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INTRODUCTION





Judy Collins, in an interview for this book, describes Bruce Springsteen as a folk hero. I disagree. His name may indeed be imprinted on the public consciousness as, variously, an eloquent voice of blue-collar America, a percipient diagnostician of the human condition, a stadium-filling superstar who never short changes his audience, and a compassionate liberal with a lower-case ‘l’. But a folk hero is largely the stuff of myth. The veracity of the tales that enhance such a mythical reputation can only ever be challenged superficially, because that reputation derives from the long ago, before mass media demystified everything. There is no such entity as a 21st-Century folk hero, and anyone who tells you different has been suckered by the hype.


In Springsteen’s case, the hype is largely the work of his manager Jon Landau, who has done an impressive job of convincing compliant music journalists that his protégé is a composite of Jesus Christ, Woody Guthrie, Elvis Presley and the John Wayne character in whatever John Ford film you care to think of. And those same music journalists have then done an impressive job of convincing the public that Landau’s conception of Springsteen is the real deal.


Don’t get me wrong, I count myself as a Springsteen loyalist. As writers in the medium of song go, he has few equals. And I don’t doubt his integrity. I believe him to be a fundamentally decent man who cares about the world and the people in it. But he’s also a man mindful of image and how best to project it and protect it. Landau’s role in this respect should not be underestimated.


Perhaps Peter Case put it best when he said, “Fortunes were made to establish Bruce as a folk hero. It’s sort of the opposite of what that word suggests.”


Springsteen’s tangible legacy will be his songs. And perhaps among these songs, the ten that comprise Nebraska will endure more than the rest. Not because of the method of the recording – although undeniably the fact that it was put out pretty much as it was produced, straight from a modest four-track recording unit, invest it with an artistic purity denied those albums meticulously assembled in hi-tech studios – but because it captures a writer at the peak of his evolution. Nebraska is bookended by before and after periods. In the before, as Springsteen tries to locate his own voice, every now and then he finds it, or something damn close to it, especially on parts of Born To Run, Darkness On The Edge Of Town and The River. But the voice that we now know as Springsteen’s voice was truly born on Nebraska. The voice of the everyman, or more accurately, the voice of the American everyman. Nebraska will transcend Springsteen, will immortalise him as a writer, because of what it says about civilisation in the range of its complexity – the beauty, the ugliness, the tenderness, the cruelty, the love, the hate, the doubt, the fear – and because of what it says about the loneliness that lies at the heart of all of us.




 





Though I was infatuated with all things Americana from a young age, Springsteen didn’t really enter my orbit until my late teens. I can’t honestly say why. I’d seen him on Rock Around The Clock, an all-night music marathon on BBC Two television, doing ‘The River’ from what I later learned was the Musicians United for Safe Energy (MUSE) concert at Madison Square Garden in 1979. It must have made an impact, the melancholy of the song, the intensity of the performance (at one point he appears to wipe a tear from his eye, though it could have been perspiration) – how could it not? But all caught up as I was in a Bob Dylan fixation (which has endured), I probably filed him away in my subconscious for another time.


That time came with Born In The USA. What I heard on this blockbuster was roots music given a rock’n’roll makeover – a bunch of amped-up folk songs about ordinary lives, the kind of lives that weren’t really being written about in the mainstream. I was convinced that Springsteen was more than his image suggested (the baseball cap, the white T-shirt, the distressed denims and the American flag on the album cover created a redneck misapprehension among non-followers that hasn’t been easy to shift), that he was a writer of considerable import, mining the seam that Woody Guthrie and Pete Seeger and Bob Dylan had before him. He was one of the good guys.


I wanted to know more. And so I went back to Nebraska, the album that prefaced Born In The USA. The sonic contrast couldn’t have been more stark, and yet there was a common thread that also linked it to The River, Darkness On The Edge Of Town and Born To Run. Springsteen has often referred to it as a conversation with his audience. As conversations go, it’s pretty heavy-duty, embracing as it does the big themes of faith and responsibility, sin and redemption. Hardly the stuff of the MTV generation. But like the best writing, whatever the idiom, such dense themes are explored through simple storytelling, the folk impulse at work.


This, essentially, was the intended thrust of Heart Of Darkness: Bruce Springsteen’s Nebraska. I wanted to claim Nebraska as a great American folk album, to place it in the context of what preceded it and acknowledge its importance as a stimulus for the so-called Americana movement. In short, Nebraska as something of a bridge between old and new folk traditions.


This has involved a journey into the past, to the very origins of folk music itself and, specifically, American folk music; to the appropriation of the folk song both as a social document of an evolving America, and as an agent of protest during the Great Depression of the Thirties and the civil rights struggle and the Vietnam War of the Sixties.


It has involved a journey into Springsteen’s own past in an attempt to identify what made him the writer he became, and a journey through his career, a necessary overview of his repertoire. Nebraska is, after all, but one part of a whole – an image, or rather a series of images, on an expansive canvas.


But like any journey on which the traveller pays attention, perceptions made themselves suggestible to change. I came to realise that Nebraska is much more than genre-confining folk music. It is blues and country and gospel and rock’n’roll and punk too. Add to that Springsteen’s literary and cinematic sensibilities, as well as his awareness of how Ronald Reagan’s economic polices were affecting those Americans not living the dream and you have a piece of work that resonated artistically and sociologically – and continues to do so.




 





DAVID BURKE, March 2011



















1. THE DISCOVERY OF THE PEOPLE







“I like narrative storytelling as being part of a tradition, a folk tradition.”


BRUCE SPRINGSTEEN


“Logically, when you talkin’ about folk music and blues, you find out it’s music of just plain people.”


BROWNIE MCGHEE





The debate on what constitutes folk music is one dominated by two opposing factions – let’s call them the purists and the progressives. Put simply (and rather simplistically), the purists want to preserve folk music as a kind of artefact, while the progressives’ objective is to remake it in the evolving image of modernity.


The purists eschew the very idea of contemporary folk music. Theirs is an argument that pivots primarily on the grubby issue of commercialisation – or, to place it in a quasi-spiritual perspective, a transaction in which the soul is bartered for ambition or wealth.


The progressives, meanwhile, subscribe to an interpretation of folk music as that which reflects what goes on in the lives of folk, the little narratives that comprise the bigger story of life on earth.


Undoubtedly the purists would baulk at the suggestion that Bruce Springsteen’s Nebraska fulfils many of the criteria for folk music. But Nebraska is pure folk from the compositional nature of the songs – songs populated by characters who speak in the vernacular, songs telling of hard times and of what hard times will force desperate people to do, songs in which the mundane becomes a medium for a more profound message about humanity – right down to the manner in which they are delivered using only voice, guitar, harmonica and glockenspiel, and the most basic recording technology. And Nebraska is uniquely an American folk album, forming part of a lineage that, in terms of its existence, is as old as the American nation itself.




 





So what is folk music? A cursory internet search will tell you that it is either “the traditionally and typically anonymous music that is the expression of the life of people in a community”, “music transmitted by word of mouth, music of the lower classes, music with no known composer” or “any genre of music originating from the ethnic community of a specific region, often not recorded but passed down orally.” For Pete Seeger, the link between Woody Guthrie and Springsteen, it’s “a way of life”, though he admits hardly using the term ‘folk music’ “because it means different things to different people”.


Judy Collins, a stalwart of the Sixties folk revival, finds it impossible to define. “In order to define it, you must be inclusive of musical history and how it has developed in the past seventy years. It’s a very fluid thing. It reflects a political/personal combination of the ability to write and perform personal history. That differs from the great American songbook, although people like EY Harburg, who wrote ‘Over The Rainbow’, was being very political – he wanted ‘Over The Rainbow’ and The Wizard Of Oz to be a political statement. He wanted Dorothy’s role in the film to be the icon-smashing young voice, in the same way that Bob Dylan was performing and singing songs that were icon-smashing.


“Folk music is a strange phenomenon, but it is combined with politics and personal expression. Personal expression trumps left, right, etcetera. Personal expression is everything. The politics of the time, left or right, is what gets talked about. Personal experience has no political grounding, left or right. Personal experience drenches the music of what we call the folk era. People take politics out of personal experience. But what politics is about is how you treat your dog, how you treat your wife, whether you want to be giving back to the culture, whether you want to be sapping it dry.”


Novelist and African-American cultural commentator Cecil Brown, whose book Stagolee Shot Billy is a biography of the song, ‘Stagolee’, thinks of folk music as “black music”. He explains, “It was the music of the people who were oral and did not have access to literacy and did not have access to any of the means of expression except what they could come up with themselves. It was the original music of the enslaved Africans when they came to the United States because they had no other form of expression.”


Actor and occasional folksinger Theodore Bikel lauds the folk song for its myriad functions. “It tells a multitude of stories, fables, legends and jokes. It admonishes, lulls to sleep, calls to cattle, rings with hope for the prisoner, with threat for the jailer, with joy for the lovers, with bitterness for him who might have had but didn’t. It heralds birth, boyhood, wedlock. It soothes the weary, the sick and the aged, and it mourns the dead.”


I prefer the Louis Armstrong version of folk music: “All music is folk music. I ain’t never heard a horse sing a song.”


Okay, so Armstrong’s remark contains an element of mischief, but only an elitist would deny its veracity. And elitism is, in a sense, what the purists espouse by insisting on authenticity in both form and framework. What they fail to acknowledge is that form and framework are transformative, not static, that they move, like all things, in concert with the movement of humanity. And besides, music – yes, even folk music – is expression, and expression isn’t governed by criteria.


Although that’s not how Norm Cohen, author of Folk Music: A Regional Exploration, sees it. “To me, what distinguishes folk music is not necessarily style or content but how it is preserved and transmitted – not via commercial media.


“So I don’t label any new song a folk song until we’ve had a chance to see what becomes of it. ‘Barbara Allen’ was probably written by a professional songwriter in the 17th Century and survived in print for a long time, then disappeared from commercial media for a while but continued to be sung in rural communities and learned aurally. At that point it was a folk song. When it came to be recorded by Art Garfunkel or Joan Baez, then it ceased being a folk song in that particular context. So it’s the context and nature of transmission that is the key, rather than source, contents, style, attitude etc.”


This is exactly why the purists give folk music a bad name. They thumb their academic noses at anything that falls outside the parameters delineated in a whole other time. They want to curate the music, antiquate it, put it behind a glass case and intellectualise it. They don’t want to listen to its heartbeat, or feel its sorrow or hear its laughter. There is a particular irony in such remoteness given that one of the strengths of folk music is its social conscience. No wonder Bob Dylan went electric.




 





And so to the history bit. History, of course, is made as much by those who chronicle it as by those who play an active role in it. Or at least it was back in the day when the chroniclers of American folk music were the collectors, men like Francis James Child, Cecil Sharp, Howard Odum, John Lomax and his son Alan.


Folk music was one aspect of folk heritage, a phenomenon that had its roots in late 18th-Century Europe, where chin-stroking types considered the indigenous culture of peasants, farmers and craftspeople – what historian Peter Burke, described as “the discovery of the people”. Chief among these chin strokers was German philosopher Johann Gottfried von Herder, who declared, “Unless our literature is founded on our volk, we, writers, shall write eternally for closet sages and disgusting critics, out of whose mouths and stomachs we shall get back what we have given.” For him, folk culture represented a very real riposte to the artificiality that pervaded then contemporary culture.


In 1778, Herder published a set of lyrics collated and transcribed in the German border region of Riga, now the capital of Latvia, applying to them the handle volkslieder, or folk song. Mind you, he wasn’t the first to assemble and compile traditional music. In 17th-Century England, old ballads featured in numerous collections, satisfying middle class and aristocratic curiosity of things ‘country’.


More than a century before folk revivalism took hold in America, the pursuit of folk culture involved a complex series of ideological decisions, writes Benjamin Filene in his book, Romancing the Folk: Public Memory & American Roots Music. Not just anyone counted as ‘folk’.


“Herder distinguished between the true volk, primarily rural peasants, and the urban rabble in the streets who ‘never sing and rhyme, but scream and mutilate’. To Herder and other early collectors, true peasants were pure and artless and usually exotic,” says Filene.


For Herder and the Grimm brothers, alias Jacob and Wilhelm, tellers of folk tales such as Rumplestiltskin, Snow White and Cinderella, unearthing folk cultures involved re-imagining, romanticising and transforming them.


Filene again: “Because of these transformations as much as in spite of them, their vision of the ‘folk’ had extraordinary reach, extending well beyond their borders and exerting influence long after their deaths. The work of these early philosophers and collectors showed that the idea of folk culture had power and plasticity. Scholars and intellectuals, artists and entrepreneurs, and the folk themselves, have been shaping and re-shaping the idea ever since.”


The forebear of American folk music was Harvard professor Francis James Child. A Shakespeare scholar, his forte was British ballads, “a subject he pursued with the persistence of a bloodhound and the precision of a detective”, and indeed his five-volume work, The English And Scottish Popular Ballads (1882-1898), is widely heralded as canonical by students of the folk music idiom. For Child, America, with its relatively recent traditions, was of minimal interest, particularly as he preferred archival sources when retrieving old songs. Essentially he saw American folk music as British in origin.


Norm Cohen disagrees, positing that all immigrants to America “brought their own folk music with them and it became the basis of American folk music. As time went on, Americans created new songs and tunes based on their lives here in the New World. Gradually this became more distinct from the music of their ancestors.”


The British theme was also pursued by Englishman Cecil Sharp, renowned as a founding father of the folklore revival in England during the early years of the 20th Century. Sharp journeyed to the Appalachian Mountains in 1916 and identified a cultural symbiosis with a long-gone England.


According to Filene, “Like Child, Sharp felt that the England he cherished had disappeared several hundred years ago, leaving only fragments behind. He found a way to revisit the British past he had never known. He created it in America. The key to Sharp’s attraction to the Appalachian mountaineers’ culture was that they fit, or could be sculpted to fit, his conception of old-time England. In his depiction of the mountaineers he encountered, he reinforced myths about the Britishness of American folk song heritage.”


What Sharp was seeking to preserve – or perhaps, more accurately, to recover – was a culture that was white, Anglo-Saxon and Protestant. Race was a core component in his celebration of mountain culture. If you want confirmation of such a claim, look no further than his own conclusion that the reason “these mountain people, albeit unlettered, have acquired so many of the essentials of the culture is partly to be attributed to the large amount of leisure they enjoy, but chiefly to the fact that they have one and all entered at birth into the full enjoyment of their racial heritage”.


Filene believes Sharp’s emphasis on racial determination compounds the early ballad enthusiasts’ insistence that the mountaineers were 100% British, adding, “…the collectors asserted that mountain culture was America’s authentic folk inheritance and, at the same time, stressed that the mountaineers were British. In effect, therefore, the collectors established their heritage as the true American culture.”


This notion of racial supremacy – for what else can it be called? – was challenged by the emergence of an African American sub-culture in the first flush of the 20th Century, embodied in the so-called Jazz Age and the Harlem Renaissance, both of which enforced historian Kathy J Ogren’s view that “black culture, like black people, cannot be kept on the margins of American society”. But sadly, that’s exactly what happened as, apart from African American spirituals (which African Americans themselves rejected because of their association with slavery – their lyrical tenor implied acceptance of rather than refutation of this appalling crime, with the promise of redemption after death), the collectors paid little interest to African American music. Howard Odum, for example, “depicted them as the manifestations of a bizarre alien culture”.


The British-centric advocacy of American folk music was challenged by a young Mississippian who grew up in Texas. John Lomax’s family home was on the Chisholm Trail, used in the 19th Century to drive cattle from ranches in the Lone Star State to Kansas railheads, and he became captivated by the songs cowboys sang as they travelled. In 1910, as a Sheldon Fellow for the investigation of American ballads at Harvard, Lomax published Cowboy Songs And Other Frontier Ballads, featuring more than 100 songs from scrapbooks, newspapers and responses to a circular he himself had mailed out. Filene cites Lomax as the principal agent in changing “the face of the folk, replacing the sturdy British peasant with the mystical cowboy who lived hard, shot quick and true and died with his face to his foe”.


Yet even within this elevation of the cowboy to folk (and folk song) hero, Lomax tipped his Stetson to the British folk tradition. “Out in the wild, far away place of the big, unpeopled west…yet survives the Anglo-Saxon ballad spirit that was absent in the secluded districts of England and Scotland,” he mused, connecting the cowboy to the mythology of medieval England, with his “spirit and hospitality as primitive and heart as that found in the mead-halls of Beowulf.”


Later, in 1933, Lomax and his then 18-year-old son Alan embarked on a trip across the American South to find and record folk musicians like Huddie ‘Leadbelly’ Ledbetter, promoting him to leftist audiences in New York as the personification of American folk song, and thus redefining the genre by bringing significant attention to the until then under-represented and misrepresented role of African Americans. The son continued the crusading work of the father when, between 1937 and 1942, he made hundreds of field recordings for the Archive of American Folk Song at the American Library of Congress.


Whatever the criticism levelled at the Lomaxes, particularly when it came to Alan Lomax’s registration of joint copyright with his contributors, arguably they were central to the establishment of a true American folk music that acknowledged a diversity of influences. This was a vision shared by two other collectors, contemporaries of John Lomax, Carl Sandburg and Robert Winslow Gordon, who “spread the word that America had indigenous musical tradition, that American music was more than British music recycled”. Sandburg, especially, “brought to attention banjo tunes, outlaw ballads, lumberjack songs and fiddle tunes, prison songs, hobo songs, Mexican border songs and bandit biographies”, many strands of which can be found in the Springsteen oeuvre.






















2. AMERICAN SPIRIT







“Woody Guthrie was the songwriter as advocate. He saw the song as a righteous sword and that inspired me.”


BRUCE SPRINGSTEEN


“It’s as close as people are going to come to Woody Guthrie and Pete Seeger.”


STEVE VAN ZANDT on Springsteen





Here’s a curious thing. Bruce Springsteen apparently got turned onto Woody Guthrie by, of all people, Ronald Reagan. The election of the 40th President of the United States in November 1980 horrified Springsteen; it was, he recalled, “a critical event to me and I started to address it on stage immediately”. The story goes that someone had presented him with a copy of Joe Klein’s Woody Guthrie: A Life, and that after Reagan’s victory over Jimmy Carter, he immersed himself in what is properly regarded as the quintessential biography of the American folk hero.


“He was funny and entertaining,” Springsteen said of Guthrie. “He knew you can’t get on a soap box, you can’t tell anybody anything. I remember at the time a far-left political group approached me and showed me some of their material and I said, ‘The ideas are good but it isn’t any fun’. You have to feel human. You can’t just harangue.”




 





American folk music earned its stripes in the Thirties when hard times hit. No more the minority pursuit of the learned, the interior monologue of native communities, it became the medium through which the struggles of all the people were articulated, banging the drum for the advancement of social justice and hollering in protest at iniquity. This was the time of the Great Depression, an unprecedented global economic slump that began in 1929 and ended 10 years later.


The whole thing was precipitated by the catastrophic collapse of prices on the New York Stock Exchange. Apart from ruining many thousands of individual investors, the decline in the value of assets (by 1932 they had dropped to about one-fifth of their 1929 value) forced banks into insolvency. Sound familiar? It should. The consequences of the slump in the United States were drastically falling manufacturing output and drastically rising unemployment, with between twelve and fifteen million out of work.


Meanwhile, in the agriculture sector, which had increased productivity through mechanisation and the cultivation of more land following the First World War, many financially overextended independent farmers lost their holdings and tenant farmers were turned out as a result of the stock market crash. As if the situation couldn’t get any worse, poor soil conservation practices led to a seven-year drought, followed by the coming of the dust storms in which farms literally dried up and blew away, creating what became known as the Dust Bowl. Impelled by these factors, thousands of farmers packed up their families and journeyed across the country to California in search of a better life. Popular songs and stories, which had circulated in the oral tradition for decades, heralded the state as a veritable Eden. But the reality was starkly different, for California too was reeling from the Depression. The labour pool was disproportionate to the number of available openings, while migrants who did manage to secure a job were paid low wages; even with entire families earning, they couldn’t support themselves. Camps were set up along irrigation ditches in fields, where poor sanitary conditions caused a public health problem.


Refugees within their own borders, the folk found some solace in song. Recreational activity in such impoverished circumstances was concentrated on the playing of and dancing to Anglo-Celtic ballads like ‘Barbara Allen’, ‘The Brown Girl’, ‘Pretty Molly’ and ‘Little Mohee’.




 





Among the refugees was one Woodrow Wilson Guthrie from Okemah, Oklahoma, the second-born son of Charles and Nora Belle Guthrie. Charles, better known as Charley, was a cowboy, land speculator and local politician. He taught Woody Western, Indian and Scottish songs. Nora, too, was musically inclined and made an equally profound impact on the boy.


He would wait for the sound of his father’s horse on the hard clay street and then run to meet him. Charley would sweep the boy into his lap. Woody was always “hopping around the house, making up snatches of rhyme and trying to sing them like his mother”, Joe Klein recalls in Woody Guthrie: A Life.


Tragedy though blighted his childhood. His older sister, Clara, was killed in a house fire. There are two versions of how the fire started. In the version cited by Klein, Nora had kept Clara home from school to do housework and Clara, gone crazy with the anger that was a symptom of the as-yet undiagnosed Huntington’s Disease, drenched her dress with coal oil, setting it alight. Indeed this was the version Clara herself told when, displaying remarkable fortitude, she granted an interview to the Okemah Ledger while lying on her death bed.


In a radio interview years later, Woody said, “My 14-year-old sister either set herself afire or caught afire accidentally – there were two different stories got out about it. Anyway, she was having a little difficulty with her schoolwork and she had to stay at home and do some work. She caught afire while she was doing some ironing that afternoon on the old kerosene stove. It was highly unsafe and highly uncertain in them days, and this one blowed up and caught her afire and she run around the house about twice before anybody could catch her. Next day, she died.”


The loss to Woody was pronounced. “She was like a surrogate mother to him,” according to his daughter, Nora Lee Guthrie. “Nora (Woody’s mother) was actually, without anyone knowing it at the time, showing symptoms of Huntington’s Disease, probably for many years before it was diagnosed. It’s very slow and incremental. So little events, little episodes, little breakdowns, maybe 10 years previous to the actual diagnosis, were happening. Clara stepped in as the older sister. She was eight years older than him. She really stepped in as a surrogate mother in the sense that she was the bright spot in his life. She was that positive, bright light, whereas his mother, Nora, was already shades of grey.”


After Clara’s death, Nora, prey to depression, began to descend deeper into the well until she was committed to a mental institution, where she eventually died.


In his autobiography, Bound For Glory, Woody remembered how the Huntington’s manifested itself: “She would be all right for a while, and treat us kids as good as any mother, and all at once it would start in – something bad and awful – something would start coming over her, and it come by slow degrees. Her face would twitch and her lips would snarl and her teeth would show. Spit would run out of her mouth and she would start out in a low grumbling voice and gradually get to talking as loud as her throat could stand it; and her arms would draw up at her sides, then behind her back and swing in all kinds of curves. Her stomach would draw up into a hard ball, and she would double over into a terrible-looking hunch – and turn into another person, it looked like, standing right there before (brother) Roy and me.”


He would go to sleep nights and dream “that my mama was just like anybody else’s. I saw her talking, smiling and working just like other kids’ mamas. But when I woke up it would still be all wrong, all twisted out of shape, helter-skelter, let go, the house not kept, the cooking skipped, the dishes not washed.”


While Nora was institutionalised, Charley relocated to Pampa in Texas, finding work to repay his debts from failed real-estate deals. Woody and his siblings were left to fend for themselves. The resourceful teen came into his own, using his nascent musical ability to procure money or food.


In 1931, Woody joined his father in Texas. It was there he met and fell in love with Mary Jennings, the youngster sister of musician friend Matt Jennings. The couple married and went on to have three children together. It was with Matt, meanwhile, that Woody made his first serious attempt at doing something in music, forming the Corn Cob Trio and later the Pampa Junior Chamber of Commerce Band.


The Great Depression cut short his burgeoning career. Struggling to support his family, Woody, like the thousands of desperate others, made for Route 66, hitchhiking, jumping freight trains and even walking his way to California, picking up whatever employment he could in transit and playing his guitar, singing in saloons and painting signs in exchange for bed and board.


In Los Angeles, Woody landed a job on KFVD radio, performing both traditional and original songs. Together with his partner Maxine Crissman, alias Lefty Lou, he began to garner a following among the dislocated Okies in the migrant camps. Rather than restrict himself to the role of radio entertainer, Woody began using his programme to berate corrupt politicians, lawyers and businessmen and acclaim the compassion and humanism of Jesus Christ, outlaw hero Pretty Boy Floyd and the union organisers fighting for the rights of the workers in California’s agricultural communities, becoming an advocate for truth, fairness and justice.


His peripatetic nature next took him to the east coast and New York, where Woody’s authenticity saw him embraced by the city’s folk music fraternity and leftist intellectuals. Author John Steinbeck, in a memorable quote, gushed: “Woody is just Woody. Thousands of people do not know he has any other name. He is just a voice and a guitar. He sings the songs of a people and I suspect that he is, in a way, that people. Harsh-voiced and nasal, his guitar hanging like a tyre 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 still listen. There is the will of a people to endure and fight against oppression. I think we call this the American spirit.”


In New York, Woody was recorded by Alan Lomax in a series of conversations and performances for the Library of Congress in Washington DC; he also recorded his first album of self-penned compositions, Dust Bowl Ballads, for RCA Victor, and hundreds of discs for Moses Asch of Folkways Records. Here too, Woody befriended the likes of Leadbelly, Cisco Houston, Burl Ives, Will Geer, Sonny Terry, Brownie McGhee, Josh White and Pete Seeger, all of whom featured in a loosely-knit folk outfit that went by the name of the Almanac Singers, crusaders for various social causes.


Seeger, the son of a musicologist and concert violinist, had sat in the same class as John F Kennedy at Harvard University before dropping out and dedicating himself to folk music, what he referred to as “the music of the people”. Like Woody, he served in the Second World War, at the end of which conflict he formed The Weavers with Lee Hays, Ronnie Gilbert and Fred Hellerman. They turned Woody’s ‘This Land Is Your Land’ into an American standard and topped the charts with Leadbelly’s ‘Goodnight Irene’.


Unlike Woody, however, Seeger’s “actual experience in relating to the American people was zero”. By his own admission, he had “a rather snobbish attitude” until Woody taught him different; as an initiate into the tradition that was manifest in Woody’s very gait, that came out of his every pore, Seeger was, in the words of Alan Lomax, possessed by a “pure, genuine fervour, the kind that saves souls”.


His Damascene epiphany came on a cross-country trek with Woody that exposed him to privations of the people. Bryan K. Garman, in A Race of Singers: Whitman’s Working-Class Hero From Guthrie To Springsteen, contends that hereafter Seeger changed his modus operandi. He became fascinated by Woody’s radicalism, his knowledge of folk music, and his ability to interact easily with working people, Seeger mimicked Woody’s working-class attributes and tried to eschew the wealth and privilege of his Harvard pedigree. There was, Garman notes, “more than a hint of affectation in Seeger’s pose”,


Affectation maybe, but Seeger never forgot that he didn’t belong to the working class – mainly because Woody never let him forget. Garman again: “When Seeger would try to blend the American folk tradition with international folk songs so that the Almanac Singers might appeal to a more diverse audience, Guthrie insisted that only he, a self-proclaimed member of the working class, had the authority to speak on behalf of his constituents and dismissed his friend’s efforts as being too commercial.”


This is an apposite juncture at which to pause and consider the elemental influence of Woody and Pete on a young Bruce Springsteen. By his own admission, Springsteen grew up a rock’n’roll fan and didn’t know much about either man’s music or their political activism. Certainly this is borne out by his first two albums, Greetings From Asbury Park, NJ and The Wild, The Innocent And The E Street Shuffle. But by Born To Run there’s a very discernible influence in terms of the earthier language he uses, while the narratives depict, if not the American Nightmare, then an American Dream shattered by harsh reality. Such narratives exposing the lie at the heart of the aspirational myth had already been written by Woody. Springsteen must have been aware of Woody and Pete, he must have assimilated their songs, absorbed them on some level; he must have known, even superficially, about their reputation as bulwarks of blue-collar America.


Bryan K Garman claims Woody developed into the mature Springsteen’s most important cultural ancestor, acknowledging the former’s politics, “emphasising that Guthrie had ‘a dream for more justice, less oppression, less racism and less hatred’. By performing a song (‘This Land is Your Land’) written by this well-known labour activist and anti-racist, Springsteen placed himself squarely within a cultural struggle for social justice, explaining that he covered Guthrie’s song ‘because that is what is needed right now… I sing that song to let people know that America belongs to everybody who lives there: the blacks, Chicanos, Indians, Chinese and the whites’.”


When Nora Guthrie discovered a store of more than 2,000 of her father’s unfinished songs in his archives, she looked around for suitable candidates to complete them with a view to recording an album. Springsteen would have been a candidate, but “I didn’t know Bruce at the time, so the idea of working with him wasn’t really an option,” Nora recalls.


She plumped for Billy Bragg, a British political singer-songwriter and activist who came to prominence during Margaret Thatcher’s prime ministerial reign in Eighties Britain. It was Thatcher who once dismissed the very notion of the existence of society, who presided over the decimation of the country’s coal mining industry and who sent a task force to fight Argentina for ownership of the disputed Falkland Islands in the South Atlantic Ocean.


“I first began thinking of the idea of working with Woody’s unpublished lyrics around 1994. And I wasn’t at all sure the idea was going to work,” Nora admits.


“So I wanted to work a little under the radar, scouting around for who I might be able to pull this off with. If I worked with someone who was in the spotlight, too high-profile, and the project got trashed it would get so much bad press that it would make it much harder to continue with other musicians and projects. So it was better to stay humble and look for people who really shared a love of Woody’s values and lyrics. That’s how I found Billy. He was the perfect ‘outsider’, much like Woody, sharing Woody’s values, politics, sense of humour, even on stage much like Woody. And he was willing to take the chance. Punk guys can be like that – they enjoy taking chances! It was an alternative idea that needed an alternative approach.


“Since then, I’ve got to know Bruce and love him lots. We’ve done some work together, and I’m sure somewhere down the line we’ll do one or two of these lyrics together.”


Nora hears Woody in the way Springsteen shows empathy for the people he writes about, nowhere more so than on Nebraska. “Both Woody and Bruce are compelled to write about people who usually don’t get much press coverage. Paris Hilton gets a lot of press, so we all know about her. But no one really gets to know much about anyone else – people that aren’t gorgeous, rich or on camera don’t get much coverage. And therefore, we don’t often get to hear what they think about, how they’re doing and so on.


“So Woody and Bruce both share a real love of writing about these ‘other’ people, because they want us to know something about them. And they want us to know something about them because maybe we’re like them in some way, or maybe we’ll think of something we can do to help them out. Or maybe we can learn from them in some way, or joke with them about something, or cry with them over something. It’s all about loving people, individually and collectively. That’s why they both write songs.


“At the bottom of the lyric, ‘This Land is Your Land’, Woody wrote: ‘All you can write is what you see.’ That’s exactly what Bruce does. He tells us what he’s looking at, how he feels about it and what he thinks about it. And that’s the Woody Guthrie school of songwriting, 101.”




 





Back to Woody, then. When we left him he was an integral part of New York’s counterculture decades before the sociologists coined the term. But that innate restlessness got the better of him again, a restlessness given impetus by his increasing disillusionment with the machinations of an industry intent on curbing freedom of speech.


“I got disgusted with the whole sissified and nervous rules of censorship on all my songs and ballads and drove off down the road across the southern states again,” was how he rationalised his decision to decamp with wife and kids to Portland, Oregon to go on the payroll of the Bonneville Power Authority, writing songs about the construction of the Grand Coulee Dam.


It wouldn’t be his last commission. Serving with the Merchant Marine and the Army during the Second World War, Woody was enlisted by the military to compose songs warning soldiers of the dangers of venereal disease.


In the late Forties, Woody’s behaviour was characterised by erratic mood swings and a tendency towards violence, as the Huntington’s that had destroyed his mother began affecting his body and mind. His debilitating condition was exacerbated by misdiagnoses, as he was treated for symptoms that suggested alcoholism and schizophrenia. Arrested on a vagrancy charge in New Jersey in 1954, Woody was admitted to the state’s Greystone Psychiatric Hospital where an accurate identification of the degenerative nerve disorder was finally provided.


The pilgrims came in their droves to pay homage to him, many of them – Bob Dylan, Joan Baez and Phil Ochs – by this time helming the Sixties folk scene that revolved around Greenwich Village, the bohemian enclave of New York. Woody died on 3 October 1967 at Creedmoor State Hospital in the city’s Queens district.


His legacy is immense, his cultural proportions “as great…as those physically more imposing men such as the athletic Paul Robeson or the lanky Pete Seeger”, according to folk historian Robert Cantwell. In his essay, Fanfare For The Little Guy, Cantwell hails Woody as “essentially a poet and intellectual at a time when a nationalist embrace of grassroots imagery and expression, mixed up with an urban romantic conception of an heroic American people in whom one might detect the unquiet ghost of a revolutionary proletariat, had prepared a place for him, as Steinbeck observed, to be that People”.


He elaborates, “Guthrie was a westerner, out of the old Indian territories, with Scots-Irish – read ‘hillbilly’ – roots, and like his hillbilly-musician brethren he had a knack for the African American way of diddling a tune, especially that down-home, make-do, hip-pocket instrument the harmonica. Once converted to New York, however, the ‘clever little man’, the ‘bantam rooster’ as his friend Jimmy Longhi called him, the ‘real dustbowl refugee’ and ‘the great American frontier ballad writer’ could never again be seen in his mundane aspect, or even as a man with any history of his own; instead he would inevitably be woven into an essentially mythic web of a socialist heroic, replete with images and ideas of a glorified working people, of labour union triumphalism, wobbly millennialism and, especially out of this last, the still unsung frontier epic we seem to glimpse in Woody’s songs.”


When you navigate your way through Cantwell’s dense prose, what he’s getting at can be summarised thus: Woody was more than flesh and blood, he was the personification of a socially inclusive ideal, in which the little guy (and gal), as stakeholders in society, had access to the same rights, the same rewards as the big enchiladas. The tragedy of such an ideology, Cantwell concludes, is its elusiveness, especially in a world gone wrong, a world in which the power resides not with elected political representatives of the people, but with corporate wealth.


“Woody Guthrie embodies, not an eventual triumph over injustice and inequality, but the awful depth and tenacity of them in the human scheme; even as we thrill to his moral idealism and luminosity of his vision we feel, as a kind of instinct, with the example and the person of Guthrie before us, the impossibility of any realisation of them, or at the very least, the spectre of that impossibility, in a world that seems daily more inhospitable to his social and political vision.”


For Nora Guthrie, ascribing a legacy to Woody is problematic, a task for which she’s “not really qualified to answer”. But she has no doubt that “he’s given a lot of people courage, hope and even some ideas. He’s not the originator of any of these, but he was a wonderful communicator. He got you engaged. And he could make you feel strong, even when others told you that you weren’t. He could make you laugh at injustice, and therefore take away its power. Once that was broken down, you felt like you really could do something about it.


“His songs don’t have to keep his name alive – rather, they’re meant to keep ideas alive. So, I think he’s remembered for being an American philosopher, working the streets, back alleys, harbours, fields, train stops and bars, who taught consistently by writing songs and singing them to whoever would listen, to whoever was looking.” Seeger, meanwhile, continues to be, as Springsteen described him, “a walking, talking, singing reminder of America’s history”. Speaking at the folk grandee’s 90th birthday celebration in New York’s Madison Square Garden, Springsteen said, “He’d be a living archive of America’s music and conscience, a testament of the power of song and culture to nudge history along, to push American events towards more humane and justified ends. He would have the audacity and the courage to sing in the voice of the people.”


High praise indeed. And there’s more. “At 90, he remains a stealth dagger through the heart of the country’s illusions about itself. Pete Seeger still sings all the verses all the time, and he reminds us of our immense failures, as well as shining a light towards our better angels in the horizon, where the country we’ve imagined and hold dear, we hope, awaits us.”


Springsteen could just as easily have been extolling the attributes of Woody Guthrie. For both he and Seeger sang all the verses all the time, both reminded us of our immense failures and both shone a light towards those better angels. And they did it through the medium of American folk music, taking it from the scholars and giving it back to the people. The folk song became their song, whatever that song was about.


As Guthrie himself asserted, “A folk song is what’s wrong and how to fix it, or it could be who’s hungry and where their mouth is, or who’s out of work and where the job is, or who’s broke and where the money is, or who’s carrying a gun and where the peace is.”


As the winds of radical change swept through America in the Sixties, a new generation of American folk music exponents took their cue from the Lomaxes and from Woody and Pete, reaching deep into the rich soil of the American past in a bid to help build an American future befitting a nation whose constitution declares itself to be the land of the free.



















3. CRY FREEDOM







“Nobody could have spoken better for our generation than he did.”


JOAN BAEZ on Bob Dylan


“Dylan, he was a revolutionary. The way that Elvis freed your body, Bob freed your mind and showed us that just because the music was innately physical did not mean that it was anti-intellect.”


BRUCE SPRINGSTEEN





The folk renaissance that had its geographical hub in the bars and coffeehouses of New York’s Greenwich Village during the first years of the Sixties is indivisible from the struggle for civil rights that, along with the Cuban missile crisis, the assassination of John F Kennedy and the Vietnam War, defined the era. This renaissance was concerned with reviving the songs of America’s past and placing them in the present. Many of these same songs came to be adapted by a new generation of songwriters, among them Bob Dylan, Phil Ochs and Dave Van Ronk, to fit the social issues of the day, and thus was the topical song movement subsumed by the Sixties folk revival.


The revival actually began at the tail end of the Fifties when the Kingston Trio reached the zenith of the American popular music charts with their thrusting take on ‘Tom Dooley’ – an Appalachian murder ballad, no less – the narrative satisfying the US consumer’s fetish for homicidal entertainment. Folk singers had actually been gathering in Washington Square after the end of the Second World War since, as anecdotal history has it, a certain George Margolin turned up with his guitar on Sunday afternoons to play union ballads and familiar folk songs. By the early Fifties, it had become a focal point for folk enthusiasts.


Judy Collins arrived there at the outset of the Sixties. A native of Seattle, she was brought up in Los Angeles and Denver. It was in the Colorado capital where Collins, a classically trained pianist, gravitated to the folk movement.


“I was drawn to it by the personal stories. Vivid stories – horror stories sometimes. Stories about people’s lives, what they are doing, what they are thinking about, how their lives are related in terms of their love lives, their political beliefs, how they raise their kids. The thing that struck me about it was that I could find a way to use my voice to talk about the world in a way that literature always talked about the world.


“I grew up playing the piano, playing Mozart, playing Rachmaninov, playing Debussy, and listening to my father read us Dostoevsky and War And Peace. I needed to combine the music with the stories. I think many of us who have prospered in this folk/popular music of the last fifty years, have moved into it because of the need to express ourselves in song as we had seen our contemporaries in previous centuries express themselves in broadsides, union songs, in music that would filter into the political movement of the time. We’re all about politics and personal intertwined.”


By the time she hit New York, Collins was a working singer. For her, Greenwich Village offered the prospect of employment rather than the opportunity to join the vanguard of social change of which the folk movement was a component.


“I was looking for a job when I came to New York, and what I did was to sing folk music. I had arrived in the city without a record contract, but before I was there ten minutes I had one. I already was part of the movement, so I didn’t have to look for that. I was doing it – I was the movement, like all the rest of the kids with the guitars. In the village I found many like-minded souls.


“Many people came to New York to be heard and to hear. There was a flock of kids of a similar age, most of them in their twenties, who would drink together, have coffee together, go and hear each other in the clubs. We went to listen, we went to learn – we were a massive collection of very creative people. There was a creative brewing vat of so much personal and politically sensitive material.


“It was extremely exciting. Did we know we were part of a great movement of change? Well, we were furious about the war. To be furious about the war is to be connected. Nowadays there’s no draft – you have to volunteer to go and get your head blown off. But back then we had the draft. We were all involved in this up to our eyeballs. We were mad because we were waking up to a lot of things in the Sixties. One of the things we were waking up to was the fact that we’d been lied to by our leaders. Bruce fits right into that pattern, because Bruce knows he’s being lied to. He was able to, I think, filter that experience of how to talk about those things through listening to some of that music and being a part of it. He was a kid back then, but he certainly was aware of this musical cacophony that was going on.


“A lot of the folk singers with whom I was coming up in the Sixties were reaching into the folk music revival recordings of songs which came from the Child ballads. Songs that had life stories – that’s where we connect with what Springsteen’s doing on Nebraska. He’s reflecting some of the activity, in terms of the writing, that was going on among my contemporaries, particularly in the mid Sixties. There was a great pool of material in the Sixties to draw from, much of it part of the folk music revival, much of it part of the singer-songwriter tradition. I think Bruce is reaching into that with a straw, sucking it up. You manage, in the process, to do what many of us have done, which is to begin to reflect upon human experience and on your own experience within the context of writing something accessible, which he certainly has done.”


The folk movement really gained momentum with the advent of Joan Baez and Bob Dylan, one reverentially reviving ballads from the British tradition, the other rough and ready for some revolution. Baez may have been the more politically engaged of the two – she walked it like she talked it – but without Dylan’s songs, the rallying cry to make a difference would have been a whisper rather than a scream. Baez herself has no qualms about acknowledging this.


“The civil rights movement was in full bloom and he filled our arsenal with songs. But he (Dylan) was never a marcher. Years later, people would come up to me at a march and ask if Dylan was showing up. Well, he never showed up. That isn’t what he did. He gave us the music for the marches but he didn’t go on them. But whether he likes it or not – and it seems he doesn’t really care – he goes down in the history books as a leader of dissent and social change, and his name will forever be associated with the radical movements of the Sixties.”


Judy Collins, a contemporary of both Dylan and Baez, disagrees with the latter part of Baez’s assessment of Dylan’s Sixties legacy. “I would say it differently. He was a literate writer who was in touch with the politics of the time. He was very much a writer who coined the phrase, who used the metaphor, who ratcheted us into a sense of our own destiny because he was such a fabulous writer. His songs were so effective because they were so unlike anything we’d heard before. They were revolutionary.


“He was a humanist writer. The politics beat the drum alongside what he was doing, but he was a brilliant humanistic writer who was able to forge language into unusual segments in which we could see ourselves. We could see ourselves as individuals. We could also see ourselves as part of a great, great movement of spirit of politics. He was unique.


“You could say he was totally apolitical, and I think he would always say that. It was the writing, it was the nuance, the ability to see beyond the politics and to see into the soul. That’s why he’s important.”


Dylan came out of Hibbing, Minnesota in the Midwest. After graduating from high school he set off “to follow Little Richard” but found himself trailing in the footsteps of Woody Guthrie instead.


“Dylan swallowed Woody’s early autobiography, Bound For Glory, as if it was the Bible,’ Robert Shelton wrote in No Direction Home: The Life And Music Of Bob Dylan.


In the same book, Harvey Abrams, a friend of Dylan’s in Minneapolis during the latter’s brief spell as a student at the University of Minneapolis, told of how the young singer morphed into a Woody doppelganger (just like Pete Seeger had all those years before). He started doing everything the way Woody did. He sang like him, and even modified his speech to sound more Oklahoman.


“That incredibly harsh gravel sound in his voice became more and more a part of him,” said Abrams. “It really became much more than identification. People who didn’t know Bob very well were repelled or angered by the change in him, because they thought he was phoney or he was making a dollar. Sometimes, we just thought that the Guthrie character and the Dylan character were very much the same, anyway. We believed Bob was born with this nature, only it had been covered up for 18 years by living in Hibbing in a fairly bourgeois set-up. We really felt that Bob’s real self was coming out from underneath.”


In December 1960, Dylan learned that Woody, then only 48, was a patient at Greystone. He rang the hospital to speak with him, but was informed that Woody couldn’t get the phone; he could, however, have visitors. Dylan made it to Greystone the following month, after which he befriended the Guthrie family, then Bob and Sidsel Gleason, a couple who brought Woody back to their house every Sunday for musical get togethers. Soon Dylan was a regular at these hootenannies, attended by Pete Seeger and Woody acolyte Ramblin’ Jack Elliott. According to Joe Klein, “a real rapport seemed to develop between Woody and Dylan”, the older man supposedly boasting to friends, “That boy’s got a voice. Maybe he won’t make it with his writing, but he can sing it.”


For his part, Dylan was awed by his idol, enthusing in a letter to Minneapolis pal David Whitaker: “I know Woody… I know him and met him and saw him and sang to him. He’s the greatest godliest one in the world.”


He was sufficiently inspired to write ‘Song To Woody’, its melody cribbed from Woody’s own ‘1913 Massacre’ and, even when his star was in the ascendant, Dylan never forgot the debt he owed to his mentor. Take this quote from the sleevenotes to his second album, The Freewheelin’ Bob Dylan: “The most important thing I know I learned from Woody Guthrie is I’m my own person. I’ve got basic common rights – whether I’m here in this country or any other place. I’ll never finish saying everything I feel, but I’ll be doing my part to make some sense out of the way we’re living, and not living, now.”


Sean Wilentz, historian-in-residence on Dylan’s official website and author of the excellent Bob Dylan In America, says, “Dylan virtually channelled Woody Guthrie early on. The melody for ‘Song To Woody’ was taken from a Guthrie song. But even on the first album, other influences, including the rediscovered blues artists, were plainly in evidence. By the second album, he’s already branching out on his own. And still Guthrie would remain an influence. Dylan never repudiates anything, and often comes back to things he’d appreciated earlier, albeit in new ways. For example, his performance of ‘Do-Re-Mi’ in 2009, or his appearance at the Guthrie memorial concert in 1968 – Guthrie songs, but in an entirely new way.”


For Bryan K Garman, Woody became a heroic spiritual grandfather of the new left that appropriated the Sixties folk movement. He says, “The most successful of his cultural offspring, Bob Dylan, embodied both the possibilities and the limitations of his hero’s vision.


“Dylan opened possibilities to see the world in new ways, to raise fundamental questions about justice, to engage meaningful social issues. His own artistry seemed to collide with and perhaps subsume his activism, and he never managed to address gender inequality. Consider his relationship with Joan Baez.”


Just like Woody, Dylan sang it like he saw it. And just like Woody, he saw a lot that aggrieved him. If Woody’s guitar killed fascists, Dylan’s guitar scattergunned anyone who got in the way of the times that were a-changin’. If Woody sang about the people and for the people, Dylan sang about the people that people of his colour and class didn’t know, people like the subject of ‘The Lonesome Death Of Hattie Carroll’, who “emptied the ashtrays on a whole other level”. The label-loving media tagged him a protest singer – and, though Dylan despised the term, that’s exactly how he came across on The Freewheelin’ Bob Dylan and The Times They Are A-Changin’. A recurring theme of his protesting was the inequitable treatment of African Americans – or, more accurately, the subjugation of a people through what we now refer to as institutional racism. The lawmakers didn’t necessarily wear pointy hats or burn crosses, but they did ensure that might was synonymous with white. Dylan, like many of his generation (and arguably motivated by then girlfriend Suze Rotolo, a committed left-winger who worked at the Congress of Racial Equality), was appalled by it, as ‘The Death Of Emmett Till’, ‘Oxford Town’, ‘Only A Pawn In Their Game’ and ‘The Lonesome Death Of Hattie Carroll’ testify.


Judy Collins again: “Folk music was terribly important in advancing the cause of civil rights. The Newport Folk Festival was one of the few places in the country where blacks and whites could mingle. You could go to Newport and feel that you were an integrated community up there. That was not true in most of the rest of the country. Many of us went to Mississippi to work for voter registration in the black community. The integration movement was very much part of the folk music movement. The whole texture of the Sixties was coloured, pardon the expression, by the civil rights movement and vice versa.”


But Sean Wilentz warns against overstating the part played by the folk movement in the campaign for civil rights. “There were some obvious connections,” he says, “but it shouldn’t be forgotten that the (civil rights) movement, especially the Student Non-Violent Coordinating Committee, had its own singers, the Freedom Singers. And in the south, music was a big part of organising efforts and rallies early on, quite apart from the folk revival which was a northern thing.


“The folk revival certainly came out of the left, and was deeply supportive of the civil rights movement. But ‘We Shall Overcome’ was the movement’s anthem, not ‘Blowin’ In The Wind’. The folk revival did most to galvanise and widen support for the movement among young northerners.”


Julius Lester, a contributor to Broadside magazine (a mimeographed publication, founded in 1962 by Agnes ‘Sis’ Cunningham and husband Gordon Friesen, which caught the folk zeitgeist) is careful to make a distinction between the folk revival and what he refers to as the topical song movement.


“The folk revival had nothing to do with the civil rights movement. When I think of the folk revival, I think of the New Los City Ramblers, Doc Watson and others who sang traditional music, whose focus was to revive some wonderful music and musicians who deserved to be better known.


“The topical song movement’s focus was the use of music as an agent of social change. It used traditional songs and changed the words to fit a social issue. The civil rights movement was the catalyst for the birth of topical songs in the Sixties. The civil rights movement used many songs from black traditional religious music – spirituals – changing a few words, adding new verses. The music of the civil rights movement was rooted in the southern black community. There were some original songs that came out of the civil rights movement, but most songs in the topical song movement were composed by the singers who sang them.


“One crucial distinction between the topical song movement and the music of the civil rights movement was that most of the singers of the former were white and the singers of the latter were black. There were a few blacks who straddled both – myself, Jackie Washington and Len Chandler, for example. Richie Havens was exclusively a part of the topical song movement, though he sang about the civil rights movement. The main thrust of the topical song movement was protesting the war in Vietnam.”


There was no civil rights movement in a literal sense; rather it was a concept predicated on equal rights for African Americans which different groups endeavoured to realise over centuries. Between the Forties and the Sixties the movement was generated by the Congress of Racial Equailty (CORE), the Southern Christian Leadership Conference (SCLC), the National Association for the Advancement of Coloured People (NAACP) and the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC). At the heart of this unofficial coalition was Dr Martin Luther King Junior.


Dylan and Dr King crossed paths on the steps of the nation’s capital, Washington, on 28 August 1963, the apotheosis of the Sixties folk movement and the moment when it became indelibly associated with the campaign for civil rights. The previous month at the Newport Folk Festival, Dylan, flanked by Baez, Seeger, Theodore Bikel, Peter, Paul & Mary and the Freedom Singers, had closed proceedings with his own ‘Blowin’ In The Wind’ and the Baptist hymn ‘We Shall Overcome’, the anthem of the movement. The same personnel gathered before Washington’s Lincoln Memorial with some 300,000 people from all over America, and, Greil Marcus recounts in Invisible Republic: Bob Dylan’s Basement Tapes, “called upon the sitting administration, the Congress, the courts, their own governors, their own legislators, their mayors, councilmen, school boards, sheriffs, police chiefs, and the people at large to honour themselves by honouring their national charter, to reaffirm the credo of equal justice under the law”.
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