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“ALL YOU CAN WRITE IS WHAT YOU SEE.”


 



—WOODY GUTHRIE
 FEBRUARY 23, 1940







FOREWORD


What a long journey “This Land Is Your Land” has been on. Since it was first written down on paper on February 23rd, 1940 until today, we have heard Woody’s words being sung, and occasionally altered, most of our lives. It’s a song that seems to be open to all kinds of interpretations and manipulations.

We’ll never really know for sure exactly what Woody’s intentions were when he wrote down the words in a fleabag hotel on 43rd Street in New York City following a long journey “from California to the New York Island.” The song was found in one of his many lyric notebooks, not separated out or highlighted in any special way. It was just another song among the thousands he wrote and placed in a three-hole school binder. The day after he wrote “This Land,” he wrote one which he never recorded titled “Wimmen’s Hats,” and one that he did record, “Jesus Christ.” That week, in the same hotel, he also wrote “The Government Road,” “Dirty Overalls,” “Will Rogers Highway,” and “Hangknot Slipknot.” It was a good week.

It wasn’t until over a decade later that “This Land” became popularized. It was placed in a songbook for school music teachers in the 1950s who found that the chorus was easy for young children to sing. Pete Seeger also gets credit for the song’s popularity, as he sang it throughout the 1950s and 1960s at all of his concerts. As a matter of fact, that’s really how I first learned it. In the little elementary school in Brooklyn that I went to, we always sang the shorter version of “This Land” in music class and at the assembly programs in lieu of the national anthem. And Pete’s concerts just hammered the words in as the rousing sing-along finale. It was also the song that, among all the others that my father wrote, everyone knew most of the  words to, and could jam on together at all the hootenannies we went to as children.

One way of looking at the song is as an autobiographical journal written at the journey’s end. Like many of his songs, I think he wrote “This Land” because, as he states on the bottom of the lyric, “all you can write is what you see.” That seems to be the most honest thing anyone can infer regarding his intentions. It’s just what he had seen—wheat fields waving, dust clouds rolling, people on food lines at churches, too many signs along the roads that said “private property.”

And then there were the voices. The ones that he says he heard chanting “as the fog was lifting,” riding on the winds swirling across the plains. Or was it the voices of people he met and talked to—“all around me a voice was sounding”—people on the road who were exhausted from the ravages of the Depression, the Great Dust Storm migration, the foreclosed homes and bankrupt farms? Could it have been one of these strangers on a train, a hobo around a campfire, a truck driver that he hitched a ride with, a homeless family in a jalopy, a migrant worker who wondered out loud in conversation something like, “Boy, and I always thought that this land was supposed to be ours?”

The idea that this land is your land, or that this land was made for you and me, is not one exclusive to Woody Guthrie. It is a longstanding idea that actually is no different from “of the people, by the people, and for the people.” Everyone, in some way, learns this early on. After all, it is the premise of our democratic system.

Woody was in large part a journalist, working in the style of the old troubadours who told the story of what they had seen or heard, delivering the news, messages, and ideas from town to town and city to city. He reiterated what he heard, in verse. “I Ain’t Got No Home,” “Pretty Boy Floyd,” “Hard Travelin’,” “Ramblin’ Around,” “Dust Storm Disaster,” “So Long, It’s Been Good to Know You,” and many others, all basically repeat what people were saying about all kinds of things, from tales of mythical outlaws to their own personal experiences. It’s fascinating to look at many  of Woody’s songs through this lens. Talking about songwriting, he once wrote, “I’m just telling you something you already knew,” and to be able to really hear what they’re saying, “You’ve got to vaccinate yourself into the blood stream of the people.” And that is exactly what many of his song lyrics do. His contribution to the national discussion about what this country actually is, was to put these ideas down in a form that would go beyond the individual experience. He could create a lyric that would outlive the individual experience and preserve the idea.

“This land is your land” is an idea that is still being discussed, debated, dissected, and sometimes, even destroyed. I have seen the lyric interpreted and manipulated by just about every faction or political ideology there is, from the KKK, to religious zealots, to fear-mongering groups and salesmen. Not unlike Bruce Springsteen’s song “Born in the USA,” everyone wants a piece of it. And, like “Born in the USA,” they just want the piece that suits their agendas. Unfortunately, for these people, there will always be Woody’s six original verses that ultimately ruin their efforts.

On the bright side, we’ve been fortunate that, for the most part, the song still remains in the public’s mind, truthful to its original sentiment. Sometimes, it even hits the nail on the head. Most of us will always remember the moment when Pete Seeger and Bruce Springsteen led the nation in one of the largest sing-alongs in history at President Barack Obama’s inaugural concert. In that moment, it wasn’t being sung to inspire something to happen. It was being sung because something inspirational  had happened. I remember thinking, “People all over the world are watching this and, right at this moment, this is a new impression of America.” I also remember looking up and saying to my dad, “You did it. This is exactly where this song belongs, right now.” For me, “This Land” had found yet another place in history where it was truly at home.

As you read through this book, I hope that you’ll get a real feel for the actual cross-country journey that Woody made, that inspired him to write these lyrics. As  you travel along with him, one road leading to the next road, you might also rethink “This Land,” as one line leads to the next line. You might understand more deeply where he was coming from, literally and philosophically. This is where we are all coming from—these roads, these journeys, these people, these voices. And, though it may be at times a bit bumpy, we can choose to all travel together on Woody’s road. By the time he had written “This Land,” he had already made his choice: “Nobody living can make me turn back.”

 



—Nora Guthrie






INTRODUCTION


I first came to Woody Guthrie the way I had come to the great bluesmen Robert Johnson and Sonny Boy Williamson: by looking and listening back. Like a lot of young people growing up in the late 1960s, I was a full-on rock fan and aspiring musician. I eagerly searched out new sounds, whether they came from London or Los Angeles or points in between, and took from the music and its culture so much that they became me.

I listened intently to Cream’s version of “Cross Road Blues,” which the group conveniently called “Crossroads,” and not only marveled at Eric Clapton’s guitar genius, but also wondered who Robert Johnson, the song’s author, was. Not long thereafter I came upon King of the Delta Blues Singers, a monstrous early ’60s collection of old Johnson sides from the 1930s, compiled by legendary Columbia Records talent scout and producer John Hammond. The music was deep and dark, mysterious and magical, and one day I realized that I was playing it more than I was playing the Cream album Wheels of Fire, where I had first heard “Crossroads.”

A couple of years later, after picking up one of the greatest live rock albums of all time, At Fillmore East by the Allman Brothers Band, I wasted no time in searching out Sonny Boy Williamson, the bluesman responsible for the song “One Way Out,” one of two of my favorite tracks on the set (the other being bluesman Blind Willie McTell’s “Statesboro Blues”). Sonny Boy Williamson proved to be a harder research subject than Robert Johnson. I didn’t find an easily accessible “greatest hits” album like Johnson’s King of the Delta Blues Singers, and I soon found out that there had been not one, but two Sonny Boy Williamsons, each owning his small piece of blues history.

Further digging revealed that it was Aleck Miller, aka “Rice” Miller, aka Sonny Boy Williamson, aka Sonny Boy Williamson Number Two (John Lee “Sonny Boy” Williamson was the original) who recorded the version of “One Way Out” that inspired the Allmans. This Sonny Boy also happened to be the most amazing harmonica player I had ever heard, doubling the pleasure of my newest blues discovery.

Led Zeppelin and Lynyrd Skynyrd, Janis Joplin and the Doors, Jimi Hendrix and Johnny Winter, along with other great ’60s and early ’70s blues-rock bands and artists, encouraged similar searches with equally rich payloads. As a result, I fell in love with American roots music—blues, folk, and then early country, jazz, gospel, and every other kind of pre-rock sound that helped determine America’s musical identity in the twentieth century. It was an exciting time for me. Every day seemed to bring a new revelation as I ventured back in time and in song, finding gems that broadened my understanding of American music and making me determined to somehow build a life in it.

Like so many kids back then, I had picked up a guitar, inspired by the arrival of the Beatles in America, had played in bands, and had imagined myself a musician and songwriter, though I wasn’t really much of either. One day, a female friend of mine who had also played guitar and who had long, straight blonde hair like so many girls of the folk revival movement back then, had given me a copy of Bob Dylan’s self-titled debut recording as a gift. Unlike later Dylan albums, it was comprised of folk and blues standards and only two Dylan originals.

By the time I heard Dylan’s 1962 debut, he, of course, had already busted out of folk music and was blowing wide open the possibilities of rock with the seminal single “Like a Rolling Stone” and the critically acclaimed albums Bringing It All Back Home and Highway 61 Revisited. Somehow I had missed his first album and the other early folk albums he recorded. I’m sure the Beatles and the Rolling Stones had something to do with that.

If you know the album, you know where I’m going with this. Of the two original songs on Bob Dylan, the one I fell in love with was “Song to Woody.” (The second Dylan original was called “Talkin’ New York” and was pretty good, too.) Sung softly, like he was a bit embarrassed by the gratitude expressed in the lyrics, thus exposing just how much he had learned and borrowed from the legendary folksinger, Dylan, in effect, introduced me to Woody Guthrie. I listened to that album a lot the summer and fall of 1965, almost always starting and finishing with “Song to Woody.”

Woody Guthrie became my new music interest. I hardly knew anything about him, other than what Dylan had taught me, but I was determined to learn more. It was clear that Guthrie had greatly impacted Dylan. I wanted to know why. As was my routine back then on weekends, I went over to Greenwich Village, taking the bus from my home in West New York, N.J., just across the Hudson River, and thumbed through the record bins in music stores there like Izzy Young’s Folklore Center on MacDougal Street until I found what I was looking for. I came up with a couple of Guthrie’s old Folkways albums, read the liner notes, and realized that I already knew one of his songs: “This Land Is Your Land.” I didn’t own it; rather, I had sung the song more than once with the rest of my classmates in Miss Chase’s music class in elementary school. She never mentioned that Woody Guthrie wrote it, only that it was a “good sing-a-long-song” and “about America.”

The fact that “This Land Is Your Land” was written by someone who so obviously influenced Dylan gave the song new meaning for me. I remember coming upon either a copy of Sing Out! or Broadside, the two top folk magazines of the day, and reading more about Guthrie. I found out that he had been sick for years and had spent some time in Greystone Hospital in Morris Plains, not far from where I lived in Jersey. Later I found out that Dylan visited him there and played versions of the many Woody songs he knew to the man who could barely acknowledge his happiness at hearing them. Guthrie was suffering from the final effects of Huntington’s  disease, a horrible neurological disease that causes cognitive and muscular disintegration and finally death, and for which there is no cure. Guthrie had been robbed not just of his speech, but also his ability to write, to sing, to laugh, to control his muscles and limbs, to swallow, even.

Just as I was learning more about Guthrie, I heard in October 1967 that he had died. A concert celebrating his life and legacy was produced at Carnegie Hall early the next year, but by that time my family and I had moved away from West New York, down to the Jersey Shore and soon-to-be Springsteen country. Back then, New York seemed a long way from Asbury Park and other shore towns, so the trek to Carnegie Hall didn’t seem feasible, even though my parents permitted their fifteen-year-old son the freedom to do so. I didn’t attend the concert, but later I experienced the next best thing: the records that resulted from it called A Tribute to Woody Guthrie, Parts One and Two, on which I heard the female folksinger Odetta, Woody’s son Arlo Guthrie, and others sing “This Land Is Your Land” as a grand good-bye.

Over the years, the song stuck to me. I loved the lyrics and the way they described an America of boundless natural treasures and promise. It made me want to see it all: the mountains, the redwood forest, and the gulfstream waters. The melody, of course, was just what my music teacher had said it was: a great sing-a-long song, with words that were hard to get out of your head once they lodged there. And I especially admired how a single song could sum up so much. Though “This Land Is Your Land” was simple and direct, an entire book, I thought, could be written about the song. Funny thing is, back then, I hadn’t even the most remote clue that it would be me who’d write it.

I played “This Land Is Your Land” in my folk-rock band and at the local coffee house. When I became a high school teacher fresh out of college, I played it for my social studies and English classes, skipping the “sing along” idea, but pointing out the incredible richness of the lyrics and the history of how the song came to be born.  When I became a father, I played it for my kids. As a cultural historian, I grew even more interested in “This Land Is Your Land,” not just because it was one of the greatest of all American folk songs, but because of its social and political implications.

However, it wasn’t until 1988, when my friend Dave Marsh took my interest in Guthrie and his famous song up a few more notches for me. Marsh, a Rolling Stone contributor and one of the most respected music critics at the time, was set to begin work on a book of never-before-published Guthrie writings with Pete Seeger manager and Woody Guthrie Archives head Harold Leventhal. The book was called Pastures of Plenty: A Self Portrait (The Unpublished Writings of Woody Guthrie).

Knowing of my fascination with Guthrie, Dave invited me to work with him and Harold on the project. My task was to go through Guthrie’s unpublished writings in the New York-based Woody Guthrie Archives, retyping his words, making recommendations as to what pieces were interesting and important, organizing Guthrie’s letters and lyrics, and finding handwritten gems that broadened our understanding of Guthrie’s musical and literary brilliance.

For me, the project’s highpoint came one day that summer when Harold unexpectedly called me into his office and showed me Guthrie’s handwritten lyrics to “This Land Is Your Land,” which was originally called “God Blessed America.” He smiled and said, “I know how much this song means to you. Thought you might want to see it the way Woody wrote it.” Harold sat back in his chair and clasped his hands over his protruding belly as he often did when awaiting reaction from the person across his desk.

Holding the lyrics in my hand, reading and rereading them, examining every nuance of Woody’s handwriting, the side notes, the cross-outs, even the paper the words were written on instantly and forever deepened my connection to Guthrie and his song. I had never seen such an important document in American music history up close before, despite the fact that I was going through Guthrie’s vast collection of  writings, piece by piece. Harold told me to take it to the copy machine and make a duplicate for myself. “Put it in a frame,” he said, smiling, which I did the next day, then hung it on my office wall back home where it stayed for years. I wish I still had it. I always thought that my career as a music museum curator unofficially began that day.

I had other personal experiences with “This Land Is Your Land” in the proceeding years. At the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame and Museum in Cleveland where I worked then, Woody’s daughter Nora Guthrie, Harold and I created in 1996 the first-ever American Music Masters Series, which celebrated the life and legacy of Woody Guthrie. The concert featured Bruce Springsteen, Pete Seeger, Arlo Guthrie, Country Joe McDonald, Ramblin’ Jack Elliott, and others interpreting Guthrie’s greatest songs, including “This Land Is Your Land,” one of the show’s final numbers. I remember getting chills watching all these great artists up on the stage, singing the song, and getting everyone else at sold-out Severance Hall to sing it with them, including me.

A little more than a decade later, I moved to Los Angeles to create and run the newly opened Grammy Museum in downtown Los Angeles. One of our first public programs featured Tom Morello from Rage Against the Machine. It gave me great pleasure to listen and watch as he ended his set in our intimate, 200-seat theater with a punk version of “This Land Is Your Land,” thus setting the standard by which all of the young museum’s programming would then be judged.

And, like many other Americans, I was nearly brought to tears by the version of “This Land Is Your Land” sung by Seeger and Springsteen at President Barack Obama’s inauguration. There could be few moments as important for Guthrie and “This Land Is Your Land” as the one that occurred on the mall in Washington, D.C. that cold January in 2009. For longtime Guthrie fans, it was an unforgettable performance, a triumph long overdue.

For me, this book is yet another personal “This Land” milestone. I planned to write it a while ago, but either the timing wasn’t right or other book projects pushed  it aside. But with 2012 being the centennial of Woody Guthrie’s birth, I made sure I made time to get it finally done. It was one of the most satisfying books I have ever written. The song’s unconventional history and Guthrie’s remarkable story made it surprisingly easy for me to walk to my computer at 5:00 a.m. each day before going to work at the Grammy Museum in downtown Los Angeles, striving to get a few hundred words written before breakfast.

People who know of my interest in Guthrie often ask if I think “This Land Is Your Land” is his best song. Guthrie wrote so many songs and so many were great. It’s hard to imagine a better song than say, “Pastures of Plenty,” “Pretty Boy Floyd,” “1913 Massacre,” “Do Re Mi,” or “Tom Joad.” But yes, I think “This Land Is Your Land” is still his very best. No other Guthrie song possesses such poetic prowess and natural flow. It is about America, but it is about the promise of the American Dream, too. In the song, Guthrie transforms himself into something of a nineteenth century Hudson River School landscape artist, painting with words a vision of America that is rich and sacred. By writing “This Land Is Your Land,” Guthrie carved himself a place next to Walt Whitman, Carl Sandburg, John Steinbeck and others who have so articulately and beautifully captured in words the physical and emotional essence of America.

And yet, none of this was Guthrie’s original intention when he wrote the song. The version of “This Land Is Your Land” that most Americans claim familiarity with does not contain the lyrics that doubt America’s integrity or questions the country’s commitment to essential freedoms. Those lyrics in the fourth and sixth verses of the song often have been washed away or simply ignored, which is why “This Land Is Your Land” has been able to stand side by side with the other great patriotic paeans to America, including “America the Beautiful” and “God Bless America,” which, you’ll see, was the original inspiration for Guthrie’s song.

Whether he did it on purpose is unknown, but Woody Guthrie’s “This Land Is Your Land” is, essentially, a musical mixed message. No other classic song about America has the dual history or dual theme that it does, or the lyrical flexibility given that many songwriters, including Pete Seeger and Bruce Springsteen, have altered the lyrics, added to them, flipped them and slipped them into completely new political, social and/or cultural settings. Seeger once wrote that “the best thing that could happen to the song is that it would end up with hundreds of different versions being sung by millions of people who do understand the basic message.” Consider that done.

 





This Land Is Your Land by Woody Guthrie.
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And there’s more. No other great musical tribute to our nation is burdened with such controversial baggage or contains such irony. No other American standard at the same time praises and dissents, celebrates and castigates, loves and warns as does “This Land Is Your Land.” No other American song of similar stature has been so misunderstood or misinterpreted. Finally, no other American song has such an interesting and often tangled story.

If “This Land Is Your Land” isn’t Guthrie’s best song, it’s certainly his most popular and most influential. “This Land Is Your Land” has been sung all over the world. It’s synonymous with Guthrie and America. Years ago there was even a movement to replace “The Star Spangled Banner” with “This Land Is Your Land,” making it America’s new national anthem. Anyone, though, who knew all the lyrics to “This Land Is Your Land” also knew that having it become this country’s representative song was never going to happen, given the contents of the verses most people never heard. (You’ll find out all about them in Chapter Three.)


This Land Is Your Land: Woody Guthrie and the Journey of an American Folk Song isn’t meant to be the definitive work on the song, or on Guthrie. The intent is to tell the story of both in a way that hasn’t been done before. For more conventional and comprehensive biographies of Guthrie, I recommend Joe Klein’s Woody Guthrie: A Life, and Ed Cray’s Ramblin’ Man. However, with This Land Is Your Land I hope I shed some new light on both the song and its author and inspire the reader to dig  deeper into American folk music and the role Guthrie continues to play in it, a century after his birth in Okemah, Oklahoma.

[image: 003]

Over the years, many people, from presidential hopefuls on down, have come to call “This Land Is Your Land” their theme song or have it symbolize their political convictions. Fact is, no one can claim “This Land Is Your Land,” as his own, not even Woody anymore. That would be like claiming the Statue of Liberty or the Rocky Mountains as one’s personal domain. “This Land Is Your Land” is embedded in all of us, thus making us all owners of the song and caretakers of it too.

If nothing else, I hope This Land Is Your Land: Woody Guthrie and the Journey of an American Folk Song is a connecting rod that brings you closer to the song and helps you remember that it is an undeniable representation of the American experience, one to be cherished and sung for as long as America is America.

 



—Robert Santelli
 Los Angeles, June 2011







CH. 1



A cold, early winter wind swept across the Texas Panhandle just a few days before the Thanksgiving holiday in late November 1939. Signs swayed along Route 66, the interstate highway that had just recently been fully paved and that connected Chicago and the middle of America with Los Angeles and the rest of southern California. Dust from the dry fields that kicked up along the way and the tumbleweeds that blew across the blacktop made for a mostly sullen sight.

Despite being in the sturdy grip of the Great Depression as well as in the throes of a multi-year drought that turned so many once-fertile farms in America’s heartland into a vast Dust Bowl, people in these parts still had a few things for which to be thankful on this uniquely American holiday. Most important, their country was not at war. Not yet anyway.

In September, Poland blazed with blitzkrieg. Radio, which had just begun programming news on a regular basis a couple of years ago, and the newsreels in movie theaters across the country attested to that, as did the daily headlines in American newspapers. The German army marched with determination and ferocity, while its Luftwaffe sent bombs spiraling downward on towns and cities, and its tanks roamed  the countryside, destroying most everything in their path. In the North Atlantic, German U-boats preyed on ships, sinking many of them with impunity. Poland had fallen quickly. Belgium, France, and the Netherlands would be next.

The news from across the Atlantic that November made most Americans uneasy. Those old enough to remember The Great War shuddered at the prospect of their sons and grandsons going to fight the Germans again. What a horrible conflict World War I had been, and now with more ghastly weapons and the steely resolve of the Adolph Hitler-led Nazis, this war promised to be even more calamitous.

The black Chevrolet, a 1931 touring car as it was called, headed east on Route 66, its ultimate destination: the Texas town of Pampa. Inside the car, the young family fought off the cold by huddling together and sharing a blanket. The two children—four-year-old Gwendolyn, who her folks called “Teeny,” and her two-year-old sister Carolyn, who everyone called Sue, her middle name—were practically chilled to the bone, as was their mother Mary, just twenty-two. In her arms she cradled a baby boy—Will Rogers Guthrie, born little more than a month earlier in Los Angeles. She held him close so that he could siphon off some of his mother’s body heat.

Wrapped in his own blanket, gazing upward at his mother, young Bill (Mary preferred Bill to Will) had no idea that he had been named for the late Will Rogers, the Oklahoma cowboy and gum-chewing humorist who had been tragically killed in an Alaskan plane crash in 1935. Rogers was one of America’s most popular personalities, a man whose homespun humor, wisdom, and general outlook on things had made him a folk hero to the common man and to baby Bill’s father, Woody Guthrie, a fellow Oklahoman who strove to be just like him.

Woody, twenty-seven, was also named for a famous American: President Thomas Woodrow Wilson. Born July 14, 1912 in Okemah, Oklahoma, Woodrow Wilson Guthrie had come into this world the year Wilson, the former president of Princeton University, had been elected the 28th president of the United States. It was far too early to determine if Woody’s son was aptly named, but it was all too clear that Woodrow Wilson Guthrie had not quite lived up to the standards that went with being named after an important American president.

 





Mary and Woody Guthrie. Pampa, Texas, 1933.
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Woodrow Wilson was stately, well educated, elegant in manners, and most proper on all accounts. Woodrow Wilson Guthrie was blue-collar common, mostly self-educated, sloppy, and often improper in many matters. Woodrow Wilson had been the leader of the free world, navigating America through the treacherous waters of World War I. Woodrow Wilson Guthrie had been barely able to support his young family and had been a questionable husband and father. Woodrow Wilson gave great speeches and articulated the merits of democracy. Woodrow Wilson Guthrie wrote and sang songs and articulated the misdeeds of capitalism. In short, except for their names, the two men were worlds apart.

Like his family in the car with him, Woody was cold too. Shivering, his crazy curly hair, chiseled face, and small wiry frame made for a funny portrait as he sat behind the steering wheel singing to his kids or creating little poems that made them laugh. Coming from Los Angeles, he and his family hardly had need for warm clothes, and their hasty departure left Mary little time to prepare her family for winter weather. Even if there was time, there was little money. The sad state of the old Chevy they were in was just one bit of proof of the family’s gloomy financial situation.

Woody and Mary knew when they bought the car that it wasn’t much of a bargain. Every time he gave it gas, gray fumes belched from the exhaust pipe. There was also a growing crack in the engine block and the rattling sounds under the hood grew louder the closer they got to Pampa. Still, it had puttered along, through the desert and over the mountains, past the filling stations and diners along Route 66 toward Amarillo, and then on the mostly unpaved road that led to Pampa, the dusty oil town Woody left more than two and a half years earlier, and the place where he and Mary met and married in October 1933.

When she was first introduced to Woody, Mary Jennings thought him cute and funny and certainly not like the rest of the Pampa boys she knew. The Great Depression had stomped the dreams of many a young person in Pampa, like it had in other places in both rural and urban America. Although the stock market crashed in New York four years earlier to the month and two thousand or so miles away, its effect on Pampa and similar towns on the Southern Plains was profound.

“It was a difficult time, there is no doubt about it,” recalled Mary years later. “Sometimes I think back and I don’t know how people got through it, how they survived in one piece. Pampa suffered just like the rest of America suffered. The poor people suffered the most.”

Around America, many of those able to keep their jobs saw their incomes decrease; in some cases, breadwinners were earning half of what they made in the late 1920s before the crash. Blue-collar working people, in particular, felt the wrath of the Depression. Many had difficulty paying the mortgage or rent. Family members moved in with each other to share expenses. The divorce rate soared, despite the fact that many couples couldn’t even afford the expense of separation. Birthrates fell. According to historian David Kyvig, while the population of America had grown by sixteen per cent in the 1920s, the years of the Great Depression in the ’30s witnessed only a seven per cent population increase. Gradually, many of the unemployed lost confidence in their work skills, and their self-esteem withered. They began to doubt their ability to support their family and when they looked into the mirror, they often saw the face of defeat, and then, desperation.

In Pampa, good jobs were scarce and prospects of a return to good times were not bright when Woody and Mary began courting. Woody, however, seemed to take it all in stride. He didn’t need many things to be content, and he really wasn’t much interested in a steady job anyway, unless it had to do with music. He spent his days writing songs, drawing cartoons, reading books, and going to the picture show, often  with Mary in tow. He did the occasional odd job to get by, be it sign painting or working behind the counter at Shorty Harris’s drug store, but no one in Pampa would have ever called him ambitious or ripe with business acumen.

Mary Jennings was a pretty, Irish Catholic country girl. Blond and pleasantly shaped, she exuded a naïve, youthful innocence and had a warm, caring smile. Woody was lucky she took him for her husband, since he offered her little when she had said yes to become his wife. In order to pay for the ceremony at the Catholic rectory where they were married, Guthrie, a Christian, but of no particular denomination, painted a portrait of Christ and presented it to the priest in lieu of money, of which he had little. Mary was all of sixteen when she married Woody Guthrie. Her parents were not pleased with the decision, but after Harry Jennings, Mary’s father, shared a bottle with Woody’s father, Charley, Harry begrudgingly accepted the fact that his little girl was now a married woman.

Mary came from a decent Pampa family, and her brother Matt was Woody’s best friend. It was through Matt that Woody had come to know and then court Mary. The two friends had gone to school together and had played in a local string band called the Corncob Trio, along with another Pampa musician, Winsor “Cluster” Baker. The trio performed at Pampa dances and socials, entertaining folks with standards and old-timey songs that everyone knew and loved.

Although in the mid-1930s the annual Pampa City Registry had listed Woodie [sic] Guthrie as a sign painter, he much preferred to be called a singer and musician, an entertainer. He played mandolin in the Corncob Trio (Matt Jennings played fiddle, and Baker, the guitar). But that didn’t stop him from accepting other music jobs, like the one reported on in The Pampa Daily News on September 11, 1935. A Mrs. Virgil Camp was presented with a seventeenth birthday party, during which “Cake and ice cream were served while Woody Guthrie and Verdell Pate played string music.”

Guthrie, Jennings, and Baker also played in a six-piece Pampa cowboy outfit called  the Texas Centennial Band. A 1936 photo featured the band members in cowboy hats and garb, smiling at the camera. Guthrie, at five feet and a few inches, was the smallest member of the Centennial Band and thus had the privilege of being first in the line of musicians situated for the photo. He held a stand up acoustic bass that also supported the band’s guitars and mandolin, making him look smaller than he actually was.

Despite the way he saw himself, Woody was hardly known in Pampa for his musical talent, except among friends and family. In 1929, when he was not quite seventeen, he had come to Pampa, joining Charley in hopes of capitalizing on the recent discovery of oil there. In Okemah, the small Oklahoma town east of Oklahoma City and south of Tulsa where he had been born and raised, Guthrie had learned to play the harmonica, but not properly. He had also listened intently to the radio, the Victrola, local musicians and string bands, and especially his mother, Nora, who sang to him the most beautiful of ballads. Still, he showed no particular signs of being musically inclined as a young boy.

It was in Pampa where he learned to play the guitar, along with the mandolin, the fiddle, and the basics of the banjo. His Uncle Jeff Guthrie, who also resided in Pampa and worked as a policeman there, showed him the rudiments of the guitar and how to tune it. But mostly Guthrie learned by experimenting with his fingers on the strings, eventually mastering enough chords to play some simple songs. Mary recalled much later on that during the evening Woody and brother Matt would play music in the house the Jennings had given the newly married Guthries to live in. “Oh, they’d play and sing and have a good time with it all. We didn’t have no money to do much else, so we entertained ourselves. And over time, Woody and Matt got pretty good at playin’ their songs.”

Back then, Pampa had a radio station, KPDN, that played talk and music programs from 7 a.m. to 5:45 p.m. It wasn’t anything special: such programs as “Women’s Club of the Air,” “Mid-Morning News,” and “Know Your Public Schools”  kept listeners aware of local goings-on. A few music programs like “Sweet or Swing” and “Rhythm and Romance” played the big band hits of the day. But if Guthrie sought out the music of the Carter Family, his favorite recording artists, or other samplings of the hillbilly music or gospel hymns he enjoyed most, he likely would have needed to tune into a station coming out of Dallas or Oklahoma City, or even farther away from Pampa than those two places.

Because of its local slant, KPDN, which was sponsored by the Pampa Daily News, occasionally featured during its noontime broadcasts the music of area bands and singers, including the Corncob Trio. Guthrie even performed on air with his Uncle Jeff and Aunt Allene, who played the accordion. Guthrie’s appearances on KPDN marked the first time he had ever performed on radio, predating the more popular radio shows he would do in Los Angeles a couple of years later.

Guthrie recalled cutting his musical teeth in Pampa in a biographical sketch he wrote later on. “I . . . went off with a fiddling uncle of mine, Jeff Guthrie, (one of the best fiddlers in the West), who was also a deputy sheriff on the side, and a performing musician. His wife, Allene, played the guitar, accordion, chorded on the piano and organ, and I played the banjo and the mandolin, and learned a couple of tunes I could play on the fiddle while my uncle went outside to get a drink or something. We done this for five or six years.”

Out in Los Angeles Guthrie had actually become a radio personality and a popular performer among the many migrants who had come to California looking for work. He arrived in the city in the spring of 1937—hopping freights and hitchhiking to get there—with the intent of finding work so he could support his family, which now included two young ones. He wasn’t alone. Thousands more like him were already in California and still more were on their way. Oklahoma had lost nearly twenty per cent of its population in the 1930s. Some 440,000 people, according to historian Donald Worster, said good-bye to the Sooner state to search for new jobs and new hope.

“The people did not stop to shut the door—they just walked out, leaving behind them the wreckage of their labors: an ugly little shack with broken windows covered by cardboard, a sagging ridgepole, a barren, dusty yard, the windmill creaking in the wind,” wrote Worster in his book Dust Bowl. “Ten thousand abandoned houses on the high plains; nine million acres of farmland turned back to nature.”

Woody and his cousin, “Oklahoma” Leon Jack Guthrie, who lived in the greater Los Angeles area and was three years younger than Woody, formed a singing duo and played around Los Angeles and Long Beach, making an occasional couple of dollars. Eventually Woody and Jack (everyone called him Jack, even though he had a more colorful nickname) managed to get a radio audition at KFVD singing cowboy and country and western songs.

To their surprise, they were offered the 8:00 a.m. slot on the air in the summer of 1937. Though they weren’t paid, the exposure made Woody feel important, and being on the air each day broadened their opportunities for paying jobs at night. Mary and the rest of the Jennings could actually hear the program, which was called The Oklahoma and Woody Show, all the way back in Pampa when the western sky was star-lit and clear. Matt couldn’t believe that his brother-in-law and old band mate in the Corncob Trio was now singing and playing on the radio in the big city of Los Angeles. It made him feel both proud and a bit envious.

When Woody and Jack weren’t on the air, they’d sing wherever they could—parties, get-togethers, dances, cowboy competitions—sometimes for a wage, sometimes not. It was at this time that Woody met Maxine Crissman, a young woman who loved to sing but who had never done so in public. Jack had known Maxine’s brother Roy, who had introduced him and Woody to his sister. Taken by her knowledge of country and old-timey music and her ability to sing harmony, Woody soon invited Maxine, who he christened “Lefty Lou from Old Mizzou,” to sing with him and Jack on KFVD.

Crissman was twenty-three when she met Guthrie. She had been born in Missouri. She and her family had come to California at the outset of the Depression for the same reason nearly everyone else heading west did: better work opportunities. She wasn’t naturally musical, though she grew up with music in her house, mostly gospel and old-time standards, and she did learn to play the saxophone in school. Maxine was taller than Woody; she had black hair and good looks, and attracted the occasional glance from men that she passed by on the street. She also had a fine voice and knew how to use it.

 





Woody Guthrie and Maxine “Lefty Lou” Crissman at KFVD Radio in Los Angeles, California, ca. 1939.
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When the stress of caring for his family and maintaining his construction job grew to be too much, Jack Guthrie left Woody and their radio program in September 1937. Jack liked singing and playing music; it was his dream to become a full time cowboy singer. But the duo that was he and his cousin hadn’t quite developed, musically speaking, the way he had hoped. Their audience was mostly migrants from Arkansas, Oklahoma, Kansas, and Texas—nearly 100,000 of them had come to California looking for work. They wanted to hear songs and stories, told mostly by Woody, that reminded them of where they had come from, not slick sounding cowboy songs and “buckaroo ballads,” made popular by the likes of singing cowboy and movie star Gene Autry, which was what Jack favored.

With the departure of Jack Guthrie, Woody and Lefty Lou changed the name of their program to The Woody and Lefty Lou Show. As a duo, they were an immediate hit. Daily, KFVD received dozens of letters and song requests addressed to Guthrie and Crissman. Guthrie even penned a tune he called “Woody’s and Lefty Lou’s Theme Song,” which he crowned with a verse: “If you like our kind of singing/I’m gonna tell you what to do/Get your pencil and your paper/Write to Woody and Lefty Lou.”

With their show a success, Guthrie and Crissman began earning a salary from the radio station: twenty dollars a week, plus bonuses for increased advertisement revenue that came to the station because of their show. Woody and Lefty Lou split their earnings. Guthrie, flush with cash for the first time in his life, figured he could well  support his Pampa family on the money he was making. Proudly, he called his wife Mary in Texas and told her to pack her things and come to California with the kids.

Mary was only too happy to oblige. Pampa in the 1930s was an all or nothing Panhandle town. In the early part of the twentieth century, it had been a sleepy community made up largely of cowboys, small businessmen, and farming families. Pampa incorporated in 1912, the year Guthrie was born. The town grew slowly. But then in the mid-1920s, oil had been discovered on its outskirts, prompting Pampa to experience a growth spurt it never saw coming. Needing manpower to put in place and then maintain the oil drilling machinery, Pampa attracted many young men who poured into town as quickly as the oil poured from the ground. Other men found jobs in support businesses. One of those newcomers was Charley Guthrie, Woody’s father, who found a job running a boarding house where many of the transplanted oil workers lived. When Woody joined him, his first job was helping his father with the daily boarding house chores.

Practically overnight, new stores were opened in Pampa and new homes were built. New banks cashed the checks of the new oil workers in town. A new Santa Fe Railway line was constructed, connecting Pampa with western Oklahoma. “There was so much activity, so many jobs, and so many people coming into town,” recalled Thelma Bray, who was a child back then and who now runs the Woody Guthrie Folk Music Center in Pampa. Bray’s family had come to Pampa from New Mexico in 1932. Her father got a job in a local refinery and he and his family made Pampa their home. “I remember that they were happy times. We thought they would never end.”

Even after the stock market crash in October 1929, Pampa continued to prosper for a spell. The town saw the construction of a new courthouse, city hall, and, in 1934, a magnificent new post office. But gradually, the reach of the Depression extended even to Pampa, and business activity slowed down, as did the discovery of new drill sites. Then in April 1935, on Palm Sunday, a week before Easter, a great  dust storm that began as far north as the Dakotas, struck Pampa. With winds fifty or more miles per hour, radical drops in temperature and humidity, and a blackened horizon, a giant dust cloud quickly engulfed the town, as it had others in its path. The storm prompted some people to believe that the Day of Judgment had arrived. No one had ever seen such a sight. In no time, the world around Pampa went dark and everything in the town was covered with a thick coat of black and brown dust.

Mary Guthrie remembered the day vividly. “We called it Black Sunday, you know. Everything turned black, dark as the night. If there was a light bulb in the room, you couldn’t see it. You couldn’t see your hand in front of your face. We were scared. We didn’t know what to do. A lot of people just prayed.”

Guthrie recalled the Great Dust Storm of 1935, as it became known, in song and in a later piece of prose that provided additional insight into that dark day in Pampa history. “We watched the dust storm come up just like the red sea [sic] closing in on the Israel children . . . a lot of the people in the crowd was religious minded . . . and they said . . . ‘well, boys, girls, friends and relatives, this is the end . . . so long, it’s been good to know you.’” That final phrase turned up in the Guthrie song “Dusty Old Dust,” later called “So Long, It’s Been Good to Know You,” one of the best musical narratives of the Dust Bowl disaster and a key song in the Guthrie music treasury.
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