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Prologue

GIVING A VOICE TO LIVING SONGS

At more than one point in his life, writer and political activist Woodrow Wilson “Woody” Guthrie (July 14, 1912–October 3, 1967) broke the world of song into distinct categories:

There are two kinds of songs—living songs and dying songs. The dying songs—the ones about champagne for two and putting on your top hat—they tell you that there’s nothing to be proud of in being a worker, but that someday if you’re good and work hard, you’ll get to be boss. Then you can wear white tie and tails and have songs made up about you. I like living songs that make you take pride in yourself and your work, songs that try to make things better for us, songs that protest all the things that need protesting against.1

Too often, Guthrie believed, the popular media of his day only offered Americans “dying songs,” those voicing giddy visions of glamour and romance, a carefree image far removed from the experiences of the majority of the American people listening to their radios and phonographs. He further argues, “I did not hear any [songs of protest] on the radio. I did not hear any of them in the movie house. I did not hear a single ounce of our history being sung on the nickel juke box. The Big boys don’t want to hear our history of blood, sweat, work, and tears, of slums, bad housing, diseases, big blisters or big callouses, nor about our fight to have unions and free speech and a family of nations.”2 Even while recognizing that much of America’s commercialized music excluded dissenting voices and tranquilized the populace, he also believed that “living songs” could fight against the forces of conformity and complacency and could be a powerful means for equitable societal change. He writes, “Music is a weapon, the same as a gun, and can be used by the slave just the same as by the big boss.”3 For him, songs have the potential to point out the wrongs done to the majority of Americans even as they could also express a vision of a better, more just nation.

As Guthrie was born on Bastille Day and named after Woodrow Wilson, the Democratic presidential candidate at the time, it might seem that he would be automatically inclined to mix dissent and history into his writing. But it was not an inborn sense of injustice that pushed him to make the statements he did, to protest the ills he saw. Hard experience helped direct his work. His own family, once graced with a solid middle-class position, fell into ruin in the 1920s, suffering an economic decline shared by many others in the rural South and Southwest after World War I. When the Great Depression came to the rest of America in the 1930s, the people whom Guthrie knew best had already experienced almost a decade of decreasing return on their labors. While living in Texas during the height of the Depression, he also felt the sting of black dust storms raging the land and saw the plight brought on by drought in the southwestern plains. From his travels out of this area and to the West Coast, he learned of displaced farmers from other states and regions, tying their struggles together, especially in the “factories in the field” described by social critic Carey McWilliams in 1939. Guthrie’s understanding of the struggles of other working-class people grew during the early 1940s as he continued traveling the nation and encountering lumbermen, steelworkers, sailors, miners, and other laborers—eventually realizing that only a privileged few never knew hunger or hardship. During this same time period, in part due to his encounters and friendships with a variety of white and black artists with leftist political and social views, he also began to break away from the prevailing prejudices of his time and to advocate for racial groups other than his own. Educated by his experiences and companions, he came to link the entirety of America’s underclass together.

In time, Guthrie slowly began to realize that the diverse and downtrodden of America had a huge story of their own to tell, one that was worth the telling. He writes,

Out of all our hard work and low pay, and tired backs, and empty pocketbooks, is goin’ to come a tune.

And that song and that tune aint got no end, and it aint got no notes wrote down and they aint no piece of paper big enough to put it down on.

Every day you are down and out, and lonesome, and hungry, and tired of workin’ for a hoboes handout, theys a new verse added to the song.

Every time you kick a family out of a house, cause they ain’t got the rent, and owe lots of debts, why, theys another verse added to this song.

When a soldier shoots a soldier, thats a note to this song. When a cannon blows up 20 men, thats part of the rhythm, and when soldiers march off over the hill and dont march back, that’s the drumbeat of this song.

This aint a song you can write down and sell.

This song is everywhere at the same time.

Have you heard it?

I have.4

To him, this urge to sing out an emotion-based history of the nation seems to be the only true and open expression afforded the underclass, as noted in a 1945 songbook: “I have never heard a nation of people sing an editorial out of a paper. A man sings about the little things that help him or hurt his people and he sings of what has got to be done to fix this world like it ought to be. These songs are singing history. History is being sung.”5 Throughout his life, Guthrie had discovered the history of the American people through their songs. As a youth in Oklahoma and Texas, he learned “Chisholm Trail,” “Jesse James,” and other folk songs from family, friends, and acquaintances. Later, others taught him songs such as “Which Side Are You On?” and “Roll the Union On,” which detailed labor struggles of impoverished workers. As a result, he easily recognized that this form offered communities mired in poverty or limited by illiteracy a means to vent their frustrations and share their collective history. These songs could also transmit the suffering of the underclass to others, those who might desire or who might be persuaded to join in the fight for economic justice and social equality for all.

Beginning in the late 1930s and continuing until the onset of the degenerative disease Huntington’s chorea cut short his writing career in the early 1950s, Guthrie used his lyrics to voice his views on a wide variety of American historical realities and offered his vision for creating a just future. In a short essay, Guthrie once tried to lay out the questions that his work meant to answer in his songs. Among them he asked, “What section of the American people are carrying the real load, doing the real work, the real fighting, the real living, loving, courting, and song-making right this minute? Who is keeping American history alive and moving? Who is holding progress back? Who is going forward and who is drifting backward?”6 Through his lyrics, he worked to capture the history of Franklin Roosevelt’s “Forgotten Man,” to praise those who struggled daily just to make ends meet and to point out those whose greed and prejudice made life difficult for the majority of Americans. He tried to capture on paper and on recordings a part of the history of this nation’s underclass for others to know in years to come and to offer a vision of what the country could be if this group joined together to demand a truly democratic and egalitarian society.

As a means of grabbing his audience’s attention and their empathy, the never-ending “living song” that Guthrie describes above contains no clinical distance in the telling. Unlike many published histories, with their dependence on dusty fact rather than emotional pang, Guthrie’s songs concerning such events as the Great Depression or the Dust Bowl are filled with energy and passion. The impetus behind this drive is obvious; he experienced both. As a result, many of his songs detailing these historical moments appear as autobiography, even when the song’s narrator cannot vaguely be construed as the author himself. When writing of incidents even further removed from his own life, such as those only read about in newspapers, he also works to document, to remember with passion those whose stories are ephemeral, who seem forgotten by the media almost as soon as they are noted. He often picked specific events or people to focus on in his songs, refashioning them so they epitomized the injustices occurring in America even as they humanized and personalized these stories.

Additionally, much of Guthrie’s lyrics compared the promise and democratic myths of the nation to the reality discovered in his travels—and noting whatever divides he found. At least one folklorist, however, argues that Guthrie’s work is not informed by negativity towards America: “He protested against prejudice and financial abuse, but his songs never contained bitterness or hatred or criticisms for this country.”7 Certainly, Guthrie had much praise for the nation, as we can see in the best-known verses of “This Land Is Your Land,” but he also thought it necessary to point out the wrongs he saw, just as he did in some lesser-known verses of the same song. As another critic notes, many of his lyrics point out the “hollowness of heart beneath the often hysterical pretensions to national greatness, a hollowness that bespoke the unrealized ideals of the land and its people.”8 His songs demand that the democratic vows of our own nation’s founding documents be made into reality. Realizing that the songs and stories of his time would eventually come to represent his era’s reality to others, he bears witness to the truth as he knew it in the writing he produced, especially his lyrics.

In his relatively short creative life, barely two decades, Guthrie wrote thousands of songs. Now, however, we can often discover only his lyrics, while their tune has disappeared, faded into time. Much of the reason for this loss is that he did not know how to write down the notes to which he put his words. As a musician, Guthrie did have some ability. He could play the guitar, the mandolin, the fiddle, and the harmonica—although he was no virtuoso on any of these instruments. Using any one of them, he could play hundreds of folk songs and other tunes that he learned in his far-flung travels throughout America. But he did not do much in the way of composing his own original music—an admission he made early on in his songwriting career. In his first songbook, Alonzo M. Zilch’s Own Collection of Original Songs and Ballads, he confesses to a process that he would follow for the rest of his life: “At times I cannot decide on a tune to use with my words for a song. Woe is me! I am then forced to use some good old, family style tune that hath already gained a reputation as being liked by the people.”9 Later, he was even more direct in admitting his use of others’ tunes. He once confided to Pete Seeger, “I steal from everybody. Why, I’m the biggest song stealer there ever was.”10 As Guthrie biographer Joe Klein has noted, “The music usually was an afterthought. The words were most important. He wrote songs at the typewriter; it was the instrument he played best.”11 In fact, almost all of his lyrics simply ride on the back of someone else’s music, both folk and commercial songs. For Guthrie, the emphasis was on words, and any easily singable tune could be their vehicle.

If we only look at Guthrie’s words, his lyrics, without the benefit of their music, do we lose too much? Folklorist Richard Reuss argues, “Woody’s lyrics, in most cases, were written as songs, to be sung and performed in a dynamic atmosphere. Reduced to two dimensions on the printed page, they frequently suffer as do many famous traditional songs.”12 Perhaps Guthrie’s lyrics do lose some of their power removed from the tunes he put them to or from the singer’s own unique presentation. Through the years, many knowledgeable critics have emphasized how his personal style and timing helped empower his words. Oral historian Studs Terkel writes, “It was a nasal, dragged-out way Woody had of telling a tale. The seemingly undramatic pause, followed by what seemed to be a reluctantly drawled out punchline. In retrospect, we recognize the consummate artistry, the comic-tale craftiness of a Twain and, to a lesser extent because his targets were less formidable, the approach of his fellow Oklahoman, Will Rogers” [emphasis in original].13 But does this verbal style encompass the whole of Guthrie’s ability? Do his lyrics lose all power when they are found on the page instead of coming directly out of the singer’s mouth?

Guthrie himself believed that “Every word is a music note,” that there was grace and sound to the lyrics themselves.14 If we agree with this assertion, the music of the words endures whether the author utters them or not, just as the meaning of the words remains with us too. Guthrie’s lyrics have an inherent power and purpose, which many have noted and commented on through the years. Early on in his career, one critic hailed him as a true poet, “a rusty voiced Homer.”15 The reference here stands as a particularly appropriate and revealing one, for Homer’s stories capture the history and myths of his people and nation with beauty and power. Homer sang out his vision of his own time, one that others have told and retold, century after century. Similarly, Guthrie’s work also attempted to document the history and myths of our country and its citizens with moving words. His vision too has been passed on for decades as literature worthy of study and appreciation.

Early on in Guthrie’s career, a few critics speculated on the singer’s significance to America through his writing. In 1943, when Guthrie’s autobiographical novel Bound for Glory appeared, it garnered generally positive reviews in such elite publications as the New York Times Book Review and The New Yorker. In particular, writer Louis Adamic noted an unusual strain of expression in both Guthrie’s songs and his book:

He is the twentieth-century troubadour whose subject is not the deeds of princes but the dreams of people. Born in the Midwest, which is too small to hold him, he roams from coast to coast, working and playing his guitar and singing for his supper. The songs are made out of what he sees and knows and feels; they are the living folksongs of America.

The same quality pervades the book. It is completely American, twentieth-century American, in feeling, in experience, in idealism and humor and rhythm. Through it one sees again the disjointedness, the inarticulation, of modern life; but—and this is so rare as to be very nearly unique—the author is not disjointed. He does not know all the answers, but he knows the right questions, and he has an unassailable grasp of the values which lead to the right answers.16

Here, we have one of the earliest appraisals of Guthrie’s work that notes his desire to articulate the hopes of the everyday citizen, to document the world around him, and to ask pointed questions about our nation and its problems. In essence, Adamic found Guthrie’s writing a worthy vessel of our country’s history and a prick to our national consciousness. Unfortunately, the singer’s growing inability to articulate his own thoughts brought about by the degenerative effects of Huntington’s chorea lessened his literary output by the late 1940s and stopped it completely by the end of 1955.

As a result of a lack of publication of either his songs or his prose, little detailed critical notice was given Guthrie or his writing throughout the 1950s. The only major exception came in the form of John Greenway’s groundbreaking American Folksongs of Protest, which touched on the lyrics of Guthrie and a number of other folk artists who imbued their songs with political and social criticism. But even in this work, Greenway only covered a few of Guthrie’s songs, providing the complete lyrics of each and giving each a bit of historical context but little real analysis.17 So during the early years of the cold war, with its accompanying fear of Communist influence in the entertainment industry and intellectual circles that hushed many other voices of dissent, much of his writing slid into obscurity.

Even during this quiet time, some efforts to hold Guthrie’s work up for public consumption still occurred. Pete Seeger should be given much of the credit for giving a voice to Guthrie’s words, bringing the now-debilitated singer a new audience. While touring college campuses during his own hard time brought about by the accusations of anti-Communists in general and the House Un-American Activities Committee in particular, Seeger performed and celebrated many of Guthrie’s songs, especially “So Long,” a version of which his own group, the Weavers, brought into the charts during the early 1950s. Along with the efforts of Sing Out!, the folk music magazine in which he had a managing hand, Seeger gave a sometimes faint but always steady voice to the idea that Guthrie’s songs offered insight into America’s past and a vision for its future. Driven in part by these efforts, many of the next generation of folk-style performers such as Joan Baez, Bob Dylan, and Peter, Paul, and Mary included his songs in their repertoires by the beginnings of the 1960s, finally bringing his words a greater audience than he probably could have imagined, making him the kind of poet of the people of which Walt Whitman would only ever dream.

With the energy of the folk song revival of the 1960s in full swing and a growing number of Americans voicing their dissent through the civil rights and anti-Vietnam movements, Guthrie’s work again received a public hearing—not only from the many folk-style singers performing his songs but also through his own pen, from his own printed word. For during this decade, several of his major literary efforts found themselves in print, some for the first time. In 1963, Pete Seeger put together Woody Guthrie Folk Songs, containing the largest collection of his songs ever published.18 Two years later, music critic and Dylan worshipper Robert Shelton collected some of Guthrie’s prose and lyrics together in the volume Born to Win.19 Although compiled and edited over twenty years earlier by Guthrie, Seeger, and Alan Lomax but too radical for publishers then, the protest song collection Hard Hitting Songs for Hard-Hit People finally came out in 1967.20 The next year, E. P. Dutton dusted off Guthrie’s autobiographical novel Bound for Glory, which was then long out of print, and republished it with a new foreword by Seeger.21 By the end of this decade, not only could you hear Guthrie’s songs on the radio or buy them in a record shop, but you could also stroll into your local bookstore and find his voice still alive just behind the cover of one of these books.

With this upturn in Guthrie’s literary legacy also came interest from various music critics and folklorists, who started giving the singer and his work a closer and more rigorous review than ever before. Perhaps also partly driven by Guthrie’s death in 1967, several music scholars began to consider his legacy. Just what, if any, was his place in our culture and what did his writing have to offer us of any lasting value? Some critics came down clearly as proponents of him as a literary figure whose written work was worthy of serious exploration. Even with his misgivings about studying the words divorced from their music, Richard Reuss believes, “Woody’s creative work as literature and art has yet to be evaluated seriously. Certainly his songs and prose are an eloquent chronicle of the Depression and World War II generation, presented from a unique perspective, and might profitably be studied.”22 Folklorist John Greenway went even further in his praise: “The best of Woody was his early Dust Bowl chronicles. On these his reputation will—in my opinion—grow to a high rank even among sophisticated American poets.”23 In much the same vein, in his introduction to Born to Win Robert Shelton looks forward to a time when Guthrie’s lyrics and his ideas become part of the American literary canon: “His reputation as a writer, poet and philosopher is still underground and must be brought into the light. When his songs, poems, and essays are studied in our American literature classes, this omission may be righted.”24

No matter how many accolades Guthrie’s writing received during this time period, other well-versed critics of American folk song and popular culture did not believe that his lyrics or prose reached the level of competence that would allow them to be ranked among the great literature of America. Although recognizing his high ranking in the 1960’s folk revival and in “American popular music,” folklorist D. K. Wilgus believes, “Anyone who sees him as a major literary figure needs to be bored for the simples.”25 In a review of Born to Win, Ellen Stekert bluntly states, “[Guthrie] is clearly not a great literary figure.”26

But for those wanting an in-depth discussion of Guthrie’s literary or cultural significance, these commentaries—both pro and con—only offered the briefest of justification for the claims they made. They stand more as individual beliefs than as well-argued opinion. In the following decades, this situation did change somewhat, even as Guthrie’s songs, prose, and legend continued to be more widely available. In the 1970s, several books came out that discussed Guthrie’s politics, especially the influence of the Communist Party on his thinking. These writers looked at Guthrie’s work and that of other popular folksingers from the early part of the twentieth century through a political lens, focusing on the influence of leftist thought on their attitudes and subject matter.27 Actually, Guthrie himself discussed, among other topics, his connection to the Popular Front movement in the 1975 book Woody Sez, which was a collection of his Will Rogers–flavored columns for the Communist newspaper People’s World.28 During this decade, Henrietta Yurchenco also brought out the first biography of Woody Guthrie, A Mighty Hard Road. Her book does include a number of his lyrics, either excerpts or the full texts, but only accompanied with a minimum of commentary.29 At the very end of this decade, Edward Robbin released his memoir Woody Guthrie and Me: An Intimate Reminiscence, which includes some useful insight into the singer’s changing political development during the late 1930s and early ’40s.30 Collectively, though, these books offer only a limited examination of how Guthrie’s personal experiences and his political education directly affected the content and attitude of his lyrics.

The 1980s also saw the publication of a number of books that looked deeper into the songwriter’s life and work than ever before. But even in journalist Joe Klein’s detailed and well-researched biography, Woody Guthrie: A Life, the focus remained more on Guthrie’s personal life, especially his sexual antics, than on the worth of his writing and what it offered to us, although Klein did break down the meaning and the history behind several songs—making it a valuable resource for a general understanding of Guthrie’s work and its context.31 Also in the 1980s came Robbie Lieberman’s “My Song Is My Weapon”: People’s Songs, American Communism, and the Politics of Culture, 1930–1950, yet another treatise on the Communist Party’s influence on members of the American folk music community, including Guthrie.32 Perhaps the best analysis to this point in time of how Guthrie’s life and his political development directly shaped his songs appeared in Wayne Hampton’s Guerrilla Minstrels, but even this scholar’s comments were truncated into only one chapter of this book, resulting in a rushed approach to all of Guthrie’s lyrics discussed in it.33

During the last decade of the twentieth century and the first of the twenty-first, more and more critical attention has turned towards Guthrie and his writing. Still, little in-depth analysis of individual songs or even thematic trends in his work appeared. In 1990, Dave Marsh edited and released Pastures of Plenty, a collection of Guthrie’s writing containing some of the music critic’s own brief musings concerning the singer’s worth as a writer and activist.34 Ed Cray’s biography Ramblin’ Man: The Life and Times of Woody Guthrie offers a useful history of the man but little insight into any particular song.35 Even in the critical collection Hard Travelin’: The Life and Legacy of Woody Guthrie and Bryan Garman’s excellent A Race of Singers: Whitman’s Working-Class Hero from Guthrie to Springsteen, we still can only find isolated moments specifically discussing how Guthrie’s personal history and his era’s cultural and political realities have directly inspired and shaped his lyrics.36 So as more and more of his prose and songs have appeared in print or on recordings, even as other artists performed his songs, and as various critics examined his personal life and a few isolated influences, no single book-length study has appeared that looks deeply into his songs, trying to trace their creation, meaning, and significance. This goal is the one Prophet Singer undertakes.

The songs discussed here—ranging from the well-known to the unknown—all provide access to our national past. They become carriers of information, folk song–like, providing players, listeners, and readers a window on the history of America’s underclass for those interested in looking deeply into them. Guthrie, well-founded in the folk tradition, recognized the power of song to capture a moment in time and pass it on to future generations. His songs remind us what the poll tax was, what Harriet Tubman fought for, and what tenant farmers yearned for. The situations he documents in his songs can reveal truths about forgotten, ignored, or abused Americans’ lives, but only by re-establishing the history encapsulated in Guthrie’s songs can they regain some of the power they have lost through the forgetting of the events that triggered their creation. If we search for the events that impulsed his “living songs,” the turned earth of the past offers up many exciting discoveries, often long lost or little known but still important to anyone concerned with the history and culture of America.

This study also compares the stories he tells to the historical truth as best it can be determined, looking for divergences and investigating the possible reasons behind them. It is important to note that he was more concerned with re-creating reality than dabbling in complete fictions. Even Guthrie’s autobiographical novels Bound for Glory and Seeds of Man cannot be looked at as sources of absolute fact about his personal history. Using his life as a bare skeleton, he elaborates upon his youthful reality, giving it muscle and skin of his own design. But even in his most fictive creations, he always bases his tale in a reality that he either experienced himself or that he learned of through other people’s lives. He also seems much more concerned with fact in his songs than in his other writing. Although he does stray from the historical truth in a number of lyrics discussed in this work, these shifts are duly noted. But there are several important reasons that should be mentioned to help explain this divergence. First, some of the commercial sources he looked to for information or events, such as books or newspapers, were themselves misinformed or misinforming. In these instances, Guthrie did try to follow the facts as best he could. Second, when he depended upon folk or oral sources, such as other songs and personal tales, he could also get the facts wrong. Again, in these cases, Guthrie did try to draw upon others for the truthfulness of his work, which sometimes failed him in accurately documenting certain events. Third, sometimes the story itself—his desire to capture the attention and sympathy of his audience—became more important to him than any particular fact. To do so, he often pulled from the general knowledge he had of a situation and created a song to represent a group’s experience through that of a fictional character who is firmly rooted in historical fact.

Rather than stand as pure history, these songs and their subject matter provide access to the past for a purpose. Guthrie wanted those who encountered his songs to take in the tale and then recognize the example of resistance inherent in each. In a brief piece eventually published as the “Foreword” to the radical songbook Hard Hitting Songs for Hard-Hit People, novelist John Steinbeck noted this essential element: “Harsh voiced and nasal, his guitar hanging like a tire iron on a rusty rim, there is nothing sweet about Woody, and there is nothing sweet about the songs he sings. But there is something more important for those who will listen. There is the will of a people to endure and fight against oppression. I think we call this the American Spirit.”37 Steinbeck’s point is an important one. The majority of Guthrie’s songs, especially those lyrics referenced in my analysis, offer up a spirit of resistance to a multitude of evils affecting everyday Americans, and the process that Guthrie went through to come to achieve the perspective and desire to record the life experiences of our nation’s underclass is a complex one that Prophet Singer also traces.

Guthrie’s writing also often contains clues to its creator’s sentiments and beliefs. Like many others engaged in documentary, Guthrie gives us a distilled rather than a pure vision. For he let his politics and beliefs shape his work, yet his songs do not fall into mere didacticism. He even warns against this tendency: “I think one mistake some folks make in trying to write songs that will interest folks is to … make it too much of a sermon. A folk song ought to be pretty well satisfied just to tell the facts and let it go at that.”38 His work goes beyond simple candid recording. It inhabits a space straddling art, history, and politics. The term “social documentary” well represents these different drives. Just as exposé does, social documentary reports and pronounces judgment—sometimes subtly, sometimes not.

For these incidents, these stories to be fully accepted, they must be felt by his audience. To accomplish this goal, he creates specific characters, individuals whom he brings to life with words. They come to represent the many who struggled in American’s vast economic and social landscape, even if a few fictive liberties are taken in their creation. This type of focused emotional appeal to express historical events often occurs in social documentary. In Documentary Expression and Thirties America, William Stott notes that artists use it in their work to “increase our knowledge of public facts, but sharpen it with feeling; put us in touch with the perennial human spirit, but show it struggling in a particular social context at a specific historical moment.”39 This urge to mingle facts with feeling aptly describes what Guthrie strived for in his songs about the American underclass. Taken together, his songs present a word and sound documentary of these people.

To be clear, I will not argue in this study that all of Guthrie’s songs merit the status or praise of great literature; for some of the lyrics detailed in this critical work, as a whole, do fall flat. But even many of his weakest efforts contain clever lines or phrases that can draw a smile or spark indignation in a listener or a reader. His strongest efforts have the power to enliven and enthrall audiences—evidenced by their longevity—and make them important pieces of writing to ordinary Americans. They have become a part of the American experience. “This Land Is Your Land” is sung at VFW halls, protest rallies, schoolhouses, and other events where our nation’s people gather. Generations of our best performers have musically reinterpreted songs such as “Oklahoma Hills,” “Pastures of Plenty,” “Deportee,” and “Pretty Boy Floyd.” Much of Guthrie’s work has become part of America’s soundtrack, its shared cultural memory.

I begin my analysis by discussing how Guthrie’s most famous song “This Land Is Your Land” came into being, how it shifted in his revisions, how it has been embraced by our nation, and how it has been used in a variety of situations—all an attempt to lay out the history of its many and diverse versions. Starting off with an examination of this particular song is important since many of the other lyrics commented on in Prophet Singer are either little known or unheard-of by both the general population and those engaged in the exploration of American music. Since most readers will be familiar with the popular version of “This Land,” a discussion of how the particulars of Guthrie’s personal politics, the inclusion of its lesser-known verses, or the context in which it is performed can reshape our understanding of this celebrated song helps prepare us for an examination of many of Guthrie’s other protest lyrics, which is the central purpose of this book.

In the next three chapters, I discuss how a great number of his songs documenting the hardships of white farm laborers, various other workers, and several racial minorities reflect how Guthrie’s social consciousness shifted through time due to his own experiences, education, and friendships. As noted in chapter two, early on in life he gained an appreciation, even an empathy, for farmers and farm workers—although he did not himself personally belong to this group. Due to the ravages of the drought and the dust in the Southwest and the South, many of these people left their homes and drifted west, looking for the promise of a golden land where work and wages were plentiful. Guthrie follows them and chronicles their experiences—from the Dust Bowl and the sharecropper’s shack to the Hoovervilles and the fields of California.

In time, he came to apply the same sympathetic attitude towards other groups. The third chapter traces how he ended up recording the miseries of many other working-class people in his songs. As noted before, Guthrie’s family was firmly middle class until the postwar depression of the early 1920s, when they become impoverished. His personal fall allowed him an early understanding of how financial situations can easily fluctuate due to larger changes in regional and national economic structures. In his travels throughout America beginning in the Great Depression, he came into contact with nonagricultural workers and began to document their hardships and struggles. Eventually, he linked all workers together, coming to his own vision of class consciousness.

Expanding on how his experiences and sympathies could reshape his past thinking, chapter four traces how, beginning in the late 1930s and early ’40s, Guthrie moved from a racist-tinged past to a welcoming of all people of color. As a result, many of his subsequent lyrics either call for racial unity or denounce racist actions and institutions, such as lynchings and Jim Crow laws.

Rather than document only the hurts and miseries of America’s underclass, Guthrie also celebrated those who fought unjust laws, who demanded that the promise of America be fulfilled. Chapter five examines various outlaws appearing in Guthrie’s songs—such as Jesse James, Pretty Boy Floyd, and Harriet Tubman—and works to discern how he transformed these men and women into figures of class revolt.

In his stories of heartache and hardship, Guthrie praises those who stood up for their beliefs, those who tried to live their lives unmolested but who were beaten down by the powers that be—bankers, politicians, sheriffs, and vigilantes. He even praises those who stepped outside the law looking for true justice against these forces. But the outlaw, the man or woman who steps outside the law, even for the good of their class, often ends up dead. In acknowledging this historical end, Guthrie came to realize that only through collective action could true and lasting change be made possible. Individuals have to unify to gain power, not for one but for all—democracy undiluted by the brokerage of money, prejudice, or favor. In chapter six, I discuss how Guthrie’s interaction with various groups and ideologies helped shape his eclectic sense of unionization. This final chapter especially limns out his personal philosophy, for even as he tried to document certain events, he always allowed his own political and social principles to shape the telling. In addition, it traces many of his lesser-known influences, such as Populism and Christianity, to find the origins of his perspective and tracks certain of his political interests expressed in his songs, allowing a coherent pattern to emerge. But Guthrie does not limit his comments to what has happened; he also recommends directions for the future, as is noted in detail in this chapter.

In essence, Prophet Singer discusses Guthrie’s attempt to use song as a means to record the wrongs of which he knew and to point out the paths that he thought the nation could take in order to improve the lot of its underclass. We can catch a glimpse of Guthrie’s belief in the redemptive power of what he describes as “living songs” in a 1948 letter addressed to President Truman. Here, he asks, “Let everybody everywhere sing all night long. Love songs, work songs, new hope songs.” This singing, he concludes, “will cure every soul in our jail, asylum, and sick in our hospital, too. Try it and see. I know. I’m a prophet singer.”40 In Guthrie’s lyrics discussed in this study, we find an artist taking an account of the world around him, emphasizing the injustice suffered by the poor and the oppressed. But it also finds a man looking forward to a time and a place when and where all people have homes and jobs, plenty to eat, freedom to speak their minds, and equal status under the law—regardless of race or gender or class. His unified personal philosophy lies in wait in his songs for curious minds to discover. These expressions, captured by his voice and through his words, remain for us as a social document and populist prophecy.




CHAPTER ONE
Is This Song Your Song Anymore?

REVISIONING “THIS LAND IS YOUR LAND”

Aafter drifting around New York for almost two months at the beginning of 1940, sleeping on a succession of friends’ couches, and busking for tips in Bowery saloons, Woody Guthrie settled into the shabby surroundings of Hanover House, a hotel located near the jumble and noise of Times Square. There, on February 23, he wrote “God Blessed America,” whose six verses ended in the refrain “God blessed America for me.” Afterward, he did not show much interest in the song and did not perform it often.1 Then sometime before the end of April 1944, when Moses Asch first recorded him singing it, Guthrie decided to change the title to “This Land Is Your Land” and the refrain to “This land was made for you and me.”

Over the years, this song has surpassed simple popularity and found its way into our national consciousness, evidenced by a great many Americans’ familiarity with the melody. Many people can sing all or part of the chorus—and some even know Guthrie wrote the song. But this recognition cannot be attributed directly to its commercial achievement. If we look to Billboard magazine as a typical measurement of a song’s commercial status, we find that none of the many versions of “This Land” has reached the top ten, forty, or even hundred in terms of sales. Even without this type of commercial success, it has become as Clifton Fadiman describes Guthrie and his work as a whole: “a national possession, like Yellowstone or Yosemite, and a part of the best stuff this country has to show the world.”2 “This Land” has risen to the same status of such songs as “The Star-Spangled Banner,” “America the Beautiful,” “My Country ’Tis of Thee” (“America”), and “God Bless America.” Much like these other works, through varied and sometimes subtle means, “This Land” has entered the blood stream of our nation’s cultural body.
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Original manuscript of “This Land Is Your Land” (“God Blessed America”), 1940. Courtesy of the Woody Guthrie Archives.

No matter how Americans first encounter the song, the version they hear always contains vivid and idyllic references to “the redwood forest” and a “golden valley,” to “diamond deserts” and “wheat fields waving.” If we compare the verses most of us are familiar with to those in the original version of “This Land,” some differences appear. In the first rendering of the song, the fourth and sixth verses address aspects of our society Guthrie finds disturbing:

Was a big high wall that tried to stop me
A sign was painted said: Private Property,
But on the back side it didn’t say nothing—
God blessed America for me.

One bright sunny morning in the shadow of the steeple
By the relief office I saw my people—
As they stood hungry, I stood there wondering if
God blessed America for me.3

The sentiments expressed here, detailing restriction and want, differ greatly from the celebratory vision of America shining through the popular three-verse/chorus version.4 The omission of these lyrics also removes the song’s initial dissenting and questioning voice and leaves behind a praising remnant, one that sounds more like a national anthem than its intended purpose—a musical response to and protest of Irving Berlin’s “God Bless America.”

Considering the prominent status “This Land” holds in our culture, it is important to those exploring the American experience to understand how one dominant version of the song came to be known by the American populace and how its meaning has been changed by different contexts throughout its life. While looking into the song’s past and popularity, we also need to examine the original lyrics and those from other versions and compare them to the words of the popularized creation. This analysis will also produce new insight into Guthrie. Over the years, his image has become clouded by hyperbole from across the political spectrum. Since “This Land” remains the main means through which the American people have encountered Guthrie’s voice and vision, it offers the single best vantage point to regard the man who wrote it and the country he sang about.

In that Guthrie initially intended “This Land” as a critical response to “God Bless America,” a brief discussion of Berlin’s song—its origin and acceptance by Americans—provides an idea of just what inspired the creation of this popular work. To find the beginning of “God Bless America,” we must travel back to 1917, when a young Irving Berlin—who was in the army at the time—wrote and directed the musical Yip! Yip! Yaphank as a military fund-raiser. As part of this production, he wrote “God Bless America,” which one Berlin biographer terms an “unashamedly patriotic anthem.”5 The unmitigated nationalism of the song was so obvious that even its creator believed it inappropriate for this particular production. The New York Times Magazine quotes Berlin as saying, “[E]veryone was emotionally stirred and realized what we were up against. It seemed like carrying coals to Newcastle to have a bunch of soldiers come out and sing it.”6 Because of these apprehensions, he cut it from the show and filed it away with his other unused manuscripts—where it stayed for over twenty years.

In late 1938, with another war in Europe looming ever closer, popular singer Kate Smith asked Berlin for a song that would stir patriotic fervor to use on her Armistice Day radio broadcast. After a few abortive efforts to produce a new tune, he remembered the song cut from Yip! Yip! Yaphank and decided to rework it to fit the current situation. First, he took the line “guide her to the right with a light from above” from the original song and changed it to “Through the night with a light from above” because when the song was originally written, Berlin says, “‘to the right’ had meant ‘to the right path,’” but in 1938 it meant “‘the political Right.’”7 The second change shifted it away from being a war song. “Make her victorious on land and foam, God bless America, my home, sweet home” became “From the mountains to the prairies to the oceans white with foam, God Bless America, my home, sweet home.”8 Even with these changes, the opening vision of “storm clouds gather[ing] far across the sea” still remains, invoking a fearful image. Then comes the push for “allegiance” from a voice that uses “us” to establish the speaker as being unified with the listener. After asking for all to “be grateful for a land so fair,” the speaker finally calls for a unifying prayer:

God bless America land that I love.
Stand beside her and guide her
through the night with a light from above.
From the mountains, to the prairies,
to the oceans white with foam.
God bless America, my home sweet home.9

Although this final version remains nationalistic, Berlin’s revisions do make the song less jingoistic than its earlier incarnation.

After making these changes, Berlin offered “God Bless America” to Smith. Supposedly, she read the manuscript and blurted out, “Irving, do you realize you’ve written the second ‘Star-Spangled Banner’?”10 Smith first sang the piece on November 11, 1938, during her highly rated radio program on CBS. Almost immediately, the song established itself at the top of the Hit Parade and could be heard throughout America. The sheet music also did well, staying in the top fifteen in sales for almost six months in the first half of 1939.11 But these typical signs of popularity do not show how deeply the American people accepted the song in the late 1930s. Within a few months, Smith’s comment on first hearing the song seemed prophetic when “God Bless America” did actually take on some of the trappings of our national anthem. On Memorial Day in 1939, the assembled sports fans at Ebbets Field in Brooklyn stood and even took off their hats for it just as they would have done for “The Star-Spangled Banner.”12

Not everyone held Berlin’s song in such high esteem. As he traveled north from Texas to New York City in early 1940, Woody Guthrie heard Berlin’s song “in Pampa [Texas], in Konawa [Oklahoma], on car radios, in diners, and it seemed that every time he stopped in a roadhouse for a shot of warm-up whiskey some maudlin joker would plunk a nickel in a jukebox and play it just for spite,” according to biographer Joe Klein.13 For Guthrie, Kate Smith was singing a song about America, a song celebrating this country, that did not completely jibe with what he had lived or had witnessed. He knew firsthand that not everyone had reason to be “grateful for a land so fair” nor that everyone experienced an America that could reasonably be called their “home sweet home.”

Looking at Guthrie’s personal history, one can see several important reasons for his dissatisfaction with the song’s sentiments. First, he had already become a “Dust Bowl refugee,” even if he had never been driven off a farm by dust, drought, or mechanization—just as he had never worked in western fields alongside his fellow Okies. But he had ridden the rails and highways with those who had left their homes in the South and Southwest for an uncertain future out west. He had also seen and talked to landless migrant laborers toiling in the fields when he toured California’s farming communities above Los Angeles during the late 1930s. During these wanderings, he heard the migrants’ stories of hardship and saw their weather-beaten, old-before-their-time faces, much the same as we can see in thousands of Farm Security Administration photographs taken during the Depression. Although not a photographer, Guthrie too captured their suffering and beauty, but with words: “I did keep my eyes on you, and kept my ears open when you came close to me. I saw the lines chopped across your face by the troubles in time and space. I saw the wind shape your face so the sun could light it up with thoughts and shadows. I remember your face as it was when I saw you.”14 In another prose piece, he writes even more explicitly, “I saw the hundreds of thousands of stranded, broke, hungry, idle, miserable people that lined the highways all out through the leaves and the underbrush.”15 His own eyes easily told him that these people had been little blessed by America. But the suffering he lived and saw did not end in the nation’s farming communities.

During the course of his travels, Guthrie also found that America’s cities had their own brand of ills, which would be another reason for his problem with Berlin’s song. Just as he had in the fields of California, he saw the angry reaction to the Okies pouring into the urban and new suburban landscapes of Los Angeles. Later, after first moving to New York, he traveled down to the Bowery. According to Klein, “instead of unemployed Okies just passing through” such as those he had encountered on Los Angeles’s Skid Row, he found “hard-core alcoholics groveling for pennies.”16 Flophouses, cheap bars, and relief agencies—these were the sights of the city, just as dust clouds, repossessed farms, and migrant laborers were those of the country. Human misery was a constant in both. This panorama of suffering did not add up to an America blessed for everyone.

Guthrie’s once inchoate political awareness also began flowering around the time he wrote the song that would eventually become “This Land.” He started connecting the poverty in the nation’s fields, skid rows, and elsewhere to the unfairness of the distribution of wealth in America. For example, drawing on the melody he had used for “So Long, It’s Been Good to Know You” and a sentiment similar to that found in his work “I Ain’t Got No Home in This World Anymore,” he finds a voice for these newfound notions in the song “I Don’t Feel at Home on the Bowery No More,” written in early 1940. First, he writes, “Once on this Bowery I use to be gay.” Next, he juxtaposes images of the decrepit Bowery with those of opulent Fifth Avenue and ends the song with the lines “Since I seen the difference ’tween the rich and the poor / I don’t feel at home in the Bowery no more.” In an endnote, he dedicates the song “to the bum situation up and down every Skid Row and Bowery Street in this country.”17 To Guthrie, the great gulf between the wealthy and the poor stood out more boldly in New York than it ever had before.

This difference in class status also manifests itself in the personal backgrounds of Berlin and Guthrie. A full quarter century before “God Bless America” made its successful public debut, Berlin rose from immigrant poverty to great wealth. During the 1930s, he was part of a New York social circle left largely untouched by the Great Depression. In contrast, Guthrie and his family fell from a solid middle-class status to harsh poverty during the late 1920s boom / bust cycle of Oklahoma’s oil fields. This early class shift, along with his low-budget travels across the whole of America in the mid and late 1930s, the sights that met him in the fields of California, and his time on Skid Row in Los Angeles and on the Bowery in New York, gave him a greatly different perspective on America’s condition than Berlin had.

Somewhat surprisingly considering these class differences, Berlin and Guthrie held similar beliefs concerning the source and power of songs; they both believed songs represented the common discourse of Americans. In fact, their comments on this issue strongly jibe. Guthrie writes, “A song ain’t nothing but a conversation fixed up to where you can talk it over and over without getting tired of it,” while Berlin is quoted as saying, “A good popular song is just sort of the feeling and conversation of people set to music.”18 Both songwriters believe their work gives the people of America a voice that can speak, moan, or holler out their minds and feelings. But listening from different vantage points, Guthrie and Berlin channel wildly disparate voices.

In contrast, only Guthrie thinks that songs can point to suffering and explain how to lessen it. In late 1940, he expresses this view with poetic suppleness in a letter sent to Alan Lomax: “A folk song is whats wrong and how to fix it or it could be whose hungry and where their mouth is or whose out of work and where the job is or whose broke and where the money is or whose carrying a gun and where the peace is.”19

By the time he first traveled to New York, Guthrie had already put the sights and experiences of the Dust Bowl into songs such as “So Long, It’s Been Good to Know You,” “Dust Storm Disaster,” and “Dust Pneumonia Blues.” He had also explored and exposed the harsh reality of the California-as-promised-land myth in “Do Re Mi” and “Dust Bowl Refugee.” He performed these songs, along with less politicized material, on the radio at KFVD in Los Angeles. In response, thousands of people wrote him, many of them expressing support for his reflections on the Great Depression and sympathy for those down and out. These people told him he had spoken their words and amplified them. When he heard Berlin’s paean to the unmitigated, the unmarred magnificence of America, Guthrie realized that the song neglected to address many people’s pain, that it failed to document the injustices and suffering that stretched along with the land “From the mountains, to the prairies, / To the oceans white with foam.” But he did not have to remain silent in his dissent; he had the talent to counter Berlin’s song with one of his own.

Soon after arriving in New York, he began to transmute his feelings about “God Bless America” into song. Like many folksingers before him, he often hung his lyrics on the tunes of others. As a result, much speculation as to the source for the melody for “This Land” has arisen, with candidates ranging from the old Baptist hymn “Oh My Lovin’ Brother,” the Carter Family’s “Little Darling, Pal of Mine,” the gospel song “When the World’s on Fire,” or even “You Are My Sunshine.”20 Yet none of these suggestions completely satisfies—any or none could have been his musical inspiration. But this debate over the melody’s origins shifts the emphasis away from an equally important part of a song—its lyrics. In fact, Guthrie believed that the words, not the music, matter most in a song. He writes, “If the tale the ballad tells is worth the telling, the tune makes very scant difference.”21 He only demanded that the music used could be easily sung and played by everyone, and “This Land” fits his own criteria. The tune he used (or even created) can be sung by almost anyone since it stays within one octave—unlike Berlin’s song, which ranges over an octave and a half. In addition, not only does the song remain in a simple major key throughout, but both the chorus and verses also use the same chords and in the same sequence—so any beginning player can easily handle “This Land.”

Moving away from the tune and with Guthrie’s emphasis on language in mind, let us look to the words of the six-verse song originally titled “God Blessed America” to see the vision of America he created to counter Berlin’s song:

This land is your land, this land is my land,
From California to the New York island,
From the redwood forest to the Gulf Stream waters;
God blessed America for me.

As I was walking that ribbon of highway
And saw above me that endless skyway, 
And saw below me the golden valley, I said:
God blessed America for me.

I roamed and rambled, and I followed my footsteps
To the sparkling sands of her diamond deserts,
And all around me a voice was sounding:
God blessed America for me.

Was a great high wall there that tried to stop me
A sign was painted said: Private Property,
But on the back side it didn’t say nothing—
God blessed America for me.

When the sun come shining, then I was strolling
In wheat fields waving, and dust clouds rolling;
The voice was chanting as the fog was lifting:
God blessed America for me.

One bright sunny morning in the shadow of the steeple
By the relief office I saw my people—
As they stood hungry, I stood there wondering if
God blessed America for me.22

Running the gamut from a laudatory to a discordant vision, these lyrics offer a far more complete depiction of America—detailing both its beauties and its ills—than does “God Bless America.”

In the opening verse (which later became the chorus), Guthrie lays out the space of his canvas: “From California to the New York island / From the redwood forest to the Gulf Stream waters,” which strongly suggest Berlin’s lines, “From the mountains, to the prairies, / To the oceans white with foam.” Guthrie then begins a catalog of beauty that includes an “endless skyway,” a “golden valley,” “sparkling sands,” “diamond deserts,” and “wheat fields waving.” But in this beautiful landscape full of lush images, we find “dust clouds rolling,” most likely the same ones he sings about in some of his Dust Bowl ballads. Other scenes definitely point to less pleasant realities. Verses four and six criticize the selfishness of private property and show the very real need for public relief. In bold contrast to Berlin’s song, here the bad of America appears along with the good. Songwriter and activist Ernie Marrs well explains the range of the song’s images: “All together, I don’t know of another song so full of love for these United States, recognition of the injustices in them, and determination to do something about the latter.”23

Unlike the hymns from which its underlying musical structure might have come or Berlin’s song, “This Land” does not look to God for explanation of these differing images and definitely does not turn directly to Christianity for hope in resolving them. It offers a nation containing both beautiful vistas and people standing in shadow, hungry. The conflicts between these very different images are not resolved. Even the final refrain continues in this uncertainty since it shifts from a statement to a question through the addition of the phrase “I stood there wondering if.” With this moment of doubt occurring at the very end of the song, it allows the audience the space to create its own answer, which is very different from the commanding tone of the prayer that ends “God Bless America.”

Guthrie implicitly acknowledges in his song that the ills he saw in this country were but a part of the American experience as a whole; he also admits that some of his excitement came from this understanding. In a letter to his second wife, Marjorie, he writes, “The world I’ve seen is alive and interesting, not because its perfect and pretty and eternal, but because it needs my fixin’, I need fixin’, so does the land” and then adds that this realization allows his own shortcomings and mistakes to be removed: “When I let my mind dwell on such truths, I seem to float up like a balloon, way up high somewhere. And the world and the work and the trouble and the people, seem to be goin’ as a bunch in such a good direction, that my own little personal lead weights and drawbacks, miscues, mistakes, and flounderin’ around seem to fade away; rubbed out like a finger rubbin’ out a wild pastel color.”24 An understanding of the positive and negatives of America and the people in it allowed Guthrie personal transcendence and redemption. The nation he writes of does not exclude the ugly in order to emphasize the beautiful; he links the two and works to increase the latter while decreasing the former.

Guthrie’s drive for honest expression, which included criticism of the country he loved, was at odds with a powerful segment of the American political scene. At the time of the song’s writing, these forces actually were growing in control and influence. In May 1938, Congress created the Dies Committee, which eventually mutated into the House Un-American Activities Committee. Another example of curtailment of freedom of expression occurred in June 1940 when Congress passed and President Roosevelt signed the Alien Registration Act, also known as the Smith Act. Through a number of general restrictions on civil liberties and freedom of speech, this act worked to quell Socialist and Communist protest against the war in Europe and America’s growing part in it. Before the act passed, the New York Times described it as pulling together “most of the anti-alien and anti-radical legislation offered in Congress in the last twenty years.”25 Restrictions against any type of domestic protest grew even more insidious during a desperate scramble to condemn all radicals during the Communist witch hunts of the late 1940s through the early 1960s. The challenging nature of the protest verses in the original version of “This Land” not only put Guthrie at odds with Berlin and those who gave America unadulterated support but also put him in some danger of prosecution if those in power so desired, as evidenced by later attacks on other left-leaning composers and songwriters such as Hans Eisler and Pete Seeger.
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An illustration of the restrictions placed on private property, c. 1946. Sketch by Woody Guthrie. Courtesy of the Ralph Rinzler Archives.
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A line of men receiving relief payments in California, 1938. Photograph by Dorothea Lange. Courtesy of the Prints and Photographs Division of the Library of Congress.

But it is doubtful that this possibility would have entered Guthrie’s thoughts in early 1940, especially considering how little interest he showed in the original version of the song to become “This Land.” Much like Berlin with “God Bless America,” Guthrie did not immediately realize the popular potential of his new song and did not record it until the spring of 1944. During a marathon session in March and April of that year, Guthrie and a smattering of other artists including Cisco Houston, Sonny Terry, Bess Lomax, and Lead Belly recorded a number of songs for Asch Records (later to become Folkways). One was the first recorded version of “This Land.” By this time, Guthrie had replaced the original title and refrain of “God Blessed America” with “This Land Is My Land” and “This land was made for you and me” respectively. In addition, he decided to use what had been the first verse as the chorus, which he also used to open and close the song. Of the protest verses, this particular version of the song contains only the one criticizing private property, although this take remained unreleased until 1997, when it first appeared on This Land Is Your Land: The Asch Recordings, Vol. 1.26

Even after this session, the song did not become fixed in Guthrie’s mind; for he created another version of “This Land” that same year. From December 1944 until February 1945, he had a weekly fifteen-minute show on radio station WNEW in New York. On this program, he used “This Land” as the theme song and also included it in the mimeographed songbook Ten of Woody Guthrie’s Twenty-Five Cent Songs, which he hawked on the show. Just as in the version recorded for Asch, Guthrie used the first verse of the original as the chorus and included variants of the second, third, and fifth verses. While subtracting the two original protest verses, he did add a new one:

Nobody living can ever stop me,
As I go walking my freedom highway.
Nobody living can make me turn back.
This land was made for you and me.27

The rebelliousness of this verse does place it more in the protest vein than the other three standard verses and the rousing, everybody-knows-it chorus. Still, this verse found little or no circulation for decades. Guthrie’s friend Gordon Friesen, a leftist writer and fellow Oklahoman, noted in 1963 that he “has yet to hear or see anywhere outside of Woody’s little mimeographed book his final verse.”28 As far as the author’s intentions for this version of “This Land,” we do not have to speculate. In the songbook’s introduction, he writes, “The main idea about this song is, you think about these Eight words all the rest of your life and they’ll come a bubbling up into Eighty Jillion all Union. Try it and see. THIS LAND IS MADE FOR YOU AND ME.”29

Neither of these two early versions had much impact, however. Instead, another eventually became the standard. According to Jeff Place of the Ralph Rinzler Archives, which houses all of Moses Asch’s recordings and papers, this particular version came out of some 1947 sessions Guthrie laid down after he returned to New York City from a trip to Portland, Oregon.30 Only the three verses and the chorus that eventually comprise the popular version appear here. This take eventually appeared on the 1951 Folkways album This Land Is Your Land, the first commercial pressing of the song. Even Pete Seeger, who worked closely with Guthrie throughout the 1940s and early 1950s, states he originally heard the song on this record.31 Subsequently, this particular version of Guthrie singing “This Land” found its way onto over a dozen other albums and CDs.32

Despite this landmark recording, Guthrie continued to change the song. During a brief session for Decca Records on January 7, 1952, he recorded yet another version of “This Land.” Here, the chorus remains largely the same as before; and out of the three verses used here, two are variants of those already mentioned. However, the third does offer new lyrics:

I can see your mailbox, I can see your doorstep
I can feel my wind rock your tip top tree top
All around your house there my sun beam whispers
This land was made for you and me.33

By the time he made this recording, Guthrie showed distinct signs of the hereditary disease Huntington’s chorea—resulting in a halting and somewhat disjointed performance. Consequently, Decca never issued this version although it did eventually find its way onto the extensive box-set Songs for Political Action: Folkmusic, Topical Songs, and the American Left, 1926–1953 in 1996.34

The reasons for all these additions and subtractions are not readily apparent from any of Guthrie’s writings, but comments made by Moses Asch to folk music fanatic Israel Young may give us some idea of Guthrie’s methodology. Asch said Guthrie “would often use the words but change the tune. He’d make two or three versions of the thing ’til the right tune came to him. He always used a folk tune to the words he created.” Asch somtimes had a hand in making these changes, even to Guthrie’s best-known composition: “I made suggestions. ‘This Land Is My Land’ [sic] and some of the songs from Songs To Grow On … were worked on right at the studio. He had a concept, and then through discussion it evolved into something.”35 In mentioning “This Land” in conjunction with the Songs to Grow On selections, Asch probably refers to the 1947 sessions in particular since Guthrie recorded both these children’s songs and the now-standard version of “This Land” around the same time. But with the deaths of Guthrie and Asch, we will never know just exactly the extent of or motivation for any suggested changes.

In time, the 1947 recording became the authoritative text although Guthrie may not have wanted it to achieve this dominance. In fact, several plausible reasons exist for the exclusion of the protest verses in the other recordings that have nothing to do with self-censorship. First, by the time of this first recording for Asch, the relief problem in America had largely disappeared due to the booming postwar economy. So Guthrie may have dropped the verse referring to relief because it no longer had the same relevance to the current situation in America as when he first wrote it. Second, Guthrie often forgot or changed words, depending on his mood and memory. Klein states, “Occasionally Woody might screw up the words or music irretrievably (sometimes he’d actually have trouble remembering which tune went with which set of words) and they’d [Guthrie and Asch] have to start over again.”36 Third, his overall approach does not suggest that any one performance of a song, whether recorded or not, had precedence over any other—just as the folk tradition from which he came never fully respected or acknowledged the authority of any one version of a song and expected all songs to change from performer to performer and even from performance to performance. Guthrie might have thought any version he recorded would stand among several possibilities for the song.

Around the same time as the 1951 Folkways release, the now-standard version of “This Land”—still lyrical and beautiful—began entering America’s cultural blood stream from a number of sources. Not surprisingly, the protest verses were mostly forgotten, as was feared by their author. In one of the most arresting moments in Klein’s Woody Guthrie: A Life, Woody’s son Arlo speaks of one particular afternoon when his father came home to the family apartment in Howard Beach from the Greystone Park Hospital where he stayed most of the time due to the ravages of his illness. There, in the apartment’s small backyard, his hands trembling uncontrollably from a disease that would eventually kill him, Guthrie taught his young son the two protest verses of the original version of “This Land Is Your Land” and the “Nobody living can ever stop me” verse for fear that if Arlo did not learn them, “no one will remember.”37 Soon after, Arlo began to sing the verse about private property, although this practice did not have much of an impact on the general perception of the song until the late 1960s.38

Pete Seeger also points to Arlo’s story as evidence of Guthrie’s dissatisfaction with the song’s presentation. Seeger adds to this story that Guthrie knew schoolchildren were learning only select verses of the song while his other lyrics were ignored, quoting Guthrie as saying to Arlo, “They’re singing my song in the schools, but they’re not singing all the verses. You write ’em down now.”39 Indeed, one version of Guthrie’s song did slowly find its way into America’s classrooms.

In the late 1940s and early 1950s, several liberal private schools in the New York City area, such as the Little Red School House and the Brooklyn Community School, began to use some of Guthrie’s songs as part of their general music curriculum. Harold Leventhal, who was Guthrie’s manager, notes that the teachers and the students in these schools “took these songs with them when they left, particularly ‘This Land.’”40 As a result of being disseminated in these schools and by these teachers, the song became well-known in liberal circles in general. But the song’s influence did not end in small private schools; it eventually became known in America’s public schools, too.

In 1951, Guthrie, then noticeably experiencing the effects of Huntington’s chorea, tape-recorded hundreds of his songs for Howie Richmond, his music publisher. One of these tapes contained a version of “This Land,” and Richmond supposedly recognized the potential of the song.41 Confident of its appeal, he made a version of it available without cost to some scholastic publishers producing songbooks in an attempt to make it a national standard.42 Klein describes this plan as “a classy, low-key strategy, with the advantage of being both high-minded and astute.”43 Through Richmond’s actions, the song gained enough status in the classroom to become known as an alternative anthem. By 1966 Leventhal felt confident enough to say it was “almost a second anthem to thousands of students.”44 One critic echoed and amplified Leventhal’s opinion when he wrote, “Plenty of progressive-school pupils already think Woody Guthrie’s populist jingle is the national anthem,” although he added, “the tune is a little too Barney the Dinosaur-ish.”45 Alan Lomax had a higher opinion of the song, for he used it to open the first annual Music in Our Schools Day in 1975. By this time, the song had become a standard that most children knew and could sing. For a couple of incredible minutes, millions of schoolchildren all across the country joined together on “This Land” through the miracle of live television transmission. But the version used in this momentous broadcast, the same version used throughout the majority of American schoolrooms, left the protest verses unsung and unknown.

Along with the thrum of support due to the appearance of the song in schools came the added weight of commercial publications; for textbooks were not the only source for a hard copy of the lyrics of the shortened version. Throughout the 1950s and 1960s, printed versions of “This Land” appeared in several forms. In 1954, the song first showed up in the pages of Sing Out!, the well-known folk music magazine. Those who missed this issue had another opportunity five years later when it appeared in Reprints from Sing Out! Vol. 1, 1959 and then over three decades later in the Collected Reprints from Sing Out! Vols. 1–6, 1959–1964.46 All three times, the editors noted that the text followed the lyrics sung on the 1951 Folkways album, further proof that this one recorded version by Guthrie was held as the standard. Even when the published lyrics were not transcriptions from this one recording, the words captured generally adhere to it.

In 1956, Guthrie’s own music publishers, Ludlow Music / TRO Richmond, finally decided to copyright the lyrics to “This Land” and put them out in sheet music. Two years later, “This Land” also appeared in the songbook California to the New York Island, including the entire script and songs from the first of many tributes to Guthrie. Following the March 17, 1956, show at Pythian Hall in New York, the songbook ended with the pretty but politically passive version of “This Land.”47 In 1963, Ludlow Music eventually brought out its own songbook, Woody Guthrie Folk Songs: A Collection of Songs by America’s Foremost Balladeer, edited by Pete Seeger.48 Here, “This Land” occupies the prominent opening selection. That same year, in the May 1 issue of Variety, Leventhal printed it as part of a greeting from Guthrie to the once controversial and blacklisted Weavers on the occasion of their fifteenth anniversary.49 No matter how many magazines, songbooks, or other publications included the lyrics of “This Land” until the late 1960s, the shortened version almost always appeared.

This situation also repeats in the work created by those musicians covering Guthrie’s song. The first documented instance of a group reproducing this song occurred sometime in the late 1940s or early ’50s, when music director Robert DeCormier and his Jewish Young People’s Folksingers Chorus began performing it.50 Since then, a wide array of artists—whose views range across the political spectrum—have sung “This Land” in styles as varied as bluegrass and bop, country and choral.51 Although some of these performers have revised “This Land,” they largely sang and still sing only the popular lyrics in performances. The past omission of the protest verses by artists with close ties to Guthrie—such as Pete Seeger and Ramblin’ Jack Elliott—is more surprising than the work produced by more commercially driven singers. These leftist performers do not fear singing controversial material. Actually, they would seem to be eager to include any politically charged verses penned by the man many consider the father of contemporary folk protest.

These omissions do become more understandable when we recognize that the protest verses were available in only three little-known sources until the 1960s: Guthrie’s original handwritten lyric sheet, the unissued 1944 Asch recording, and the mimeographed songbook Ten Twenty-Five Cent Songs by Woody Guthrie. But none of these sources contained all three of the protest verses. Almost completely unknown and scattered, these lyrics got little notice. In contrast, the shortened version of the song began its slow drumbeat with the Folkways version, its subsequent re-releases, its place in school texts, and its exposure through various publications and a horde of artists’ recordings.

As the song’s recognition and reputation grew, so did opportunity for criticism, even from left-leaning musicians and writers. The earliest published reaction to “This Land” appears in The Bosses’ Songbook: Songs to Stifle the Flames of Discontent, a 1959 collection of folk and leftist song parodies. Compiled by folk-style singer Dave Van Ronk and Richard Ellington, these songs poke fun at old-left personnel, such as Pete Seeger, and their positions—particularly those stemming out of some folksingers’ past affiliations with the Communist Party and assorted unions. Some of these parodies used such well-known songs as “Wreck of the Old ’97” and “Columbus Stockade” as musical structures and even copied a few lines from the originals. Although the preface to this songbook includes the disclaimer that these songs “were done for fun and meant to be sung for fun,” some of the works included not only use various folk songs’ melodies but also directly parody the ideas expressed in these songs. The book also contains direct parodies of three Guthrie songs. The version of “Jesus Christ” offered here depicts a savior who becomes an avid Marxist and a Judas who becomes a labor spy, while in the “Modern Union Maid,” the title character fears radicals enough to stick to both her conservative union and Harry Truman.52

The third parody, “This Land Is Their Land,” offers a take on America that strangely echoes the viewpoint expressed by Guthrie in the often-omitted lyrics of his song. The first verse of the parody opens with the observation, “This land is their land. It is not our land.” It then lists the material goods and comforts the wealthy in America have, concluding that “This land is not for you and me.” In the next verse, the focus shifts from a discussion of the rich to the plight of the poor and begins, “As I was walking that endless breadline / My landlord gave me a one-week deadline.”53 The image of want here is similar to that expressed in the sixth verse of the original version of Guthrie’s song: “In the shadow of the steeple / By the relief office I saw my people / As they stood hungry.” Of course, the author(s) of the parody probably would not have known these lyrics in that they were not readily available to the public at this time.

The parody does not end here. The final verse begins with the lines “So take your slogans and kindly stow it, / If this is our land you’d never know it,” which reads as a direct rejoinder to the attitude found in the popular version of “This Land.” Here, the song offers an alternative to passive acceptance: “Let’s join together and overthrow it.”54 In effect, the parody’s last stanza goes beyond simply pointing out some of society’s ills and questioning whether “This land was made for you and me,” as Guthrie’s original version did, and becomes incendiary, advocating revolution. Even without the parody’s similarities to the original version of “This Land” or its revolutionary ending, the rest of the lyrics would still contradict the bright vision of America found in the popularized version of Guthrie’s song.

Despite any criticism of “This Land,” the popular version basically remained unchanged. When Guthrie finally died on October 3, 1967, his earlier fears had definitely been realized—none of three protest verses had ever been released in wide-access recorded or published versions. As it turned out, Guthrie missed by just a few years the resurgence of these verses. Beginning in the latter part of the 1960s, they started to appear in a few publications, performances, and recordings through the efforts of some members of the folk-style community who discovered the exclusion. In a January 1968 article he wrote for the leftist musical journal Broadside, Ernie Marrs claims, “So far as I know, the first time anyone sang all six verses of [“This Land”] on the air was when I sang them on KPFA-FM, in Berkeley, California, in the spring of 1960.” He adds in the same piece that he confronted Pete Seeger with the omitted verses: “When I came across that page in Woody’s old KFVD notebook in 1959, I made a copy of it and showed it to Pete Seeger.” Finally, Marrs accuses Seeger of not supporting the use of the verses, even going as far as quoting him as saying, “They’re good verses. But the short version’s been around so long now, and is so well known, that nobody would believe he wrote these.”55

But years earlier, in 1961, Seeger had published all of Guthrie’s protest verses from “This Land” in American Favorite Ballads: Tunes and Songs as Sung by Pete Seeger, although these lyrics did not gain much notoriety by their inclusion in this little-known songbook.56 In the later months of 1968, perhaps egged on by Marrs’s comments, Sing Out! (for which Seeger was a member of the editorial advisory board and a columnist) published the two omitted original verses along with two 1954 photographs of Guthrie looking shaggy and disheveled at Washington Square in New York City.57 Gone is the little hobo bard; in his place appears the protohippie, a biologically but not ideologically damaged forefather of the protest singers of the sixties. These pictures and lyrics strike out from the page, demanding attention. In the final years of the 1960s, Pete Seeger, Arlo Guthrie, and other folk-style singers did begin making the protest verses an essential part of the song again.

The first time one of the lost verses showed up in a major performance occurred at the end of the 1970 Hollywood Bowl memorial concert for Guthrie. As can be heard in a recording of the concert, singer Odetta opens up “This Land” with a slow but powerful slide through one of the popular verses. Later in the song, actor Will Geer jumps in, while Odetta and the other performers back off, and recites a brief but often quoted passage from a speech Guthrie wrote for his opening show on WNEW in December 1944, the same show on which he used “This Land” as a theme song. During a moment of synchronicity, Geer emphasizes the line “I am out to sing songs that will prove to you that this is your world,” while the chorus chants the refrain “This land was made for you and me.” Then everyone pulls back, and Arlo takes the third and final verse of the evening alone. He sings,

As I went walking, I saw a sign there.
And on the sign it said, “No Trespassing.”
But on the other side, it didn’t say nothing.
That side was made for you and me.58

This important moment, along with several other songs and readings from both the 1968 Carnegie Hall and 1970 Hollywood Bowl memorial concerts, appears on the 1972 album A Tribute to Woody Guthrie, which contains the first instance of any of the song’s protest verses being included on a commercially released recording.59 As with to the 1956 tribute concert, these two memorial shows also found themselves represented in a songbook. In 1972, Ludlow Music and Woody Guthrie Publications brought out A Tribute to Woody Guthrie, which followed the lead of the second concert by including the verse Arlo sang along with the other two protest verses.60

During this same period, Pete Seeger and other folk-style performers began adding their own verses to the song in an attempt to represent and comment on the changing problems of America. In a July 1971 article for the Village Voice, Seeger notes that he had created numerous verses for the song, such as the following:

Maybe you been working just as hard as you’re able
And you just got crumbs from the rich man’s table
Maybe you been wondering, is it truth or fable
This land was made for you and me.

In the same article, Seeger also pointed to other professionals’ and amateurs’ creative efforts to reshape and to keep current “This Land.” He offered an added verse by Jerry J. Smith:

We’ve logged the forests, we’ve mined the mountains
We’ve dammed the rivers, but we’ve built fountains!
We got tin and plastic, and crowded freeways,
This land was made for you and me.

These lyrics do not stand alone in pointing out environmental degradation through Guthrie’s song. Other new verses created by Seeger that appear in the article do much the same, along with other writers’ verses that pointed out additional ills faced by America. Seeger also included two verses in Spanish by Alberto O. Martinez, showing the song’s potential for crossing cultural boundaries and reaching an ever changing and multicultural national audience.61

Others had already discovered newly created verses and published them. Irwin Silber and Barbara Dane cobbled together a wide range of antiwar songs for inclusion in their 1969 collection, The Vietnam Songbook. Within the “Parodies” section, a “GI Vietnam version” of Guthrie’s song appeared:

This land is your land
But it isn’t my land,
From the Mekong Delta
To the Pleiku Highland, 
When we get shot at
The ARVN flee,
This land was meant for the V.C.!62

Here, the song’s location is shifted from America to Vietnam. With this change comes a new group who has a claim to their own land. In this version, the narrator—the GI—becomes the interloper, the usurper, while the Vietcong become the true owners of their own land. This perspective comes in direct opposition to America’s rabidly anti-Communist foreign policy, again proving that Guthrie’s song had the ability to shift with the prevailing views of the nation’s left and offer commentary on matters beyond America’s borders.

The folk-style community seemed to welcome all of these additions, just as long as they were in keeping with the sentiments of the song’s creator. Seeger believes “the best thing that could happen to the song would be for it to end up with hundreds of different versions being sung by millions of people who do understand the basic message.”63 Decades before, Guthrie himself acknowledged the need for artists to shift and add to songs so as to keep them current. He writes, “This bringing them up to date is what keeps a folk song a folk song, it says whatever needs to be said, or as much as the law allows, at the time when it needs to be said.”64 The additions mentioned above show how easily his song could be altered and reshaped so as to connect it to contemporary issues and move it further away from the American nationalist jingle it had, in part, become.

Looking back to Seeger’s article again, we find not one but two new verses by Country Joe McDonald, who released a Guthrie tribute album called Thinking of Woody Guthrie on Vanguard Records in 1969. Here are the verses Seeger included:

As I was walking that ribbon of highway
I heard the buzzing of a hundred chain saws
And the Redwoods falling, and the loggers calling
This land was made for you and me.

As I went walking the oil-filled coastline
Along the beaches fishes were choking
The smog kept rolling, the populations growing
This land was made for you and me.65

One year before the publication of this article, McDonald and his group the Fish had become the center of nationwide attention due to their Woodstock performance of the Vietnam protest song “I Feel Like I’m Fixin’ to Die Rag” and their signature salute, which involved spelling out the word “fuck” to the great glee of the assembled crowd. As a result, McDonald’s voice became synonymous with protest in the late 1960s. Thus, his use of Guthrie’s song to include his thoughts on environmental dangers in America brought together two well-known voices of protest. In fact, all the performers who added comments on the ills of 1960s and ’70s America to “This Land” helped to keep it current and alive, resulting in the re-energizing of Guthrie’s work. These discoveries and additions are not surprising if we look at what was happening during this time in some sectors of popular music.

Beginning in the early 1960s, more and more music that offered criticism or even displayed open hostility towards the status quo in America became available—not only to young people through college radio and little-known recordings but also, although somewhat later, to all ages through mainstream radio stations and well-established recording companies. A major source of this protest came from the pen and voice of Bob Dylan, who himself was greatly influenced by Guthrie’s work. But Dylan’s protests and interest in Guthrie did not stand alone. Along with Dylan, many other performers—such as Phil Ochs, Tom Paxton, Joan Baez, and Peter, Paul, and Mary—pointed out the injustices they saw around them, using song as their medium, just as Guthrie had done. These artists also often included his songs in their performances and on their recordings.

After the late 1960s and early ’70s, songs containing lyrics explicitly protesting establishment values and regulations became, and continue to be, more commonplace than in Guthrie’s era. Even in this environment, the once-lost lyrics of “This Land” could have a far-reaching impact, if only to challenge the authority of the popular version. From this time on, the once completely unknown verses did become more accessible in publications, performances, and recordings—providing a counterinfluence to the popular version that continued its steady and unabated drumbeat.

One source of this drive came from Guthrie’s music publisher, Ludlow Music / TRO Richmond, which helped in bringing all the lyrics to public notice. The early 1970s saw a change in the sheet music of “This Land” that Ludlow Music put out; for it began to include all the verses of the song, albeit only on the middle-voice pieces, while those for high and low voice continued to include only the popular verses.66 Beginning in 1963, this firm put out five Woody Guthrie songbooks, of which four contain all the known verses. The inclusion of the three protest verses in 101 Woody Guthrie Songs, Including All the Songs from “Bound for Glory,” does not surprise since this songbook appeared in conjunction with the release of the United Artists film version of Guthrie’s autobiographical novel Bound for Glory.67 The film’s soundtrack includes two of the protest verses, which is in keeping with the project’s emphasis on Guthrie’s leftist views.68

Another film project on Guthrie also used the protest verses. The Arlo Guthrie–hosted 1984 documentary Woody Guthrie: Hard Travelin’ ends with a sing-along jam on “This Land” that overlays images of Guthrie and those interviewed during the course of the film. But what stands out the most here are the lyrics sung. Along with the well-known chorus and the verse that begins “As I roamed and rambled,” all three protest verses are included. Arlo and Joan Baez trade off on the verse about private property, while Pete Seeger alone handles the verse mentioning the need for relief. Arlo finishes up with the verse beginning with the line “Nobody living can ever stop me.”69 With the emphasis on these lesser-known verses, the documentary’s end focuses on Guthrie’s more radical lyrics and brings attention to the song’s dissenting voice.

Despite this rediscovery and dissemination of the once-lost protest verses, many recordings and publications of the song still excluded them. One of the most surprising of these instances occurred on the 1988 Grammy-winning album A Vision Shared: A Tribute to Woody Guthrie and Lead Belly put out by CBS Records. As performed here by Pete Seeger, Sweet Honey in the Rock, Doc Watson, and the Little Red School House Chorus, “This Land” remains fairly faithful to the version released in 1951, the only change being the repeating of the chorus between all the verses and twice at the end.70 The continued reinforcement of the popular version left it firmly entrenched in the public mind. Some cultural forces also began shifting and molding the song’s meaning by placing it in a variety of contexts.

Soon after the protest lyrics resurfaced, Pete Seeger explained the reasoning behind his belief that they should be put before the public. He writes, “I and others have started singing [the protest verses]. We feel that there is a danger of this song being misinterpreted without these old/new verses being added. The song could even be co-opted by the very selfish interests Woody was fighting all his life.”71 At the time of Seeger’s writing, the cultural symbolism of the popular version of the song had already been co-opted. During the late 1960s, both the Ford Motor Company and American Airlines used the verses lauding America in their advertising campaigns, selling their wares while the song played on in seeming acceptance and agreement. Some attempts to appropriate the song have been thwarted, such as when the U.S. Army requested its use as part of their recruiting campaign. Considering their political tendencies, the Guthrie family balked at this proposal; and the plan was never carried out.72

Just as commercial and conservative forces have shaped the message of the popular version of “This Land,” so have progressive forces. But these lyrics have the potential to offer up a protesting voice, just as the song’s original lyrics do. Unlike the original version, the popular version offers this voice in ambiguous language, thus requiring a particular context to release a radical message. A radicalized setting could energize the expurgated version of this song, or any song. In Minstrels of the Dawn, Jerome Rodnitzky argues, “Within the subversive, righteous atmosphere that permeated their [the folk-protest singers’] performances, it mattered not what they sang. There, a simple patriotic song like ’God Bless America’ could take on the colorings of a radical hymn.”73 A telling and specific example of how context can control the perception of a song as protest comes from the leftist historian Howard Zinn. He notes that during a May 1971 gathering in Washington, DC, to protest the Vietnam War, the police arrested six people who were peacefully walking down the street and singing “America the Beautiful.”74

Simply presenting the popular version of “This Land” in certain environs could re-establish an effect similar to its original purpose and make it a powerful leftist statement of unity and pride or of environmental protectionism. When Guy Carawan performed it at National Association for the Advancement of Colored People meetings in the 1950s, the song could be heard and sung with the hope that one day America would indeed be “made for you and me.”75 Here, the refrain all at once becomes a question and a demand. More important, sung before this group and in this context, “This Land” offers an idea of revolutionary import in the 1950s: America belongs equally to black and white. Although somewhat less striking than in the last example, even the use of the song in advertisements can offer a progressive agenda. In the 1980s, country singer Loretta Lynn recorded a version that appeared on national radio and television advertisements for the National Wildlife Federation.76 Placed in this context, the images of “the redwood forest,” “golden valley,” “diamond deserts,” and “wheat fields waving” encourage pride in the American landscape and urge us to work to protect it and the wildlife that inhabit it. In effect, the popular version of the song becomes an environmental rallying cry.

For a more telling example of how trappings surrounding the presentation of the song can twist and shape it in different ways, we can look at “This Land” in the context of the national conventions of America’s two dominant political parties. In what might be considered the high point of its use in liberal mainstream politics, the singing of “This Land” immediately followed George McGovern’s famous 3 a.m. “Come Home, America” acceptance speech at the 1972 Democratic National Convention in Miami. According to one observer, the song filled the hall and helped make it “come alive with an emotion of oneness” to such a degree that her “feelings of discontent were blotted out by the music and singing.”77 Later, the song even became McGovern’s theme song in his failed presidential bid. But who could disagree that the song must have taken on a completely different meaning when the 1960 Republican National Convention featured it, especially considering that Richard Nixon became the party’s chosen candidate? Guthrie’s political sympathies and Nixon’s red-baiting tendencies are incompatible, yet it is doubtful that many at this convention would have known about the politics of the song’s author. It is easy to imagine that the overwhelmingly white, Protestant, middle- and upper-class crowd would not hear the “you” of the song as referring to anyone other than Americans very much like themselves.

Even in a political environment that would have completely pleased Guthrie, the song can be interpreted in undesired ways. It could even be seen as a colonialist statement, as an incident involving Pete Seeger in June 1968 testifies. During much of that month, Seeger had been in Washington, DC, staying at Resurrection City, a camp organized by Dr. Martin Luther King as part of his Poor People’s Campaign. One night there, Seeger participated in a sing-along that had a strange turn concerning “This Land.” He writes that when he and singer/organizer Jimmy Collier began singing it, “Henry Crowdog of the Sioux Indian delegation came up and punched his finger in Jimmy’s chest, ‘Hey, you’re both wrong. It belongs to me.’” Then, Collier stopped and questioned whether the song should go on. At this point, “a big grin came over Henry Crowdog’s face. ‘No, it’s okay. Go ahead and sing it. As long as we are all down here together to get something done’” [emphasis in original].78

This incident affected Seeger noticeably. Bernice Reagon, who is Seeger’s friend and a founding member of the Freedom Singers, remembers his reaction and even expresses a theory about it:

That song was the basis of the American dream—coming in and building a country, freedom, blah, blah. I felt that in ’67 and ’68, all that got smashed to smithereens. … I remember Pete talking constantly about that exchange with … Collier around Chief Crow Dog, and how he then had a hard time doing “This Land Is Your Land.” It felt like he didn’t know what to sing … he was not sure what his function was.79

Not only could the “very selfish interests Woody was fighting all his life” that Seeger mentions make a mockery of the song, but history itself could make the song tell a lie—or at least point out a promise not kept and an entire people displaced. Somehow, Seeger did find a function for himself and the song, although he had to add an extra verse written by Cappy Israel to do so:

This land is your land, but it once was my land
Before we sold you Manhattan Island
You pushed my nation to the reservation,
This land was stole by you from me.80

After singing this verse, Seeger would tell the story about the problems the song sparked in Resurrection City. Here, Seeger recontextualizes the song by adding the above verse that strains against some of the other unity verses and by explaining how some of the song’s sentiments can easily be seen as exclusionary. Considering the song’s heavy use in the past decades as nationalistic jingle, a concentrated effort is still needed to push the song in a direction more in keeping with its creator’s intentions, especially since Guthrie never had a chance to perform the song after its rise—or explain his intentions in writing it.

Even if Guthrie were alive today, it would be impossible for him to control the meaning of “This Land.” Once an artist releases a song into the blood stream of America, it can flow anywhere and be used in many different ways. As music critic Greil Marcus notes, “Good art is always dangerous, always open-ended. Once you put it out in the world you lose control of it; people will fit it into their lives in all sorts of different ways.”81 These myriad interpretations may not match the original sentiment the artist intended for the work. Not only songs but even more contemporary artists’ own images can and have been appropriated. During the 1984 presidential campaign, the Reagan re-election juggernaut briefly used Bruce Springsteen and his song “Born in the USA” for its own nationalistic purposes, completely ignoring the singer’s politics and misrepresenting the song’s lyrics—particularly the ironic chorus. Eventually, Springsteen felt driven to make a very public effort to regain control of his image and his song.82 Unlike Springsteen, Guthrie did not have the opportunity to combat the shifting politics of “This Land.” He remained hospitalized, with no hope of recovery, from the mid-1950s until his death in 1967. Thus, he had little or no control over the song’s presentation or contextualization during the time period when it first began to flow into the consciousness of America.

The reason for the continued muting of the protest verses may not be due to the lack of access to these lyrics but rather to the American public’s inability to deal adequately with the abuses that Guthrie documented in them. English songwriter Billy Bragg believes, “One of the problems America has about Woody is he don’t beat around the bush—he looks America in the eye and says what he says. And these are questions America cannot bring itself to focus on today, let alone in the Thirties; the questions he asked have still not been answered.”83 The final question of the original version of “This Land” remains as relevant today as when Guthrie first put it to paper back in 1940—and just as difficult to answer.

Given that Guthrie’s comments, criticisms, and questions continue to be applicable to contemporary America, then those encapsulated in the little-known protest verses of his most popular song should be brought more forcefully to the public’s attention. Just as all songs, all texts, remain malleable, so does the seemingly intractable popular form of “This Land.” The mere act of acknowledging all of Guthrie’s verses changes “This Land” forever. Realizing how the song has come to us, how it has been changed over time, gives “This Land” new meaning. It becomes a song with a history rather than a set of lyrics to mumble through at some public occasion. Realizing that the song has shifted from its beginning may provide those who care about Guthrie’s art and his complete vision the impetus to change the song once again. Simply because one of its many voices has shouted down the others does not mean that this situation is permanent—the voices of the other verses can be heard more clearly. Their volume merely needs adjusting through their inclusion in more performances and publications so that they may gain a more complete hearing—creating a situation where one version no longer has dominant status over any other and allowing the American public the opportunity to choose for itself which lyrics it wants to sing.
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