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Prologue



The Loathsome Traveler


February 1952


It was front-page news in Akron, the five men who arrived at the nightclub and sat at the table in the first row, center stage, and silently glowered at the headline act. They were “just ordinary customers,” one of the men told a reporter, “with no intentions of starting anything.” In the Beacon Journal’s photograph, they stare at the stage, beers and ashtrays in front of them, occupied by their appointed roles.


Arraying themselves around the single microphone—three men in tuxedos and a sole woman in a gown—the Weavers certainly didn’t look dangerous. Nor did the group acknowledge the stone-faced American Legion delegation from the stage, though the folk quartet was surely aware of its presence. In Cleveland, where the chart-topping musicians had performed earlier that week, they were under “constant surveillance by Legion members, police subversive squad members and F.B.I.,” the ranking American Legion representative said.


For weeks, the Legion commander and his friends had lobbied the club owner to cancel the band’s Akron appearance. The Weavers’ manager had flown from New York to discuss the situation, but the Legion members hadn’t shown up for a scheduled meeting. The Yankee Inn was nearly sold out.


Looking down on the glum squad from the American Legion as they performed, one or all of the Weavers almost surely—at some point during the performance—closed their eyes and saw flashing, deeply burned images of one of their previous run-ins with members of the veterans’ organization: a gorgeous summer day, a long corridor of trees, late-afternoon sunlight casting through the branches, people screaming, rocks shattering windows, uniformed police officers standing by passively.


In Akron, the American Legion members almost certainly did not join the singing when the band encouraged the audience to do so. Unable to find anything subversive about their performance, Louis Mancini, the 14th District Legion commander for Summit and Portage Counties, allowed that the Weavers were in fact “good entertainment.”


While the military veterans from the Legion didn’t start anything that night in Akron, what had been started had been started long ago, not by them, and not by the Weavers. What had reestablished itself in the years after World War II was a long and intricate fissure down the center of American culture, becoming visible in the fog when certain issues illuminated it, a fissure that might be seen throughout the country’s history.


The Yankee Inn was merely the latest battlefield in an unceasing clash between deeply set forces locked in philosophical and political and even spiritual combat, manifesting to face off on the physical plane only on occasion. Each side held its own values, its own sense of history, and its own hopes for the American future. With great determination and intention, the Weavers had fought and sung their way to the front lines. In Akron in 1952, the battle raged at its peak, the results seeming to hang in the balance, with the Weavers at the lead of a powerful cultural battalion.


For the previous two years, the quartet had been not only among the most dependable hit-makers on the pop scene but perhaps the most eclectic, filling out an astonishing array of songs with their ebullient four-part harmonies. Their first hit, “Tzena Tzena Tzena,” was an English-language arrangement of an Israeli folk dance. Their second and even bigger smash they’d learned from Lead Belly, a former convict and underground folk-music hero. The mournful waltz “Goodnight Irene” became an instant American standard. They’d been in the upper reaches of the hit parade constantly since mid-1950 and their recent Christmas album, an early concept collection, had earned unexpectedly high sales too.


Their newest 78 rpm record at the time of the Akron performance was a typically wide-ranging Weavers pairing. “The quartet comes through in fine style” on the A-side, The Billboard noted, an arrangement of an old cowboy song. But the editors raised their eyebrows at the song that backed it, a “strange foreign-sounding folk-tune, with a one-word lyric.”


Like Weavers songs before it, “Wimoweh” especially would begin its path to global ubiquity with their version, a shifting chant capped by a soaring and mysterious falsetto melody, not an English word within it. And like the other songs the Weavers brought into the pop and folk canons, few of the arrangements that followed would sound much like the Weavers themselves. As selectors of songs, the Weavers were nearly unparalleled, drawing music from across continents and centuries, then transforming—regularizing—them into standards, from “Goodnight Irene” to the Bahamian sailor song “The Wreck of the John B.”


While the multicultural novelty of their choices surely fed their chart success, so did their performances. Backed by pop orchestras, and sometimes fighting their way through strings and horns and choirs foisted upon them by their record company, the Weavers’ inventive vocal harmonies cut through—as often did the peculiar ringing sound of a banjo, itself almost as novel in pop music as the songs they performed.


But if they didn’t look dangerous, when the Weavers stepped together to sing at Akron’s Yankee Inn, the spotlight turned on, their voices joined, one might hear a nearly militant unity in the quartet. This too would be underscored if one attended their recent holiday shows in New York, where the woman in the gown stepped to the front and sang an untranslated Spanish Civil War song in a jolting electric contralto that barely needed a microphone to fill a concert hall. In Akron, the Weavers most likely didn’t do “Venga Jaleo,” but one might imagine the American Legion clearly receiving the signal even if it couldn’t quite decode the message.


“Good entertainment” though they might be, the Weavers’ deeper sense of mission was threaded through their music and nearly every intake of breath, a vision of cultural equity and global harmony. To the local newspaper, their banjo player declined to deny any charges that the band were Communists. “When people have asked us, we’ve said, ‘Look, do you like our music?’” he told the reporter. “We’re musicians, not politicians. The only platform we can stand on is our songs. Let the people judge.”


The American Legion delegation got their news from Counterattack, a newsletter that printed the names of alleged Communists in the entertainment field. Often, news traveled slowly in the 1950s, but across right-wing anti-Communist networks it could move with lightning speed.


That same week in Washington, DC, a former employee of People’s Songs, the organization that birthed the Weavers, was preparing to testify at a congressional hearing on the topic of Communist Activities Among Youth Groups. He’d sung with them at hootenannies, a fellow harmonizing traveler. The Weavers would be only a small part of his testimony. He hit the circuit of right-wing newspapers, providing a sensationalistic five-day, five-part tell-all.


The day after the Weavers appeared on the front page of the Akron Beacon Journal, the hyperactive bow-tied human named Harvey Matusow took the stand in a Washington, DC, hearing room and—amid a torrent of names named—identified the Weavers one by one for the permanent record of the House Un-American Activities Committee. For Matusow, it was the beginning of a storied career as a professional ex-Communist that would land him in the national news constantly for the next half-decade.


“There was Pete Seeger,” Matusow said. To the American Legion members in Ohio, he was the banjo player, the skinny, kinetic Weaver who tilted his head back and sang in a soaring voice capable of reaching ecstatic high notes.


“Will you spell the last name?” the Committee asked.


“S-e-e-g-e-r,” Matusow told them. “He was a member of the Weavers, and he had also been a member of the Almanac Singers, People’s Songs, and the Progressive Party and the Communist Party.”


He named Freddie Hellerman, too, the guitarist in the Weavers, the younger male of the group, with a high forehead and a sharp jawline.


“H-e-l-l-e-r-m-a-n,” Matusow told the committee. “He had been a member of the Communist Party in Brooklyn College in New York, was very active in the American Folksay Group of the [American Youth for Democracy], and later very active in People’s Songs, People’s Artists, and in the Communist Party.”


The woman, whose crystal voice had shot over the heads over the American Legion two days earlier, was “Ronnie Gilbert,” Matusow informed the committee. “She was the only feminine member of the Weavers group and was very active in People’s Songs, People’s Artists, and she had done a lot of volunteer work, as I recall it, at the defense of the 11 Communist leaders during that trial in New York and had attended Communist Party meetings.”


“The last is Lee Hays,” Matusow said. “H-a-y-s.” The large Arkansas man who acted as the group’s rumbling bass singer seemed older than his thirty-seven years. “He had dropped out of the Communist Party at the time I had known him, but was still in the good graces of the Communists,” Matusow told the congresspeople. “For some reason, they said, ‘He just isn’t the kind of person we can discipline in party discipline, but he is very helpful to us.’”


The Weavers provided entertainment at Communist “hootenannies” and “whing-dings” in Washington Square Park, Matusow asserted with stunning inaccuracy, attracting impressionable youth by singing their future hits like “Goodnight Irene” and “On Top of Old Smoky.” The names of the organizations he spouted were accurate, the invisible lines between them leading directly to the formation of the Weavers. But aside from that, the information the twenty-five-year-old Matusow passed to the committee was either utterly bogus or distorted beyond reason, sometimes comically so, a yarn tailored to the demands of the white men asking the questions.


As with everything to do with the Red Scare of the 1950s, the truth was far more complicated than either side presented. Both cloaked their language in the nuances and colors of the ongoing battle occurring almost always just off-screen, in the imagination of American citizens, each a miniature battlefield in the evolving shape of American democracy.


The day after Harvey Matusow testified against the Weavers in Washington, the Yankee Inn canceled the final four nights of the band’s scheduled appearance. “They played to a full house for the first time on Wednesday,” the club owner told the paper, as if he didn’t fully understand what had happened. “The public seems to be completely unpredictable in this affair.”


The unofficial but very real blacklist lurched downward on the Weavers. In fact, the band had been served their own committee subpoenas before Harvey Matusow had even testified. Indistinguishable from a torrent of harassment they’d already received, they were unsure if the legal documents were even real. Their manager was looking into it.


What the loathsome traveler Harvey Matusow told the committee wasn’t anything new. Their files on the Weavers ran deep, provided by the Federal Bureau of Investigation, a paper trail connecting back to the beginning of the previous decade, long before there was a Weavers. The committee knew all about them. But the House Un-American Activities Committee hadn’t started this either.


The battle’s infinite fronts twisted into the past and projected into the future. But even the coordinated info war that conflated progressive left-wingers with dangerous subversives was only one manifestation, the various government divisions having no more agency than the American Legion representatives in the front row at the Yankee Inn. Down the fissure, the two sides faced off as if against a mirrored window, seeing as much of themselves as their opposites, and looking for the hidden passageway across, a quest of exploration that continues into the twenty-first century.


In many regards, it was clear the government’s interdepartmental understanding was still no better than that of the first agents they’d sent into the field. But it was also clear that, when the Weavers opened their mouths and their voices combined, something was added to the air forever. And while maybe the committee couldn’t tell where or how, the Weavers had found a way across the divide.


If one is to take the committee at their word, both they and the Weavers shared a common interest and belief in the power of song. Even if the committee never understood its own inquiry as a technological question about how the world might actually be changed through music, it would still behoove what remains of them, their associated agencies, and their ignoble ghosts to understand exactly how—despite the committee—the Weavers came to arm their music and transform the world anyway.
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CHAPTER ONE



The New Situations


May 1943


Agent Harwood E. Ryan left the base and crossed the harbor through a panoramic view of lower Manhattan and Ellis Island and the Statue of Liberty, and stepped into Greenwich Village’s side streets, pursuing information about the Subject. At a West Village walk-up, Ryan ascended the narrow stairs to the fourth floor and found himself face-to-face with a short, wiry man with wiry hair. Ryan had every reason to believe this man had useful background information.


The United States was a year and a half into its involvement in World War II and, down in Mississippi, the rest of the Subject’s company had already shipped out. But the army had lingering questions about whether the recent inductee might rightly be considered subversive, if he could be entrusted to repair battle-ready airplanes, and so he was kept on American soil, doing menial work in the Southern heat.


The man with the wiry hair was the recipient of correspondence with the Subject, and one of many leads the Counterintelligence Corps was pursuing, paperwork and agents fanning out from field offices and through inter-bureau channels. They read the Subject’s mail and invented a pretext under which to interview the Subject’s father, an eminent scholar in the nation’s capital.


The week before, Agent Laubscher had crisscrossed New England, interviewing the Subject’s high school teachers. Other agents were on the case in other jurisdictions, but Agent Ryan’s lead on Charles Street was the best so far, having worked with the Subject most recently.


At Keesler Field in Mississippi, it hadn’t taken long for Pvt. Peter Seeger to be reported as a potential subversive. On the base, his fellow soldiers had quickly nicknamed the young musician “New York,” and it was easy to see why. At age twenty-three, Seeger plunged into the world as he thought it should be. It came partly from privilege, but also the ability to see the injustice of its opposite. He spoke as if he’d attended a prestigious university, which he had. That he’d dropped out after his freshman year made little difference.


“Badly pimpled face and rather prominent red nose,” the confidential War Department memo said of the six-foot-four-inch Seeger. Officially, he was under investigation for “disaffection,” but that hardly described Pete Seeger. Several interview subjects mentioned Seeger’s prodigious banjo skills, and that much was true.


A few months after Seeger arrived, his superiors received notice from the FBI office in San Francisco about a particular letter Seeger had sent. The American Legion had announced their support of a motion to deport all Japanese citizens following the presumed defeat of Japan.


“I felt shocked, outraged, and disgusted,” Seeger wrote to the organization of veterans. “We, who may have to give our lives in this great struggle—we’re fighting precisely to free the world of such Hitlerism, such narrow jingoism… America is great and strong as she is because we have so far been a haven to all oppressed.” The American Legion forwarded the letter to the FBI, and the FBI forwarded it back to the base in Mississippi.


Concern for racial equality was precisely the kind of danger sign that set antennae a-twitch. The year before, Martin Dies, then chairman of the House Un-American Activities Committee, had observed that “ throughout the South today subversive elements are attempting to convince the Negro that he should be placed on social equality with white people, that now is the time for him to assert his rights.” These subversive elements were connected to foreign powers, Dies and others suggested.


If that weren’t enough for Seeger to be suspected of enemy sympathies, he had received correspondence on stationery belonging to the Japanese-American Committee for Democracy, from his half-Japanese girlfriend, Toshi Ohta. Never mind that her father was working for the army as an unofficial diplomat.


Now, in New York, Agent Ryan pieced together the mystery of Seeger. None seemed to think he was any kind of imminent threat. The latest was the wiry-haired man Ryan interviewed. “The Subject is not an overthrower, but he is out to win the war,” Ryan summarized in his report.


The wiry-haired interviewee was a musician too, Ryan noted, employed with Seeger in a group called the Almanac Singers. According to this man, these Almanac Singers (as Agent Ryan duly recorded) “slept on freight trains, under bridges, in churches, and so forth” and wrote and sang “hillbilly songs and ballads” in union halls. In the interviewed man’s estimation, Seeger was the most original lyricist of the bunch.


A picture of the Subject was starting to emerge: well organized, motivated, a bit awkward, but possessing an always-moving mind. “Brilliant,” Ryan’s interviewee stressed.


And also perhaps almost completely guileless. When Seeger had been called in for his own interview he’d asked in his high-spoken manner why hadn’t he been deployed? He’d explained firmly that the Japanese-American Committee for Democracy opposed the Japanese government. Albert Einstein was one of their sponsors.


The initial report concluded, “From all indications, Subject has no idea that anything he has done or any associations he might have had in the past or might have at the present time would be cause to hold him on this field or keep him under surveillance at any time.”


But under surveillance he was. In New York, Ryan had more subjects to interview. The wiry-haired man on Charles Street provided some good leads. Agent Ryan didn’t think the man was misleading him, but during the interview observed something amiss and noted it in his report.


Hanging on the wall of the apartment was what Ryan described as a “large guitar” containing the inscription THIS MACHINE KILLS FASCISTS. To Ryan, this confirmed beyond doubt that the Almanac Singers—both Seeger and perhaps this wiry-haired man—were Communists. If there was one thing Communists hated, it was Fascists.


This W. W. Guthrie had been truthful “as far as he went,” Ryan noted, but the agent suspected “he knew a great deal more about the Subject’s politics and activities than he admitted.” Certainly, thirty-one-year-old Woody Guthrie also knew the drill, and what he should or shouldn’t say when someone came ’round askin’ questions ’bout his good buddy Pete.


Seeger’s former landlord, on the other hand, was ready to grumble. They were a “noisy and troublesome crowd,” Bernie Schultz said. A woman named Bessie Lomax had appeared, signed a lease, and they’d taken over the two-room apartment at the back of the disused office building across from the Jefferson Market Courthouse on Sixth Avenue. “Disreputable, no account type of individual[s],” Schultz called them. He suspected two of them of being Oklahomans.


Schultz told the agent that Seeger was the group’s leader. But really, he was “just as erratic as the other members,” the landlord concluded. “He stood out only because he had more education.”


Over at the Village Vanguard, the basement club on Seventh Avenue, Special Agent Harwood E. Ryan interviewed impresario Max Gordon. One of the two integrated nightspots in Manhattan, along with Café Society (where Billie Holiday had debuted “Strange Fruit”), the Vanguard was an eclectic home for bohemian culture beginning in 1935, including a six-month residency by the black folk-singing duo of Josh White and Lead Belly.


Sure, the club owner told Ryan, he’d hired the Almanac Singers a few times. But they were too left-wing for the club. “Gordon considered [Seeger] to be the most interesting person of the aggregation,” Ryan recorded, and one can just about hear the club owner sigh through decades of bureau paperwork about how it was too bad that Seeger was so committed to political music, and if only he could hire him for some other purpose. But Gordon liked the Almanacs. They were harmless.


Gordon pointed out to Agent Ryan, as well, that the Almanac whom he had previously interviewed—Woody Guthrie—was likewise the author of the recent memoir Bound for Glory, at that very moment en route up the bestseller list. “Woody is just Woody,” novelist John Steinbeck said in praise of the book, part fiction but all Guthrie.


Back at the base on Governors Island, Ryan finally received the files pertaining to the Almanac Singers, provided by G-2, the army intelligence division, and it seemed to confirm what he suspected. Clippings abounded from the Daily Worker, the Manhattan-based Communist newspaper. They’d sung songs of peace, another topic that only Communists made a cause in the early 1940s. According to the report, one song was called “Get Out and Stay Out of the War.” Another was titled “Jim Crow.” The Almanac Singers attempted to “stir up resentment for… the entry of the United States into the war.”


It wasn’t exactly an incorrect conclusion for Special Agent Harwood E. Ryan to draw, familiar and comfortable as he was with the American security apparatus. As it happened, only two days before Ryan began his Seeger assignment, FBI Chief J. Edgar Hoover himself had called an end to his own search for the Almanac Singers. Special Agent Ryan hadn’t been the first to investigate Pete Seeger, either.


In his Washington office, Hoover still wasn’t happy. The Almanac Singers’ 78s were now collectors’ items, Hoover’s agents had been told when they finally tracked down the tiny independent label that had issued them from a record store just off Times Square. But the agency’s copies broke somewhere along the line. “See to it that records are more carefully packed, in order that incidents of this type will not reoccur,” Hoover harrumphed into the margins of the report.


With or without the remains of the 78, the FBI filed the group’s music under “Gramophone Records of a Seditious Nature.” But—as Woody Guthrie and Keynote Records’ owner told the agents—by 1943, the Almanac Singers were defunct, diffused, defused. In the years to come, there would be plenty of mythologizing, not least of which would come from the many Almanac alumni. But perhaps even more mythologizing—and more testimony to the power of their music—came from the government agencies intent on tracking them down.


The 10-inch record and organization that J. Edgar Hoover sought information about began with a knock on the door in late 1940. Outside the New York apartment was Pete Seeger. Inside was the person Seeger sought: Lee Hays, a twenty-six-year-old Arkansas man as tall and round as the twenty-one-year-old Pete was tall and scrawny. When it opened, it marked the beginning of the path to the Weavers.


Had Seeger stayed at Harvard, he might have graduated in the spring of 1940, and on an alternate timeline would have been establishing his first postgraduate employment alongside classmates like John F. Kennedy. Having spent the intervening years traveling the country, playing and studying music while working occasionally at the Library of Congress, Seeger’s latest project was to assemble and publish a collection of labor songs.


Hays had arrived in Manhattan only weeks before on exactly the same mission. The son of a Methodist minister, it would often be said—sometimes by Hays himself—that he’d spent time as a preacher, though it wasn’t true, exactly. With a booming voice and genial Southern politesse, Hays could engage an audience with an authority that Seeger admired. A former protégé of radical Presbyterian minister Claude Williams, Hays had helped organize the wonderfully acronymed Southern Tenant Farmers Union and led songs at the experimental and progressive Commonwealth College in the Ozarks. He charmed Seeger with a deeply learned Southern wit delivered with impeccable quiet timing, each punch line seemingly coiled with shared secret knowledge.


Lee Hays had witnessed the worst of the Depression firsthand, an entwining of personal and economic circumstances. Alongside an “early religious brainwashing,” it left Hays with wounds from which he’d spend his lifetime trying to recover. The scars of his upbringing would never fully heal.


After his father died in a grisly car crash when Hays was thirteen, his mother’s mental health deteriorated almost instantly. Unable to attend college as his older siblings had, the sixteen-year-old Hays hitchhiked the country.


“If I didn’t get a ride for a day or two going east, I’d go to the other side of the road and go west,” he would recall. “It didn’t make much of a difference so long as you kept moving, always hoping for work, for anything to happen. And some good things did happen.”


The best of those was unquestionably when his older brother secured Lee a job as a page in the Cleveland Public Library. “The system faced such an imminent breakdown that it could have gone in any direction, depending on who came forward,” Hays would recall of the darkest Depression years.


It was in the Cleveland Public Library that Hays radicalized himself. “Every book that was unfit for children to read was stamped [and] I’d go through the stacks looking for books that were stamped,” Hays said. First he found saucy British novelist D. H. Lawrence, but soon made his way into more political writing, notably muckraking journalist Upton Sinclair. “It was like doors opening,” he would remember, doors that led out of the fundamentalist South. Lee would spend a full four years absorbing books and small-circulation magazines.


He’d already been a contrarian before his father’s death and the Depression cleaved his family. He could feel the uncomprehending anger around him as rival political ideologies duked it out on street corners, in bars, and workplaces. “Somewhere along in there I became some kind of Socialist,” he would say. “Just what kind, I never have figured out.”


As a Hays-ism, it inevitably made the more reserved Pete Seeger smile, a one-liner smoothed with writerly precision to communicate deeper beliefs. Like Seeger, Hays believed unequivocally in the power of music. Art was a weapon, Hays learned, after the library led him to Commonwealth College. But it was more than that, he found.


Over Christmas 1938, when Hays was twenty-four, he and friends from Commonwealth had road-tripped to Tulsa to entertain striking oil workers. They presented “zipper plays,” ready for local causes to be zipped into the loose scripts. There was a large puppet dragon representing capitalism that breathed actual fire. And on the way home, they found themselves puttering through Arkansas in the middle of the night in the deepest, meanest, racist South in an unreliable and easily recognizable car with an integrated passenger load.


To soothe jangled nerves and get themselves home, they sang hymns. “As we drove along,” Hays remembered “harmonies swelling and breaking… all the voices searching, working for harmonies unheard and unknown, perfect blends of tones and feelings and fears.”


For Lee, already adept at leading groups in song, it was revelatory. “What mattered was that we were singing,” he figured out, offering their voices to each other.


In New York, Hays made another discovery: someone he could almost effortlessly sing with. Not only that, but he and Pete could trade songs, and rewrite them themselves. Together, the two tapped a rich vein, enough to put aside the proposed songbook.


The history of radical songs stretched back as far as the invention of songwriting, as far as the two could see. Union songs had sent them on their quests, often old melodies set to new and varying words. But there was also the deeper wellspring of American music that lay behind the songs, to which both were likewise drawn. Lee had connected to it listening to Emma Dusenbury on her porch back in the Ozarks, and Pete had his ears opened at the Mountain Dance and Folk Festival in Asheville, North Carolina, in 1936, where he’d met the great banjo player Bascom Lamar Lunsford.


In exchanging repertoires, Pete and Lee began to construct an alternate history of the United States, a narrative of melodies linked like a river system, both of them equally interested in hunting for the source as riding the rivers to where they might run. There were the parodies of the Wobblies—the Industrial Workers of the World—collected in the Little Red Songbook, many designed to drown out Salvation Army street bands. Most notable among them were the songs of Joe Hill, the Swedish-born songwriter hanged in 1915 for a crime he most likely didn’t commit. There was a small repertoire from the international Abraham Lincoln Brigade who fought the Fascists in the Spanish Civil War in the late ’30s. From West Virginia came “We Shall Not Be Moved,” an old hymn refit to new use by striking miners. And there were the songs of Sarah Ogan Gunning and Aunt Molly Jackson, half sisters and songwriters from Kentucky coal country.


Though Seeger and Hays would sing and work from their own complex ideologies and personalities, their shared recognition of an intangible and powerful musical mother lode would keep them connected through the next four decades. Actively looking for new songs and new causes, it was a history they would soon sing themselves into. Quickly, Seeger was crashing with Hays and his roommate most nights.


Hays was instantly astonished at Seeger’s innate musicality and remained so for the rest of his life. “I could change and improvise and ad lib and Pete would be right behind me,” he remembered decades later. “Take a song like ‘State of Arkansas,’ which you’re never quite sure if it’s major or minor and I could turn it into a major or minor feeling at any point knowing full well that Pete would be right there.”


Even so, the two continued to find new ways to be opposites over the decades of their relationship. Whereas Pete was all music, Hays could talk endlessly. Lee’s tumultuous existence had left him both vulnerable and capable of an emotional intimacy far beyond Pete’s.


Seeger had been struggling to find gigs. Alan Lomax, his old boss at the Library of Congress, and sometimes a big-brother figure, had gotten him work as a banjo player on CBS radio. But Seeger hadn’t cut it. Though Pete was getting less shy onstage, Hays made a perfect foil, as influenced by the fiery rhetoric of Claude Williams as the vaudeville routines of Doc Rockwell, alongside his minister father. Seeger got the duo their first booking, at the Jade Mountain Chinese restaurant in the East Village in December 1940, and gave the $2.50 payday to Hays in its entirety. “You need it more than I do,” Seeger told him.


The new singing group made its big stage debut, still unnamed, at Turner Arena in Washington, DC, and premiered the song that would launch the FBI’s subsequent investigation. Powered by the high-pitched silver-toned flash of Pete’s banjo, a sonic and visual novelty also guaranteed to cut through crowd noise, the soon-dubbed Almanac Singers received a thunderous ovation at the American Youth Congress for one song, especially.


The origins of “Ballad of October 16th,” its first performance, and its reception encapsulates the story of the Almanac Singers. The line that won the applause, and that would echo back to them in unpredictable and destructive ways, was penned by Lee’s roommate and the expanding group’s third member, Millard Lampell: “I hate war and so does Eleanor, but we won’t be safe ’til everybody’s dead.”


The reasons for the rhyme’s explosiveness in the context of 1941 were numerous, but the reasons for its effectiveness as a piece of music stemmed almost entirely from the songwriter Lampell was slavishly imitating. For Lampell, like perhaps millions to follow, discovering Woody Guthrie wasn’t merely discovering the songs of the Oklahoma-born guitar slinger, but an attitude.


Pete’s mentor on a cross-country hitchhiking adventure the previous summer, Woody had blown into town filled with songs and advice and inspiration just after Pete and Lee had started singing together with Lampell. Any song at all could be disassembled and rewritten at will, Woody impressed upon them, for whatever (or no) reason at all. Songs could be weapons, sure, or tools of reassurance and solidarity, but they could also be fleeting objects of play, made to be whatever the moment wanted. And within weeks, Guthrie was off to the West Coast again.


It was an irreverent songwriting strategy that perfectly appealed to the bubbling squad of young progressives. They would and could be useful up-to-date singers, ready to serve worthy causes on a moment’s notice. They found inspiration in newspaper headlines, the newspaper of choice unquestionably the Communist Party organ the Daily Worker. But as Lee pointed out, the Worker was easily the best paper in New York, covering local and global news events from race and class angles that other dailies ignored. It was certainly the only paper in town to offer regular coverage of the Louisiana-born musician Huddie Ledbetter, known as Lead Belly. Plus, as Lee pointed out, the Worker had the best sports section too.


The Almanac Singers’ early rent parties at their Union Square loft with friends like Lead Belly, Burl Ives, Josh White, and Aunt Molly Jackson often constituted the whole of the New York folk scene as it existed. Even if politicized folk music was a relatively new phenomenon in early 1941, the Almanac Singers came into existence as part of a fertile cultural scene that stretched far past music. The Popular Front had been so named by the Communist Party, but from a cultural perspective it had even deeper roots.


Positing a unified force against the fascism creeping over Europe, the Popular Front championed the importance and history of culture across race and class lines, celebrating the power of the worker. In the United States, the Congress of Industrial Organizations (CIO) became the center of American labor in the mid-1930s, anchoring a swirl of art and theater and literature and music deeply entwined with both Franklin D. Roosevelt’s Works Progress Administration and the American Communist Party.


It was exactly the type of broad mission that might grab a teenager with a seemingly unlimited capacity for folk music. Shuffled off to boarding school at the young age of four after his parents divorced, Pete Seeger had a subscription to the Marxist literary journal New Masses by age fourteen. An aloof adolescent who would stay aloof into adulthood, Pete could often seem emotionally distant even to close friends despite his boundless enthusiasm and general warmth.


Being an Almanac Singer was a job that Pete Seeger was virtually born into. His father, the avant-garde composer Charles Seeger, had pioneered dissonant counterpoint and almost single-handedly invented musicology. A Communist in the utopian early days of American communism, even before the Russian Revolution, Charles was part of the elite Composers’ Collective, attempting to write radical twelve-tone music for workers’ choruses. Folk music would arrive like a controversial new technology.


“Communism Is Twentieth-Century Americanism,” ran the American Communist Party’s amorphous new slogan, and Pete joined the Young Communist League when he turned eighteen. At the same time as generation-destroying atrocities unfolded in the Soviet Union, the American Communist Party opened itself as a powerfully antiracist pro-labor entity, arguably the most visible and well-organized outlet for any American of a progressive political persuasion in the late 1930s, establishing social clubs in many communities.


Though the Popular Front was officially abandoned as a party policy in 1939, its influence was incalculable on a generation of American artists, writers, musicians, actors, filmmakers, and cultural workers of all varieties, whether Communist Party members or not. As it happened, the reason for the Popular Front’s official abandonment is precisely what made the Almanac Singers’ “Ballad of October 16th” so contentious: Joseph Stalin and Adolf Hitler’s shocking nonaggression treaty. Party members were now to be “pro-peace,” as the American Communists spun it, putting them in alignment with right-wing groups like the anti-Semitic America First isolationists.


Many, like Woody Guthrie, continued to view the Communists as the only political party with a committed working-class stance. As Hitler’s forces ravaged Europe, the party line continued to push for peace, framing war as a Capitalist ruse. When Millard Lampell retrofit the cowboy ballad “Jesse James” with his new antiwar lyrics for its debut at the American Youth Congress, it was for an audience well versed in the nuances of contemporary politics.


“We are in the peace army,” Lee Hays declared to the Daily Worker in March 1941, the beginning of the paper’s long love affair with the group. “Remember that a singing army is a winning army.” It was to be a ragtag army.


“Like roving reporters they are on the scene—wherever things are happening,” the Worker enthused a few months later.


If Lee Hays and Pete Seeger often shared political stances and the dream of a singing labor movement, it wasn’t because Hays was a Communist. It was less that he disagreed with Communists than that he disagreed with political parties, and oftentimes, it seemed, just about everybody else. Too much of a constant question-asker to stick to any rigid discipline, it was Lee’s constant analysis that side-tracked many an Almanacking session as he disassembled arguments and song lyrics and life in his slow Arkansas drawl.


Hays found the whole notion of the Almanac Singers being a Communist front to be fairly laughable. “I can’t remember that anybody ever issued any orders,” he would say much later, “certainly not to the Almanacs, that independent bunch of stubborn people. They would not have been subject to orders from anybody. They couldn’t even give themselves orders.” Still, they were embedded deep inside the Popular Front and the machinations of the party. Novelist and Daily Worker columnist—and longtime Seeger hero—Mike Gold could sometimes be found jamming on recorder at the rent parties.


A folk rumble started around New York. On West Forty-Fourth Street, a tiny record store called the Music Room distributed hard-to-find 78s from around the world, almost certainly including Woody’s new Dust Bowl Ballads on New Jersey’s Victor Records. Sensing an emerging new market, Victor had started reissuing recordings of the Carter Family, Uncle Dave Macon, and the Monroe Brothers. That year, as well, Alan Lomax issued his first field recordings from the American South.


The Music Room’s owner was well acquainted with left-wing music. A former treasurer for the Communist magazine New Masses, Eric Bernay had issued a world-famous-among-the-left collection of Spanish Civil War songs in 1940 and, later in 1941, would put out Josh White’s Southern Exposure: An Album of Jim Crow Blues. Though Bernay released Songs for John Doe, the Almanac Singers’ triple 78 debut, he could sense something even more dangerous about it, making the group finance themselves, and removing his own label’s name from the packaging, each side receiving a sticker that simply read “Almanac Record.”


“Within a few weeks, the Almanacs’ record was known from coast to coast in this narrow circle of leftwingers, and peaceniks of one sort or another,” Seeger would remember. The result was shocking, even to a longtime progressive like Eric Bernay. Songs for John Doe was a live wire, transubstantiating controversial political positions instantly into humor and catchy music.


The Almanac Singers had their calling card, and a budding career. In May, they sang at Madison Square Garden, delivering their pro-union, antiwar songs for 20,000 members of the Transport Workers Union and their families. “Talking Union,” started by Hays and Lampell and finished up by Seeger on the fire escape of their loft one afternoon a few weeks earlier, was an instant crowd favorite.


Pretty soon, Woody Guthrie was back from the West Coast, and ready for life as an Almanac Singer. Told of imminent Almanac plans to head for California, Guthrie was more than happy to head back, if that’s where the action was going. They recorded more music, less-controversial collections of union songs and sea chanteys, and bought a car with the proceeds.


One Sunday in late June, while a rent party was in full swing, a friend arrived with the news that the Nazis had invaded Russia. Stalin’s pact was off. Peace was out, war was in.


A massive chunk of the Almanac Singers’ repertoire expired in a flash. They’d written songs to serve a moment, and the moment was not only over but had changed far more drastically than any of them could have conceived. It wouldn’t be for many years but Seeger, especially, would express deep regrets for his support of Stalin’s Russia, though never the broader dreams of the age. He was a Popular Fronter for life, he would always say, the music carrying all the ideas he believed in.


Perhaps 78s were exactly the wrong medium for the Almanac Singers’ headline songs. Out in the world, now, the records had their own lives, artifacts and by-products of the Almanacs’ new method of songwriting. It was music not meant to be fixed, but they missed the moment to explain that. The 78s zigzagged across the country, eventually breaking free of left-wing circles in most unexpected ways. When the record made it to the White House, even folk-enjoying Franklin D. Roosevelt couldn’t see the humor, wondering briefly if he could arrest the Almanacs somehow. Eric Bernay destroyed his remaining stock. The band needed new songs, of course. That wouldn’t be a problem.


Woody Guthrie, who knew the ephemerality that went along with rewriting songs, devised his own commentary, a parody called “On Account of That New Situation.” He would never record it. He might have known better, anyway, its only lyrics remembered in fragments by ex-housemates, and perhaps teaching them another lesson in the process. Just because a song needs to be made up, it doesn’t always need to be set down.


A cross-section view of the first building known as Almanac House, at 130 West Tenth Street, in early autumn 1941, panning down from the roof toward the street. Two windows wide, there is a firehouse next door.


In a small third-floor bedroom, Pete Seeger, practices banjo relentlessly, perhaps waking up anyone who’d crashed in the guest bed across the hall the night before. “He would get up in the morning, and before he’d eat or anything, he’d reach for the banjo and begin to play, sitting on his bed in his underwear,” Millard Lampell told writer David King Dunaway many years later.


In the second-floor bedroom, just below Seeger, is Woody Guthrie with his own portable turntable, setting the needle back to the beginning of a record, copping licks and vocal moves from blues 78s.


Just under Woody’s room, in the kitchen at the back of the ground floor, Bess Lomax is glaring up at the ceiling, listening to Woody restart his Blind Lemon Jefferson records over and over and over again and a bit frustrated that she’s more or less been expected to clean up after the men.


Out in the front room by the street is the office, where various Almanacs wander through to check the bulletin board operated by the studious Seeger. The group has expanded, and don’t all live together, but meet nearly every night for performances on what they dub “the subway circuit,” bouncing from union meeting to fund-raiser to house party, never quite getting paid as much as would be useful. The money is communal.


Life in the different corners of Almanac House blends together, most especially around the custom extra-long table and matching benches that seat fourteen. As at the old loft, Lee Hays is the cook, baking many loaves of bread at once, stewing stews, and overseeing the kitchen with a quietly overbearing Southern presence.


Arriving at the front door is the “nice young man” from the Communist Party’s Bronx headquarters, showing up for what Seeger remembered as hapless weekly sessions where he “tried to guide us in learning a little bit more about dialectical materialism.” While the Almanacs’ utopian goals remained undiminished and Seeger’s mission remained straight-ahead, the nice young man inevitably exited Almanac House somewhat disappointed.


Sure, the Almanacs promised to keep up with the latest in the Daily Worker. Other concerns would always be more pressing, though, like paying the rent and keeping the place heated. They weren’t excelling at those either.


Different Almanacs had different strategies for dealing with bookings. Once, Woody beat Lee to the phone, and Lee overheard Guthrie’s end of the conversation: “Lady, the Almanacs sing for nothing but worthy causes, and they pay.”


Pete did almost all of the proper office work anyway. In fact, Pete Seeger had a secret. Officially becoming a member of the Communist Party earlier in the summer, Seeger had committed an act of defiance that Robert Cantwell would compare to burning a draft card in the ’60s. Joining likely as a show of solidarity following Hitler’s invasion of Russia, American communism had started moving itself underground, surrendering to the creeping paranoia of the landscape they saw coming. Pete Seeger, twenty-two and ready to sing down any comers, saw a very different horizon. He was happy he didn’t have to reconcile the Party with Stalin’s peace pact anymore.


Much as they would have liked to forget it, though, the Almanac Singers’ Songs for John Doe twanged onto the national radar that summer, while they were on a shoestring cross-country tour of union halls. Even the Daily Worker had touted the collection as “pretty seditious stuff,” though it did so almost admiringly. An article in the Atlantic titled “Poison in Our System” called the album “strictly subversive and illegal.” It was “a matter for the Attorney General,” the magazine wrote. It had only been a matter of time. Not for the last time, the members of the Almanac Singers kept on singing.


When they appeared at San Francisco’s Longshoremen’s Hall, an FBI agent filed a report, observing their insidious song-leading techniques. The audience “joined in not from their own desire, but were led into it through mass psychology and apathy toward the utter control of the meeting by Communist officers and members.” Other offices were warned, and the Almanac Singers’ name was officially in the spook network, accumulating cross-references. Their shadows grew deeper, as if coming alive.


It was Pete’s relentless networking, in the Party and otherwise, that set their itinerary on the subway circuit. Between gigs, they moved as a pack of energy and conversations and songs and half-drunk giggles, Seeger bouncing among them with a teetotaler’s adrenaline. Weekend appearances almost inevitably began with their usual repertoire of singing news, but the wee hours were for sing-alongs on the widening songbook of folk standards they and their audiences knew, like “On Top of Old Smoky,” first gathered by folklorist Cecil Sharp in the Appalachian Mountains.


Panning down to the basement of Almanac House, one finds the site of their Sunday afternoon “hootenannies,” the term Pete and Woody introduced into the wilds of Manhattan culture after they’d discovered it in Seattle. They lug the mattresses down the stairs, line the floor with newspapers, and present sing-alongs and performances nearly every week, Pete doing “The Golden Vanity” or Lead Belly singing “Rock Island Line,” a song originating from a train company in Arkansas that mutated even further in Lead Belly’s repertoire.


One basement frequenter is Elizabeth Gurley Flynn, the veteran organizer and subject of Joe Hill’s “Rebel Girl.” Now fifty-one, the year before, she’d been asked to resign from the board of the American Civil Liberties Union for being a Communist, a moment some would point to as the true beginning of the darker years to come. She would share some of Hill’s papers with the Almanacs, and trade bawdy stories with Lee Hays. A charming drinking partner to many of the house’s guests, Hays also made friends with mystery writer Dashiell Hammett, the Popular Front hero who’d pioneered the hard-boiled detective novel via his character Sam Spade.


Since the return from their cross-country tour, though, Lee had been an increasing problem, beyond his usual portentous declarations. While Woody was a punchy, fun-loving drinker, Hays could and would turn dark, sulking endlessly. What’s more, he’d started to skip out on bookings.


Occasionally, he would try to rationalize his habits by telling them “the creative power comes from loafing and inviting the soul.” For Pete Seeger, who sprang from bed every morning ready to save the unions, the Union, and whatever needed saving or unionizing, Hays’s molasses-slow existence could be maddening.


“I had no doctor, no doctor’s diagnosis,” Hays would say much later. But since the tour, “I wasn’t able to function. I was just physically beat and just unable to carry my share of the bookings and the day-to-day work. I remember spending day after day in bed and their having to rustle up money to go out and get grub for me.”


It was up to Seeger to kick Hays out and Seeger kicked Hays out, bluntly and directly at a house meeting. Hays was brilliant, but impossible to work with, and so the Arkansas traveler traveled on from Almanac House, and—for a time—to the periphery.


There was a time for peace songs, and a time for war songs, and—filling a demand that they recognized early—they swiftly adapted their writing operations for wartime use. Never precious about his own material, Woody happily reconfigured his standards like “So Long, It’s Been Good to Know Yuh” with new verses about departing soldiers.


The Almanacs had been expanding and contracting since Woody’s arrival the previous year, with the occasional inclusion of the theatrical Almanac Players troupe and guests like Josh White. But following Lee’s departure, the Almanac Singers transcended from band to collective. Pete remained the (almost) unflappable organizer, trying hopelessly to schedule early-morning meetings, a lost cause even without Lee. New members arrived, most notably Sis Cunningham and Gordon Friesen, who took over Lee’s old room.


A former organizer of the Red Dust Players in her native Oklahoma, Sis played accordion and wrote and gathered songs, a natural-born Almanac. Gordon was a journalist and couldn’t carry a tune, only appearing onstage when a booking required an extra member to mouth vocal parts. At Alan Lomax’s suggestion, the group wrote to blues guitarist Son House in Mississippi, an influence on Robert Johnson, offering him a bus ticket and a room in Almanac House, if he’d like to join them. He politely declined.


Downstairs, the extra-long Almanac dinner table continued to host a revolving door of guests. One day, Pete had run into Charles Olson, the modernist poet he’d met while working as a cook at Harvard. Visiting Almanac House for dinner, Olson fell under Woody Guthrie’s spell, like many before, and encouraged him to contribute to his magazine, Common Ground, an article that led directly to a book contract.


The long table downstairs soon became Woody’s office, where he warmed himself by the oven, brewing pot after pot of what Gordon Friesen called “Oklahoma-style” coffee, generating more diluted coffee out of used grounds.


“When morning came he would either fall asleep beside his typewriter or stumble to his feet and disappear into one of the Almanac House rooms, leaving as many as twenty-five or thirty pages of new manuscript on yellow-pad paper, single-spaced with no measurable margins,” Friesen wrote.


As winter set in and Woody bundled up even more during his late-night writing sessions, after-dinner jams powered the Almanacs’ last sustained songwriting burst. Finally, as 1941 turned into 1942 and the United States officially entered the war, the most recent of the New Situations seemed to actually align the Almanacs with the world around them for the first time.


The hoots got popular. Lampell had noticed a new crowd, “a smattering of Junior League debutantes who thought it was so colorful to go down to Greenwich Village and see these folk singers.” In the accelerated time of a few weeks, the Almanac singularity rushed in and out of existence. LIFE magazine showed up, publishing images of the Almanacs mid-hoot.


There were radio appearances. “Round and Round Hitler’s Grave” led off This Is War, a thirteen-week series broadcast coast-to-coast over all four major networks, when an estimated 30 million listeners heard the Almanac Singers. They were on the Navy Department’s Treasury Hour billed as comedy—which may’ve been accurate too—and the US Office of War Information’s broadcast. Timely songs were timely songs.


An agent from William Morris promised them a spot on NBC radio, singing headlines on the quarter-hour. An audition at Rockefeller Center’s Rainbow Room ended with Woody improvising rude verses and a gig offer, if they wore hayseed costumes. Decca suggested they might put out their next record. Finally having some union gigs, the Almanac Singers joined the Local 802 of the American Federation of Musicians.


And then, zip, three days later, another new situation. “Singers on New Morale Show Also Warbled for Communists” blared one version of the headline in the New York World-Telegram. The “Ballad of October 16th” echoed back to haunt them.


“The program’s backers were much upset today to learn that the Almanac Singers have long been the favorite balladeers of the Communists and their official publications, the Daily Worker and New Masses,” the World-Telegram reported.


So it was with new situations, always changing. Though a viable political movement for left-wing intellectuals in the years before the Second World War, for many, communism also undoubtedly still brought to mind the Red Scare of twenty years previous. After a series of anarchist bombings in 1919, Attorney General A. Mitchell Palmer linked the bombers to both the Russian Revolution and a growing anti-immigration movement, less a political critique than a manifestation of American paranoia. Like radicalism, it was a thread that stretched back in American history,


Launched only a few months after Pete Seeger’s birth, the so-called Palmer Raids gathered suspected Russian-born radicals, with nearly two hundred detained and deported, mostly on the vaguest suspicions of wrongdoing. Overseen by twenty-four-year-old J. Edgar Hoover, young assistant to the attorney general, the raids built political capital that Palmer squandered the following year, championing a conspiracy that Anarchists, Socialists, and Communists were planning to overthrow the American government on May Day 1920.


But the raids also launched the career of J. Edgar Hoover, responsible for accumulating secret dossiers on those arrested. Magazine subscriptions and other tenuous connections were marked down as violent threats, character notes in files secreted in Washington, where Hoover’s occult forensic magick conjured doppelgängers of those the bureau suspected of being Communists. That very season in early 1942, his agents began to pad out folders pertaining to Seeger-comma-Peter, Guthrie-comma-Woodrow-double-U, and others, all just waiting for the right spark.


In New York, Woodrow Wilson Guthrie experienced an escalating series of new situations as the Almanac Singers spiraled toward their destiny, some of which required songs, and all at least some bemusement. Once, as the war was heating up, after they’d wearily tossed aside the union and labor songs they’d started with—no strikes during wartime!—Woody and Pete and Sis Cunningham got a well-paying gig at the Waldorf Astoria for a well-paying audience, and came loaded with their freshest anti-Fascist sing-alongs.


“Bring on the girls!” someone in the very rich and extremely sauced crowd shouted a few songs into their set, and Pete Seeger flipped.


“What are you, human beings or a bunch of pigs?” Pete snarled into the microphone. “Don’t you care that American boys are dying tonight to save your country for you, and many more thousands will die before this is over? Great God Almighty, haven’t you got any shame?”


From one of the tables, someone shouted for “She’ll Be Comin’ Around the Mountain.”


And they played it, and when Woody took a verse, he took it loud, clear, and direct into the microphone: “She’ll be wearin’ a union button when she comes. She’ll be wearin’ a union button when she comes.…” When they finished there was a hush in the room. The Almanac Singers showed themselves out.


By midsummer, Pete was drafted, headed for Mississippi. Woody and others kept up the cause in New York. THIS MACHINE KILLS FASCISTS appeared in blue paint on Guthrie’s guitar. A Detroit branch of the Almanacs sprouted too. The Almanac Singers were ever-shifting. One cadre was even led by the deposed Lee Hays. Almanac life was ever-shifting, new situations left and right. The Almanac House itself changed behind Woody as he worked at his typewriter.


Early in the harried sequence, he typed away at the long dinner table while the junior Almanacs disassembled the house behind him. Working overnight to move the communal possessions a few blocks away to the newest Almanac quarters, they left the door propped open. When they took the long table, Woody went to sleep on the floor in the kitchen, waiting to see what new situations the morning might bring.


Sailing away from the United States on a troop ship, Pete Seeger carried his new custom extra-long banjo, three extra frets added by luthier John D’Angelico. In New York, Agent Harwood E. Ryan had concluded his investigation. The Subject would never be allowed near the planes he was trained to repair. Headed for Saipan and a job coordinating entertainment at a hospital, Pete Seeger departed the United States that had been saved from the Depression by Franklin Roosevelt, the country where the Popular Front found some of its most magnificent expression, channeling America’s noble and openhearted past to point toward a bold future.


On the ship, Pete played a half-hour set every night for his fellow soldiers. As a challenge, he tried not to repeat himself, making it a solid two weeks. He ran through his entire repertoire, all three hundred songs he could remember, presumably minus the early Almanac peace numbers. Forming his sense of self in the years between the two world wars, the years when communism came close to being twentieth-century Americanism, and the power of the people seemed limitless, Pete Seeger knew that it was the United States that needed liberation too.
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CHAPTER TWO



People’s Songs


In her new bedroom at the rooming house, Ronnie Gilbert heard singing. She was sixteen and far from Brighton Beach. Not as far as her mother fretted about, though, just a train ride from Union Station to Grand Central and then back onto the Brooklyn subways, if she needed to get home. But her mother was sick, there was a war on, and government jobs were plentiful, so here she was in an unfamiliar house in Washington, DC, a quick walk to her new position in the Federal Housing Authority typing pool.


She followed the singing down the stairs to the half-open door of the basement apartment. When the song finished, a woman inside noticed the teenager standing tentatively outside the entryway, and waved her in. There were three acoustic guitars among the four people singing, two men and two women, and they started another song without talking, as if they’d been waiting for her.


Not that it was hard to get Ronnie Gilbert to sing. She’d been doing that all her life, at home and at school, picking up songs from musicals, and even in the Rainbow House Children’s Radio Choir. And not that this particular song about dancing around Hitler’s grave was hard to learn. Woody Guthrie and Millard Lampell and Pete Seeger had seen to that, attaching it to “Old Joe Clark” as they had. But when Ronnie Gilbert joined the chorus of singers in the Washington, DC, basement, she plugged her voice into a swelling nationwide chorus, and perhaps the chorus even noticed a jolt of electricity, a guitar string popping at a hootenanny in some far-off city.


The Priority Ramblers, a wartime configuration of folk-singing government workers, were linked quite directly to the Almanac Singers. Organized by Alan Lomax himself, absent the night Ronnie Gilbert wandered in, they’d had a brief and storied career, performing on the White House lawn for Eleanor Roosevelt. Much of their repertoire came from the Almanacs’ Talking Union and its 1942 pro-war follow-up, Dear Mr. President, featuring “Round and Round Hitler’s Grave.”


While Ronnie hadn’t heard of the Almanac Singers before, it was probable the name rang a bell with her mother and her Daily Worker–reading friends. A dressmaker and active member of the International Workers Order and the Communist Party, Sarah Gilbert had been singing labor songs since before she emigrated to the United States from Poland. But they were meant to be sung at work or at rallies or with the Jewish Bund Chorus. Music was something else, though, operettas and high art. Even in the darkest Depression, with both Ronnie’s parents working trade jobs, Sarah Gilbert made sure there were piano lessons to be had.


But it was through the union itself that Ronnie had first been electrified by singing. Sarah had dragged Ronnie all the way into the city on a Saturday morning for an outdoor rally in the Garment District, her eyes glazing over at the rambling speeches in Yiddish from the back of a truck, “when this man comes in front of the microphone, a big, huge black man, and starts to speak to the crowd in a very deep voice.”


“It was as if someone had sprayed the crowd with a can of happiness,” she recalled another time.


“Comrades,” the man said, and Ronnie felt it in her chest as he spoke to a street full of Jewish garment workers of “my people and your people.” Her mother was crying. “Your people and mine are forever connected by our slave heritage,” he said, and Ronnie’s eyes and ears and heart popped open.


And then Paul Robeson began to sing “Go Down, Moses,” with its immortal “let my people go” refrain.


“It was incredible,” Ronnie would say. “I’d never heard sounds like that; never heard a vocal sound like that. And that man had such a bearing, such a magnificent bearing.”


A former lawyer and college athlete who’d gone on to international success as an actor and a concert singer, Paul Robeson would remain a hero to Ronnie Gilbert and many others.


“The artist must take sides,” Robeson declared in 1937. “He must elect to fight for freedom or slavery. I have made my choice.” Radicalized by the Spanish Civil War, it wasn’t long before Robeson was using his operatic tenor to sing for civil rights and trade unionism. In the Gilbert household, Sarah simply called him “Paul.”


Ronnie would remember that day as the beginning of a decades-long conversation with her mother about “politics, power, and songs.” It was a world she’d inhabited before she fully understood it, playing field drum in the May Day parade as an eleven-year-old member of the IWO’s Brighton Beach Drum and Bugle Corps. Stretched across the street was a yellow silk banner with striking red letters that read REMEMBER THE HAYMARKET MARTYRS, commemorating those who died in an 1886 demonstration in Chicago. Robeson concerts became a regular activity for the Gilbert women, taking the elevated train as it turned into a subway, and up into “the old Madison Square Garden of toe pinching cold in the winter and back tickling summer sweat,” Ronnie would remember, “the old Garden of waving banners, workers’ anthems, speaker following speaker.” Ronnie heard the headlines of her mother’s Daily Worker reading transformed into chants.


“When I was about 10 years old, I tried to explain to the kids on Sterling Place about how the little candy store on the corner would be transformed under Socialism,” she would say. “It would be like a new gymnasium with soda water and syrup we could mix ourselves.” And though Ronnie would likewise remember her vision of utopia blurring from there, it was a childhood deep inside the worker’s culture of outer Brooklyn and the Popular Front.


During summers she attended Camp Wo-Chi-Ca, its typically midcentury faux–Native American name a meaningful abbreviation for a different subculture: the Workers’ Children’s Camp. Located a bus ride away in New Jersey, “there’s not another camp like mine” the camp’s cheer went, and Ronnie understood that instantly. There, she sang Wobbly songs, the anti-Fascist ballads of the Spanish Civil War and, as part of a chorus, performed Earl Robinson’s Popular Front epic “Ballad for Americans” for Paul Robeson himself.


Singing was “an integral part of every activity in the camp,” Ronnie said. “We learned to sing with great verve and deep feeling for the material.” Singing is a form of battle, they were told. The camp was filled with what Ronnie called “dangerous ideas,” like to “respect the dignity of the kitchen worker and the kitchen worker’s work.”


Born Ruth Alice Gilbert in 1926, it was at Camp Wo-Chi-Ca that she became Ronnie after the residents of the Marie Curie Bunk adopted boys’ names for the summer. Hers stuck. She would return to Brooklyn enthralled by the long-lost Spanish Civil War.


“It was a very organic part of our lives,” Ronnie would say of the entwined relationship between politics and music.


So when Ronnie Gilbert wandered into a Priority Ramblers mini-hoot in Washington, DC, she was primed for folk music as it existed in wartime, a collision of progressive priorities and youthful energy, and she jumped in fully. Her supervisor at the Federal Housing Authority invited Ronnie for dinner and DJed from her extensive collection of blues 78s, starting to connect Ronnie to the lineage of the music, and strong female voices like Bessie Smith and Ma Rainey.


Singing remained the “only stereotypical female thing” she associated with her movie-going youth. “I envied and dreamt of being the girl singer in front of a band,” she would say. “That seemed so romantic to me.”


She began singing duets with Jackie Gibson, too, one of the Priorities she’d met at the rooming house, an instant mentor and confidant. A Brooklyn-born folkie insider from the get-go, Gibson had even been privy to a test pressing of the Almanac Singers’ Talking Union. As Alan Lomax’s secretary at the Office of War Information in Washington, she pulled Ronnie into the close-knit folkie network.


“Jackie and friends of hers had this huge apartment, this big old apartment in an old ramshackle Victorian,” Ronnie recalled. “They always had room for people from out of town to sleep and so on.” She and what she would later call her “girl gang” obsessed over Billie Holiday records and dispatches from another friend, off working in Paris, who sent back long, convoluted letters about European politics.


It was at Jackie’s apartment that Ronnie received her send-off from the Priority Ramblers. Her mother was better and had moved to DC herself. It was time for Ronnie to finish high school. “The singing started early and never stopped,” Ronnie remembered. Crammed wall-to-wall with friends and strangers, plus a bathtub brimming with a sloe gin–infused punch, Ronnie gently spun herself to sleep in the guest bed to the sound of the party at full hoot.


In the morning, she woke by rolling over and finding her hand entwined in the wiry hair of a short man lying next to her. She rolled off the bed, startled and hungover. Woody Guthrie, having arrived late and crashed out next to her in the guest room, greeted her groggily, “Good mornin’, purty girl.”


Moving with her mother to a DC suburb, Ronnie didn’t readjust easily to life in high school after her time as a Priority Rambler, let alone Camp Wo-Chi-Ca. When the high school music teacher drafted Ronnie into what Ronnie called a “minstrel show,” the future Weaver’s refusal to participate nearly cost her a diploma. Like a popular vaudeville song might go if subjected to the folk process: How you gonna keep ’em down on the farm after they’ve seen a Woody Guthrie?


Floating in a small room in the North Atlantic, eighteen-year-old Freddie Hellerman considered the object in his hands. The room was his secret place. The captain didn’t even know about it. By some definitions, the object in his hand was a guitar. “You couldn’t really call it a guitar. It was a [fret board], it had some strings on it. Nobody onboard could help me with it,” he said. It had no back, and no sides.


Joining the Coast Guard near the end of the war, the skinny Brooklyn teen worked as a radio operator. As his ship traversed the hemisphere on month-long missions that took him from Brazil to the Arctic Circle, Fred retired to the closet-sized space and, through trial and error, figured out how to tune the former guitar, make a few chords, and play something that sounded like “Oh, Susanna.” He’d played a little ukulele in high school. It went from there.


Born to Latvian immigrant parents in Gravesend in 1927, just before the Depression, the Hellermans’ corner of Brooklyn echoed with music and politics long before the war, schoolyard chants about Herbert Hoover, rallies against Hitler, collections for the anti-Fascist brigades in the Spanish Civil War. Freddie Hellerman grew up among the left, a member of the Young Communist League in high school.


“When I was about 12 or 13, I had a friend who one night was babysitting in a very nice apartment filled with records and from the phonograph, I’m hearing strange songs about Jim Crow and about the union movement,” Hellerman would recall of his first encounter with the Almanac Singers and their epochal Talking Union. “These became another great influence, politically as well as musically.”


Not long after, Fred and his older brother Ray escaped to Greenwich Village while their parents were out of town. Ray had heard about one of the Almanacs’ Sunday hootenannies, and the two climbed the stairs to what was probably the final iteration of the Almanac House and a motley later version of the collective. But for a fourteen-year-old, it was decidedly mind bending, writing about it a few years later in a college term paper.


A sign on the door said WALK RIGHT IN, and as they did, “the full impact of the noise hit us and I could see about thirty or forty people seated and draped on the furniture in this smoke-filled, cider-jug-strewn, paper-cup-littered room.” Sitting with his legs crossed on the floor, Freddie watched and listened transfixed as the group led sing-alongs and various singers tried solo songs, all music that was new and wildly exciting to him. “Time was a nonentity,” he wrote.


But as naturally as Freddie would slide into the progressive musical scene a few years later, it wasn’t the Almanac Singers he cut class to go see in high school, despite his foray into the West Village. Working summers at his father’s woolen sweater business, he fell in love with the pop music on the office radio. Describing himself as a “chronic truant,” Hellerman said, “I was down at the Paramount Theater, where all the good truants were in those days, standing in line, getting in to hear Benny Goodman, Glenn Miller and Tommy Dorsey.” In the years to come, many acoustic guitar slingers would aim for a rawness that imitated Woody Guthrie’s dust-blown Oklahoma yowl, but Woody wasn’t yet the legend he would become, and Freddie’s musical horizons were always leveled with a firmly aligned pop compass.


Having acted in a few plays, too, Fred returned from the Coast Guard for a stint as a dramatics counselor at Camp Wo-Chi-Ca—the Workers’ Children’s Camp—and found a new singing partner in a teenage Ronnie Gilbert, fresh from her time in the Priority Ramblers. The two spent the summer cycling through songs from the songbooks of Richard Dyer-Bennet and Almanac hoot regular Burl Ives, like “Jimmy Crack Corn,” “Greensleeves,” and “Blow the Candles Out.”


They weren’t very good counselors, Ronnie allowed, more interested in singing than looking after their charges. Like Freddie, Ronnie was pop-versed, among the first generation to grow up among a unifying national popular culture, connected by cross-country broadcasts like the Saturday-night Your Hit Parade, launched in 1935, the same year as the Communists’ Popular Front. Freddie came with a knowledge of swinging big-band pop and Ronnie’s pre-folk songbook included a lifetime of movie musicals. “I’d go to a movie and I’d come out knowing the songs,” she would say.


Ronnie Gilbert and Freddie Hellerman returned to a postwar Manhattan in which folk music was one of many developing musical threads amid a tangle of dance music bands of all sizes, plus pop and mambo and swing and bebop and street-corner doo-wop, alongside the many dozens of styles imported to New York by immigrant communities from the Caribbean, eastern Europe, and the other forty-seven American states. Home to swelling ranks of experimental painters and writers, since the ’20s, too, the city became the center of the new national media, home of radio networks and publishing companies and magazines, a self-assembling mega-machine driven by creative energies.


It was a city of boundless possibility, even at the microscopic scale of the folk scene. “If you’re interested in ninth-century Chinese pottery from the province of Umblang, with only the left-handed handles on it, those people are gonna find each other,” Hellerman would remember. “That’s how the folk-music scene was then. People huddling together for warmth.”


Enrolling in Brooklyn College on the GI Bill, Freddie was a founding member of American Folksay, a combination musical troupe and dance company that grew from Camp Wo-Chi-Ca. Their mission was almost painfully earnest: “to bring to working people a lesson in democracy by exhibiting to them a people’s culture as opposed to a commercialized, Arthur Murray, Fifty-Second Street imitation,” as Fred wrote in a term paper. Never mind that square dancing had been a regular attraction at the Village Barn, a West Village staple since 1929. Like the Almanac Singers, American Folksay precociously hoped to affix new messages to an old form.


Appropriated during the 1950s by both the left and right, square dancing was a people’s culture, at least in the Dust Bowl. “They weren’t rollicking affairs, where folks joked and laughed,” Almanac Singer Sis Cunningham would remember. “They were serious.” She remembered desperate, serious faces, looking for release. It wasn’t the only folk culture to be transformed in the postwar years.


Freddie earned a reputation as a good musician. “A lot of kids [at Brooklyn College] were left wing or liberal,” Freddie remembered. “They’d say, ‘Hey, look. We’re having this meeting. Why don’t you come and sing us a song or two?’” After singing at the Popular Front–birthed Photo League, Freddie received a postcard from a man named Lee Hays, the executive secretary of a new organization called People’s Songs. He’d heard Fred was a pretty good singer. They should meet.


Ronnie Gilbert heard about the organization through one of her Priority Rambler friends. She’d moved back to New York with her mother after the war, landing on the Upper West Side. Just as quickly as she got there, it seemed, she was plugged back into the folk network. Soon she was singing Christmas carols with Pete Seeger and company, careening around snow-covered Greenwich Village. The new peace army was on the march.


Woody Guthrie was almost vibrating with excitement on the plane. Pete Seeger studied the thirty-four-year-old Oklahoman from his seat. Lee Hays sat napping. Pete was reading a magazine, thinking, pondering their new venture, and “there was Woody, looking out the window and making up verse after verse about the plane, the stewardess, the ground below, the union folks we were bound for, and the beautiful country this could be.”


People’s Songs had sprouted a few months earlier at Pete and Toshi’s place on the cusp of 1946, nearly as soon as Pete Seeger arrived home, only hours after Woody arrived back in Brooklyn after his own army discharge. Pete was the director, Lee was the executive secretary. “The spirit has not died,” Daily Worker cultural critic Mike Gold declared. “It has only been unemployed.”


The organization endeavored to do nothing less than facilitate a singing labor movement and change the country through song. And this March 1946 semi-reunion of the Almanac Singers to rally 8,000 striking electrical workers in Pittsburgh was exactly the type of gig Seeger had dreamed about when People’s Songs first appeared in an ever-expanding thought bubble above his head late during his restless army service.


The bubble opened wider and wider the more he thought about it. There would be a newsletter, of course, and a vast and ongoing collection of topical songs, ready to be re-zipped and dispatched for the newest of the new situations. In another nook of the enlarging bubble, there were hootenannies, and—look over there!—workers’ choruses for every union. Also, a facilitation of a national network of song sharers and performers. More thought bubbles stretched from sea to shining sea as Pete Seeger finally returned to active duty.


Descending into Pittsburgh in early spring with fresh songs, it finally seemed like just the right moment. The peace army couldn’t fail this time.


As is the case for almost all wars, the previous half-decade had been a time of plans put on hold. Unions had deferred all contract negotiations and strikes until peacetime. And when peacetime came, the labor movement seemed to bloom anew across the United States. The Westinghouse strike in Pittsburgh where the ex-Almanac trio was headed was small beans compared to some of what was occurring. In January, 750,000 steelworkers walked out. In April, it would be more than 300,000 coal miners.


Standing on the marble steps of Pittsburgh’s city hall during a long day of speeches, the ex-Almanacs watched women from the union throw hundreds, maybe thousands, of song leaflets into the crowd from the upper windows of office buildings. Pete and Woody and Lee began by leading the masses in “Solidarity Forever.”


One of the Pittsburgh newspapers called it a “Communist song” and Woody was incensed. “Oh. Well,” he wrote. “Any song that fights for the cause of the workhand is a communist song to the rich folks.”


Back in New York, the new organization awaited. They’d taken out a two-room office a half block east of the New York Public Library. In one room was an upright piano and just enough space to lay out the monthly newsletter. In the other was Lee Hays.
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