down into the grave, crack open the casket and give the corpse a good kick just to be sure. He turns the topic of the military-industrial complex into an ancient horror story in which a wrongdoer is pursued by a vengeful spirit. It is also a form of generational warfare. In ‘The Times They Are a-Changin’’, Dylan would soon ask his elders to ‘please heed the call’, but there is no room for ‘please’ in ‘Masters of War’, only bitter sarcasm. He admits he is young, and that there’s a lot he doesn’t know, but he knows enough to damn his targets to hell.


‘I’ve never really written anything like that before,’ said Dylan in the liner notes to The Freewheelin’ Bob Dylan. ‘I don’t sing songs which hope people will die, but I couldn’t help it with this one. The song is a sort of striking out, a reaction to the last straw, a feeling of what can you do?’


The song’s naked contempt sets it apart from folk’s sweet reason, as epitomised by the Guthrie-adapting slogan on Pete Seeger’s banjo, ‘This Machine Surrounds Hate and Forces It to Surrender’, and prophesies the immoderate rage of Crass or N.W.A. It also keeps it alive decades later. Whereas ‘Blowin’ in the Wind’ has been worn smooth by film-makers seeking cosy signifiers of 1960s rebellion, ‘Masters of War’ remains untameably over-the-top. As Greil Marcus notes: ‘It’s the elegance of the melody and the extremism of the words that attract people – the way the song does go too far, to the limits of free speech … [it] gives people permission to go that far.’ It is a vehicle for all those dangerous, unpacifistic emotions that anti-war movements rarely allow themselves to express: that feeling of hating violence so much that all you want to do is match it with violence of your own.


It first appeared in Broadside in January 1963, accompanied by Suze’s drawings, and then on Freewheelin’ in May. In the year or so since ‘Blowin’ in the Wind’, Dylan had been measured for his crown and robes as new King of the Folksingers. Newport would be both his coronation and the zenith of the folk revival.




* * *





Until the official start of US Beatlemania in February 1964, rock’n’roll was in a long slump and a folksinger was the thing to be. While the Village teemed with talent – Dylan, Baez, Paxton, Chandler, Dave Van Ronk, Carolyn Hester, Judy Collins, Buffy Sainte-Marie – folk scenes thrived across the country. So fashionable was it that in October 1962 the comedian Allan Sherman sold a million copies of an album of parodies called My Son, the Folksinger. The following month Baez became a Time magazine cover star, barefoot and strumming. ‘Anything called a hootenanny ought to be shot on sight,’ the profile began, ‘but the whole country is having one.’


Baez was only six months older than Dylan. The precocious middle daughter of two highly cultured Quaker converts, she had come up through the Massachusetts folk scene. Her first three albums, featuring mostly traditional ballads, all went gold. Baez was a tough, savvy young woman, who had described herself in a school essay thus: ‘I am not a saint. I am a noise. I spend a good deal of my time making wise cracks, singing, dancing, acting, and in the long run, making a nuisance of myself.’ But those peppery qualities were absent from her voice, which seemed to promise what it embodied: purity and clarity. Dylan calls it ‘a voice that drove out bad spirits’.


Baez took Dylan (whom the same Time profile called ‘a promising young hobo’) under her wing in May 1963, when she invited him to perform ‘With God on Our Side’, his earnest attack on jingoism, with her at the Monterey festival. After the show he stayed with her for several days, even though he was still seeing Suze: the start of a rocky two-year relationship.


Less totemic than Baez, but more rampantly commercial, was the trio Peter, Paul and Mary, manufactured by Grossman as a hipper, more politicised alternative to the Kingston Trio: Peter Yarrow was the earnest folkie, Noel ‘Paul’ Stookey the joker and Mary Travers the boho beauty. Their eponymous 1962 debut album nested in the Billboard Top 100 for three years, introducing millions to Seeger’s ‘If I Had a Hammer (The Hammer Song)’ and ‘Where Have All the Flowers Gone?’ After the somewhat less socially engaged ‘Puff, the Magic Dragon’, Grossman fed them material from his newest client; their version of ‘Blowin’ in the Wind’ scaled the charts in the summer of 1963.


Phil Ochs was a much thornier prospect. Born in Texas in 1940, he had passed through Staunton Military Academy and Ohio State University, where he studied journalism, discovered the work of Guthrie and Seeger, and began writing protest songs of his own, calling his first band the Singing Socialists. When he arrived in Greenwich Village in 1962 he joked to Broadside’s Gordon Friesen that he got his lyrics from Newsweek and his melodies from Mozart, which was half right. In March 1963 he set out his stall in an eloquent Broadside essay called ‘The Need for Topical Music’. ‘Before the days of television and mass media,’ he wrote, ‘the folksinger was often a travelling newspaper spreading tales through music. It is somewhat ironic that in this age of forced conformity and fear of controversy the folksinger may be assuming the same role … One good song with a message can bring a point more deeply to more people than a thousand rallies … Every newspaper headline is a potential song.’ Later he explained, ‘A protest song is a song that’s so specific that you cannot mistake it for bullshit.’


By this stage, folk meant dollar signs. In April the ABC network launched a Saturday night show called Hootenanny, although it was hobbled before it even began.† ABC’s decision to continue blacklisting Seeger led many key players, including Dylan, Baez and Peter, Paul and Mary to boycott the show. Producers compounded their idiocy by forbidding guests to sing any ‘subversive’ songs. Soon afterwards, Dylan had his own run-in with timid television executives when CBS forbade him to perform ‘Talkin’ John Birch Society Blues’ on The Ed Sullivan Show. Dylan, justifiably stubborn, chose not to appear at all. It was not as if he particularly needed the publicity. Two weeks later The Freewheelin’ Bob Dylan became a sensation. The only complaints came from Jon Pankake and Paul Nelson at Minnesotan folk gazette Little Sandy Review, who, having earlier warned him to ‘steer clear of the Protesty people’ and attacked the ‘sappy and idiotic simple-mindedness of Broadside’s output’, called Freewheelin’ ‘melodramatic and maudlin’. Dylan would soon come around to their protestophobia, but not quite yet.


Returning after a two-year hiatus, the Newport Folk Festival in July was a joyous show of strength. Phil Ochs performed ‘Too Many Martyrs’ (about Medgar Evers, the NAACP field secretary recently murdered in Mississippi), ‘Talking Birmingham Jam’ (about the recent tumult in Alabama) and ‘Power and the Glory’ (a tribute to Woody Guthrie). But there was no doubt as to who was the main attraction. Peter, Paul and Mary sang four of Dylan’s songs and introduced their version of ‘Blowin’ in the Wind’ as ‘written by the most important folk artist in America today’, while Sunday-night headliner Baez brought him on stage for her final encore to duet on ‘With God on Our Side’.


His own protest-heavy set was a sensation. ‘Blowin’ in the Wind’ became an all-star performance, bolstered by Baez, Seeger and others. So stunned were they all by the roaring ovation that they encored with an impromptu rendition of ‘We Shall Overcome’. A more potently symbolic tableau of unity could not have been imagined. Yet Dylan could already feel the jaws of a trap closing in on him. ‘He was paranoid to start,’ Dave Van Ronk told Anthony Scaduto. ‘All of a sudden five million people were pulling at his coat and picking his brain, and he couldn’t take it when just five people were doing that. His feeling, basically, was that the audience is a lynch mob. What he said was: “Look out, they’ll kill you.”’


Folk’s ties with the civil rights movement were strong, so it was no surprise when many of the stars of Newport also appeared at the Lincoln Memorial the following month for the climax of the March on Washington for Jobs and Freedom, which brought together the five major civil rights leaders: Martin Luther King of the SCLC, James Farmer of CORE, John Lewis of the SNCC, Roy Wilkins of the NAACP and Whitney Young of the National Urban League.


By lunchtime on 28 August around a quarter of a million people, black and white, thronged the lawns around the Presidential Mall. In a pre-march morning concert Baez led the biggest ever mass rendition of ‘We Shall Overcome’.‡ ‘My knees were shaking,’ she later told musician David Crosby. ‘I’d never seen that many people before in my life.’ She was followed by Odetta, Josh White, Peter, Paul and Mary, the SNCC Freedom Singers and Dylan, who sang two new songs, ‘Only a Pawn in Their Game’ (about Medgar Evers) and ‘When the Ship Comes In’. The formal concert preceding King’s speech later in the day featured opera star Marian Anderson and gospel icon Mahalia Jackson.§ It is said that King only digressed from his script for his famous ‘I have a dream’ finale because Jackson leaned in and urged, ‘Tell them about the dream, Martin!’


But even on the day Dylan doubted the march’s effectiveness. ‘Think they’re listening?’ he asked, looking towards Capitol Hill and Congress. ‘No, they ain’t listening at all.’




* * *





Suze Rotolo had moved out of the apartment on West 4th Street shortly before the march, and Dylan, by now jangling with paranoia, took the opportunity to flee to Albert Grossman’s upstate rural getaway in Bearsville, near Woodstock. During the autumn he wrote his most self-conscious protest song: ‘The Times They Are a-Changin’’. It is both corny and visionary, its finger-pointing stridency complicated and enriched by its poetry. Most listeners would have heard it as a call for politicians, parents and squares in general to either listen to the new generation or get out of the way, but some of Dylan’s vocabulary was in the same vein as earlier, unreleased songs ‘I’d Hate to Be You on That Dreadful Day’ and ‘Train a-Travelin’’: ancient, biblical, foreboding. Floodwaters rise, a battle rages, a curse is cast, things fall apart. Even when Dylan set out to write an anthem of hope, his language betrayed a shadow meaning: a tremor of fear that not all the change would be for the best. You can almost hear the foreboding foghorn of the black freighter.


So it cannot have helped Dylan’s shaky psyche when on 22 November, not long after he finished recording the album of which ‘Times’ was the title track, President Kennedy was shot dead in Dallas. You want change?, the assassination seemed to say. Well, here’s your change. The following night, Dylan played a show in upstate New York and opened, as he usually did, with ‘Times’. ‘Something had just gone haywire in the country and they were applauding the song,’ Dylan told Scaduto. ‘And I couldn’t understand why they were clapping, or why I wrote the song. I couldn’t understand anything. For me, it was just insane.’


Here was a man already queasy about organised politics, already chafing against the expectations hung round his neck, already looking over his shoulder. His next album, The Times They Are a-Changin’, was already the end of something. It featured three recently composed protest songs: the title track, the ominous, black-freighter-inspired ‘When the Ship Comes In’ and ‘The Lonesome Death of Hattie Carroll’, which turned a minor news story – the manslaughter of a black barmaid by a rich, young white man in Baltimore – into a microcosm of racial and class-based injustice in America, even as it wildly exaggerated the malice of the killer, William Zantzinger.¶ The other political numbers were a few months old. There would be no more explicit protest songs for a long time. Perhaps the submerged madness that surfaced in America with Kennedy’s murder just confirmed what Dylan already felt – that things were happening too fast for certainty and sanctimony to do any good. So he said something about it.


A few weeks after the assassination, he agreed to accept the Tom Paine Award from the Emergency Civil Liberties Committee (ECLC) at a grand event in New York’s Americana Hotel. Looking around at the wealthy bien-pensants resplendent in jewellery and furs, he got uptight, and then he got drunk. ‘They were supposed to be on my side but I didn’t feel any connection with them,’ he later told Nat Hentoff of the New Yorker. Reluctantly, he stepped on stage to collect the award and rambled about the March on Washington, Cuba, and race. ‘There’s no black and white, left and right, to me anymore. There’s only up and down, and down is very close to the ground. And I’m trying to go up without thinking about anything trivial, such as politics.’ It got worse when he began talking about Lee Harvey Oswald. ‘I saw some of myself in him,’ he said hesitantly. Scattered boos ascended from the ballroom floor.


Dylan sent a long, confusing letter of qualified apology to the ECLC, the crux of which was that he was no longer interested in we, but I. His head was full of poetry (Byron, Ginsberg, especially Rimbaud) and drugs (pot, acid), and all that mattered to him was personal expression. Now when he talked in terms of those who were chained and those who were free, he didn’t mean civil rights. In February 1964 he piled into a brand-new Ford station wagon with three friends and set off on a weird, stoned road trip, during which he worked on channelling his increasingly abstract, visionary sensibility into two new songs, ‘Mr Tambourine Man’ and ‘Chimes of Freedom’, which belonged in a new category far wilder and more tangled than protest.


It was a miraculous period for Dylan the artist; less so for Dylan the man. Consumed by his quest for personal freedom, he was less than splendid company, developing a taste for barbed and bullying mind games. One gets the impression that a conversation with Dylan often resembled a Kafkaesque job interview in which the reward was Dylan’s friendship but the criteria painfully obscure. ‘He started using bayonets on people,’ Suze Rotolo’s sister Carla told Scaduto. ‘He’d find their vulnerable spots, and just demolish them.’ One person who felt Dylan’s poisonous tongue was Phil Ochs. ‘The stuff you’re writing is bullshit, because politics is bullshit,’ he told Ochs. ‘It’s all unreal. The only thing that’s real is inside you. Your feelings. Just look at the world you’re writing about and you’ll see you’re wasting your time. The world is, well … it’s just absurd.’ 


When the transformed Dylan returned to Newport in July 1964, the audience hung on his every note, but folk’s old guard was horrified. It wasn’t just that he put love songs and opaque imagery ahead of protest; it was the arrogant remoteness with which he conducted himself: a cardinal sin in the folk world, where no individual was more important than the community. In Sing Out! Irwin Silber accused him of having ‘somehow lost contact with people’. Paul Wolfe, writing in Broadside, went further still, using Ochs as a stick with which to beat Newport’s fallen idol: ‘meaning vs innocuousness, sincerity vs utter disregard for the tastes of the audience, idealistic principle vs self-conscious egotism’. Ochs himself wrote a passionate defence of Dylan, pointing out that pandering to an audience’s expectations might be considered the height of insincerity. The Little Sandy Review’s Paul Nelson applauded Dylan for ‘taking his first faltering steps in a long time in a productive direction for himself as an artist, and not himself as a hero’.


Newport ’64 was the crest of the folk revival wave. Sales were booming, magazines were springing up everywhere, and folk was at the heart of the political action. In May Baez had joined stars such as Gregory Peck and Woody Allen at Madison Square Garden in the New York Democratic Party’s salute to Lyndon Johnson, where she pointedly addressed ‘The Times They Are a-Changin’’ to the president. Seeger, back from almost a year of globetrotting, returned to the charts with a version of Malvina Reynolds’s snarky anti-conformity broadside ‘Little Boxes’.


Later in the year, readers of Nat Hentoff’s Dylan profile in the New Yorker would discover what Dylan had told the interviewer back in June about giving up on ‘finger-pointing songs’: ‘Me, I don’t want to write for people anymore. You know – be a spokesman.’ But anyone who listened closely to Another Side of Bob Dylan, which came out two weeks after Newport, already knew that. On ‘My Back Pages’, he consigned ‘lies that life is black and white’ to the past. 




* * *





For a performer, the biggest problem with protest songs is that they engender smugness. Concert audiences are generally keen to appear on the singer’s side, and a protest song intensifies the sycophancy: they know exactly when to laugh, when to cheer, when to boo. In the context of labour songs or freedom songs, that ritual of affirmation is rather the point, but it can be difficult for an artist to see a song that has been conceived with an element of danger and risk tamed and smothered by an audience’s self-congratulatory approval: We understand. We are not like them. We are all on the same side.


So it was that by the time Dylan toured the UK in the spring of 1965, some of his most famous numbers were dead songs walking. He had lost ownership of them, and of their nuances. By the end of the tour, ‘Subterranean Homesick Blues’, a rollicking talking blues modelled on a Chuck Berry riff, would be released but, owing to the vagaries of international release schedules, the single riding high in the charts when he arrived in England was ‘Times’. He found that audiences were expecting the wrong Bob Dylan. ‘I was playing a lot of songs I didn’t want to play,’ he later told Hentoff. ‘I was singing words I didn’t really want to sing. I knew what was going to happen.’


This is the most charitable explanation for the unedifying figure that Dylan cuts in D. A. Pennebaker’s aptly named tour documentary Don’t Look Back. Another is that the only way he could protect himself from fame’s predations was to make himself a moving target. Hence he is cagey and obnoxious, squandering his intellectual firepower on soft targets such as hopelessly square Time reporter Judson Manning, and surrounding himself with a coterie of snickering cronies. He is repellent towards Baez, in part because he was already fading her out of his life in favour of his new love, and future wife, Sara Lownds, but also, perhaps, because she represented so much that he was trying to leave behind: protest songs, community, the movement. 


Released in 1967, when Dylan’s new direction was abundantly clear, Don’t Look Back made the viewer a knowing accomplice. Even more so at this remove, we too can pretend to be on Dylan’s side, but in a different way from those 1965 audiences. Regarding their unthinking worship, we can flatter ourselves that we would have understood his emphasis on freedom and reinvention; we would not have killed those songs with too much love; we would have preferred the new material; we would not have been like them. But for most of us that is an illusion born of hindsight. Music and politics both offer people a chance to be part of something bigger than themselves, and the combination of the two can be intoxicating, so can we necessarily say that we wouldn’t, with the best of intentions, have joined in cheering ‘The Times They Are a-Changin’’ to death?


If Dylan had never written a protest song, someone else might have fed the same cultural need, but no other artist was capable of producing the stuff he was coming up with by 1965. ‘It’s Alright, Ma (I’m Only Bleeding)’ was a foaming torrent of striking imagery, jagged accusations and unforgettable slogans, a refusenik manifesto summed up in the line: ‘Propaganda, all is phony’ (like Salinger’s Holden Caulfield, Dylan hated nothing more than a ‘phony’). ‘It’s Alright, Ma’ and ‘Subterranean Homesick Blues’ were protest songs of a sort, only what they were protesting was the entire status quo, with its bogus oppositions and schematic morality.


So when he sang ‘Don’t follow leaders’ on ‘Subterranean Homesick Blues’, he didn’t just mean Lyndon Johnson but people like Martin Luther King, Bobby Kennedy or even Dylan himself. It was the I protesting the we, which was the sort of message that appealed to young listeners who weren’t especially interested in marches and meetings: a politics of the self. In doing so, Dylan was overturning the Lomax/Seeger, left-wing interpretation of folk that had prevailed for three decades, and unearthing instead the ‘old, weird America’. ‘The truth is, there are weird folk songs that have come down through the ages, based on nothing, or based on legend,’ he complained. ‘Those old songs weren’t simple at all. What’s happened is the labour movement people, they’re talking about keeping it simple … All they want is songs from the Thirties, union hall songs. “Which Side Are You On?” That’s such a waste. I mean, which side can you be on?’


In interviews, his politics became more antic. The next year, in a Playboy interview with Hentoff, he would promise that a President Dylan would replace ‘America the Beautiful’ with his own ‘Desolation Row’ and challenge Mao Tse-tung to a fistfight. He also said that ‘only college newspaper editors and single girls under 14 … could possibly have any time for’ protest songs. He may have had one particular recent hit in mind when he said that.




* * *





One night in the middle of 1964, a nineteen-year-old aspiring songwriter called P. F. Sloan had worked until dawn on a song he called ‘Eve of Destruction’. It was a somewhat gauche shopping list of reasons to be fearful: segregation, nuclear war, Vietnam, Red China, the JFK assassination, all conspiring to sweep humanity into an early grave. It had none of the Judgement-Day terror of Dylan’s apocalyptic songs, and none of their agility (the third verse has no fewer than six rhymes for ‘frustratin’’), but a gripping momentum nonetheless. The hoarse-throated Barry McGuire, who had just left folk revivalists the New Christy Minstrels and was looking for solo material, consented to record it.


It came out as a B-side in July 1965, but the A-side was swiftly ignored by DJs, who put ‘Eve’ on heavy rotation. Reissued in its own right, it topped the charts two months later, selling six million copies to become by far the biggest protest song to date. ‘The media frenzy over the song tore me up and tore the country apart,’ wrote Sloan, with just a hint of hyperbole. Overwhelmed, he told reporters that it was ‘a love song – a love song to and for humanity’, but it made no difference. Radio and TV stations banned it, with one DJ asking, ‘How do you think the enemy will feel with a tune like that No. 1 in America?’ The Young Republicans and Citizens for Conservative Action vilified it. Randy Sparks, McGuire’s old colleague in the New Christy Minstrels, called it ‘communist fodder’ and promised to retaliate with his own ‘A Song of Hope’. A group called the Spokesmen recorded a rapid-response record, ‘Dawn of Correction’; some DJs, fearful of bias allegations, gave both discs equal airplay.||
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