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Introduction

In 1949 banjo player Pete Seeger drove to Peekskill, New York, to perform in a concert featuring the great singer Paul Robeson. The first attempt at this event had been canceled. Because Robeson was African American, a local branch of the American Legion had destroyed the stage and equipment and had assaulted some of the young people preparing for the concert.

A week later the performers tried again. Seeger vividly recalled what happened that night.

 


When the concert was over, we all congratulated ourselves that things had gone smoothly. But the cars seemed to leave very slowly. When our car—a station wagon, carrying my wife, two babies, their grandfather, and two friends—pulled out of the gate, the policeman would not let us turn left or go straight ahead. He directed all traffic down one narrow road. . . .



Suddenly we saw a lot of broken glass on the road . . .

Up ahead were young men with piles of fist-sized stones heaving them at every car that passed . . . Only a hundred feet away was a policeman.

“Officer, aren’t you going to do something about this?”

“Move on! Keep moving!” he shouted angrily. . . .

In the next two miles ten or fifteen rocks hit us. Every window in the car was broken.



 

Eventually Pete and his family got back home, covered in shards of glass. Later he cemented into his fireplace three of the stones that had come into the car that night. He never wanted to forget this incident when people had tried to stop him from singing.


1

The Beginnings


Oh Shenandoah, I long to hear you,

Away you rolling river,

Oh Shenandoah, I long to hear you,

Away I’m bound away

’Cross the wide Missouri.

(Traditional ballad)



 

Pete Seeger became the most important folk singer of the twentieth and twenty-first centuries. But he might have chosen a very different path. Although his grandfather made a fortune from sugar refining in Mexico, Pete became an advocate for underpaid workers. Though he came from financial privilege, he identified with those who had to make a living. He fought for the oppressed and poor all his life.

Pete Seeger was descended from a long line of Americans, many of whom had held prominent positions in society. His earliest American ancestors sailed from England on the Mayflower in 1620. Some of their descendants fought on the Patriots’ side in the American Revolution. At the Battle of Bunker Hill, one of Pete’s relatives walked down the hill backwards because he didn’t want to turn his back and run from the British. Family members who came later became abolitionists, fighting 
to free the slaves. “Other relatives experimented with Christian Science, yogism, nudism, advocated women’s suffrage, pacifism, vegetarianism, organic gardening . . . This might all add up to sound like a family full of crackpots.”

Pete’s parents were highly educated, economically privileged, and very talented. His father, Charles Seeger Jr., had grown up in a house where he was waited on by servants. Pete’s mother, Constance de Clyver Edson, a violinist, and his father were both classical musicians. Charles studied music at Harvard. Constance trained at the Paris Conservatory. In 1911 Charles Seeger and Constance left New England so that Charles could join the faculty at the University of California in Berkeley as the youngest full professor in the history of the school.

In California’s San Joaquin Valley, Charles came into contact with scores of agricultural migrant workers. Nothing in his upbringing had prepared him for the terrible conditions in which these people lived—in makeshift tents, with crude bathroom facilities. His exposure to their misery changed the way he viewed the world. At the age of six, children who looked like his sons, Charles and John, were being worked like slaves. Charles was appalled.

Soon he began visiting the offices of the Industrial Workers of the World (the IWW, known as the Wobblies) in San Francisco. Labor leader Eugene Debs had founded the organization in 1905 with the goal of unionizing all workers. They believed that peace would never exist 
as long as workers faced hunger and poverty. Charles supported their goals and started distributing IWW leaflets to migrant workers when he wasn’t teaching.
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Pete’s father, Charles Louis Seeger, became an early advocate for the rights of workers. He was Pete’s first and most influential mentor.




 

After the United States entered the Great War (later known as World War I) in 1917, Charles was required to register as a soldier in California. He declared himself a conscientious objector (CO), unable to serve because he opposed the war. This was a risky step, because draft boards across the country were jailing COs and labeling them “traitors.” Charles’s older brother, Alan, on the other hand, couldn’t wait to go to war. Alan wrote a poem containing the often-quoted line “I have a 
rendezvous with death.” Later, Alan was mowed down by machine-gun fire. Charles had no intention of fighting. The judge taking a statement for the draft board suggested that Charles give up his attempt to be a conscientious objector; he was so underweight that the army would be unlikely to draft him anyway. Charles refused to do things the easy way. When he was ordered to report to a military camp in September 1918, Charles, Constance, and their sons fled California to avoid the army and relocated on the Seeger estate in Patterson, New York, sixty miles north of New York City. Peter Seeger was born on May 3, 1919.

Instead of fighting, Charles decided he wanted to perform classical music for those living in rural areas of America and introduce them to its pleasures. Shortly after Pete’s birth, Charles built a trailer to pull behind a Model T Ford and headed south with his family. The trailer even carried a folding pump organ.

They traveled slowly, very slowly, over unpaved roads. Pete’s older brothers had small bunks; Pete’s cradle hung from hoops in the canvas roof of the trailer. When they stopped, Constance boiled diapers in an iron pot over an open fire.

The Seegers quickly learned that local people didn’t want to hear classical music. They had their own music, sung and played on fiddles and banjos. Although the Seegers didn’t create a classical music audience in Appalachia, they exposed their sons to the sound of Appalachian music. Pete Seeger heard his first authentic folk music as a baby.
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The Seeger family caravan. Pete’s mother, a violinist, holds Pete’s hand; his father and brothers John and Charles are in the car.




 

Traveling around the country with three young children proved to be a great strain for Constance. One night she pulled Pete, a baby with long silky-blond hair and blue eyes, from the embers of their campfire. She had had enough. After a few months on the road, she insisted that they return to the family estate in New York.

Tensions between Pete’s mother and father continued after the Appalachian trip. Although the couple struggled to make their marriage 
work, eventually they separated and then divorced in 1927, when Pete was eight years old. The children were told nothing about what their parents were doing, and Pete was confused. At one point he said to his father, “We’re having such a nice time—where’s mother?”
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Pete and his father, mother, and brothers in Washington, D.C., 1921. Pete’s father is playing their portable pump organ.




 

But Pete’s life changed with his parents’ divorce. From third grade on he was sent away to boarding schools, spending little time with either 
parent. Usually he had contact with his family only during holidays and summers. Rather than growing up in a close, stable family that he could depend on for what he needed, Pete had to become self-sufficient and find mentors who could help him find his way.
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