In a truly remarl able 60-vear career,
{ has spearheaded a
Brlmh folk song revival, written the defining
anthem of the women’s movement, dissed Dylan,

and mspired one of the 20th century’s greatest
' songs. To celebrate her 80th bu thdd\ the
folk legend took tea with (




Truth seeker: Peggy
Seeger, 1960; (opposite,
clockwise from top left)
singing with brother
Mike Seeger, 1955;
Peggy in Moscow, 1957;
playing at the Enterprise
pub, Covent Garden,
London, circa 1960; at
Meoscow Station, 1957,



Folk engineers: (main)
Peggy at home in
Beckenham, 1965; (clock-
wise from right) with
Ewan MacColl; Elizabeth
Cotten; with Ewan, Cora
Hotel, 1957; Alan Lomax
(centre) and Pete Seeger
(right); “Wow!", it's
house guest Leadbelly.

Everything changes: (top
row, from left) with Ewan
MacColl, Newport festival,
1960; Big Bill Broonzy, “We
got on well..."; aged two,
with dad Charles and mother
Ruth Crawford, 1937; at
Newport Folk Festival, '61;
(second row, from left);
young Seegers, singing on
the stairs, 1950s,
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1956 PEGGY SEEGER, STILL NOT

21, decided to hitchhike across Furope.

Anornery child who acted on whim and

instinct and didn’t think greatly about

the consequences, Peggy had been so

horrible to her mother that she’d been

sent to boarding school to

instil some manners, But she

could play the banjo. And

sing. And growing up in a

smart Washington DC

neighbourhood with father

Charles Seeger, a renowned

folklorist, and mother Ruth Crawford, an avant-

garde composer and pianist, who hosted a stream
of itinerant singers, she knew her folk music,

Leaving an America rife with McCarthyist

paranoia, \C]]C(] threats of revoked passports and

deep-seated suspicion of any musician of a leftish

hue, Seeger crossed the Atlantic and, for reasons

not immediately apparent, wound up in Belgium, living

in a tinv house lo(}l\mL s after 13 displaced children from

Berlin, wherc a Catholic priest tried to talk her into run-

ning a nearby nunnery. “I wonder what happened to

those children,” 3

Alarmed by her letters home about

she muses today.

this bizarre situation, friends descended
to rescue her, driving her to Denmark in
the back of a freezing Fiat. They stopped
at a vouth hostel, where Peggy met a
Finnish logger who said her eves were
“the colour of time” and that she should
go to Finland with him immediately. She
might've done so, too, were it not for a
phone call at the hostel from American
tolklorist Alan Lomax, who was in Lon-
don and needed a banjo player fora TV
show he was \\'()rking on. “I'd never
been to London,” she says, “and never
been on television, so I took the trip.”
Itwas a latetul decision. Once there,
almost immediately something hap-
pened that music a]]\ personally, souaﬂ
and politically, would shape the lestln\
of the rest of her life. All these years
on, she remembers the moment with
ast()mshmu Llarlt\ March 25, 1956. A
Chelsea lmacmcnt 10.30am. Meeting Alan Lomax.
And there, sitting across the room, was a strange-look-
ing man with black hair and a big red beard. Ewan
MacColl, actor, singer, writer, orator, left-wing activist.
That night he was appearing as the halladeer in The
T lnccpcnn\ Opera and offered Peggy a ticket. The die
was cast, “He wore an old battered hat and his stomach
pushed out,” she says. “I’d had boyfriends in the past
but never a man friend. He was 41 and had a bit of a
paunch by then and had braces and dirty old trousers and make-up
that made him look twice his age. But Iwas entranced by that voice.
“Two days later he told me he was in love with me and he was
going to make love to me. I didn’t even know what lovemaking was.
In America they don’t say that. You just screw or fuck. So that was

% romantic. And then I found out he was married with a child. But he
> was fascinating. For 30 years, 24/7 he was tascinating...”

ELUCTANTLY, VERY RELUCTANTLY, PEGGY SEEGER
celebrated her §0th birthday on June 17. She says it’s a
milestone that weighs heavily but pouring tea in the idvllic
surroundings of her home in the outskirts of Oxtord, she’s relaxed
enough, pontlhcatmg studiously on the ramifications of an extraor
dinarj\' career rooted

in the American folk tradition, which

AN THE RAMBLERS -
oth Ewan MacColl and Poggy Seeper |

SINGING THE FISHING

branched off signiﬁcantl}' into the very engine
room of the British folk revival,

She’s awarm host, dishing up lunch and anec-
B clotes with great bonhomie. An elegant, serene
presence, she answers questions ina Soft, meas-
ured voice that belies a long history championing
a culture of dissent and struggle, and many hours
on the campaign front, ranging from anti-nuclear
Aldermaston marches in the 1950s and early *60s to
anti-apartheid rallies in the *60s and *70s and numer-
ous feminist causes since.

Three awards decorate the mantelpiece of her
front room: one from a music industry weckly for ser-
vices to women in music; another from an American
folk chab; but taking pride of place in the centre sits a
small sculpture of two musicians, presented to her at
the BBC Folk Awards in Cardiff in April when
she won Best Original Song tor Swim To The
Star, a poignant story about one of the Titanic
survivors written with her son Calum Mac-
Coll. It's one of several darkly intimate narra-
tives that make her latest album, Everyrhing
Changes, such a disquieting revelation,

You don’t imagine she’s an awards type of
person but, ai"ti:n"\'ears of pursuing an isolated

path as a dissenting folk singer whose re-
lationship with the music industry has
been either non-existent or fractious, she
seems genuinely clehghted by the belated
recognition. She's full of praise, too, tor
Guy Garvey, who took on the task at
these awards of singing The First Time
Ever T Saw Your Face, the song Ewan
wrote for her 58 years ago, to celebrate
the centenary of MacColl’s birth.

“Oh, T did like the way he did it,” she
says with genuine warmth. “He changed it
ever so slightly, but I liked what he did
withit. I might try to do it that way myself.
It’s one oftht‘ best versions I've heard.”

She talks ofthandedly, yet graphically,
about the horrible ()peratl()ns and life-
thre atc‘nlng illnesses she’s had in recent
vears, but there’s a skip in her step and a
g]mt in her eve and after an unavoidable
break, which she found oddly satisfying
(“T was happy in hospital — I felt safe. I
could watch a whole new scene é'omé’ pant every

day and I liked it”) she’s back with a vengeance.

Aftera glut of ecstatic reviews for the album,
her sons Calum and Neill put together a band to
take her on tour. “T don’t play on the album, I
just sing, which is why it’s so wonderful working
with other musicians. T can’t play as well as
used to. I have arthritis in both hands. It hap-
pened to Bill Broonzy. He plaved complicated
when he was young and more simply as he o gotolder. I do that. I take

things slower and think more about the text of what I'm singing.”

Peggy Seeger grew up at 10001 Dallas Avenue, in the Washington
DC of the late *30s where “you could run free and pick four leaf
clovers in the fields and there were no kerb crawlers or paedo-rats
chasing you... [but] I grew up in a racist town, Washington DC was
very racist then. Not one of the garbage men was white and every-
one had black helpers, although some poor white women would
knock on the door and say, ‘Do you want any help, missus?””

The Everything Changu title track reflects on those days, L‘.‘:])((]ﬂ“\
on hermather, “1 lost herw hen Twas 18,” she says, “and we weren'’t
getting along. No fault of hers — she just didn’t know how to cope
with a sulking, rude teenager. Like a lot of women she wanted babies
and instead got children, and teenagers. She wrote a string quar- >
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The family that plays
together: (from left)
Ewan and Peggy
with sons Neill and
Calum MacColl.

<< tet piece which won a prize. 1was so proud ofher. It'sa traéed\'
she died so young. If she’d lived another 25 years she would have
flown but didn’t get the chance. Cancer runs in our family.”

She looks vou straight in the eye and points to one of her breasts.
“This one’s false...”

Growing up, there was no escape
for Peggy from her folk heritage — her
half-brother Pete was already making a
name for himself as one of the most in-
fluential voices on the new folk scene.

“l didn’t want to escape it,” she
insists. “My mother had these blg
aluminum records she got from the
Library of Congress. We’d go there and
hear a number of songs and she’d
choose the ones she wanted to tran-
scribe and they’d create these big 16-
inch aluminum records that we'd lug
home on the bus and play with a thorn
needle. You can’t use a steel needle on
aluminum because it wears out. You
sharpened these needles on something
that looked like a sparkler, put the nee-
dle in and a sandpaper thing would
whizz around and sharpen it.

“My mother would play those records through my
carly childhood. We'd be playing on a corner and
hearing these chain gang songs, murder ballads, chil-
dren’s tunes, work songs, C\u—vthmg People now have
the back&r()un(l of the tCH\ but that music was our
background. And she had me transcribing music by
the time I was 11. Just simple tunes. She’d pay me a
nickel for each one. So I was immersed in folk song
and classical music together.”

Her mother wasn’t so keen on the musicians who
came to the house. “We were like a way station be-
cause Washington DC is right up that eastern cor-
ridor of multi-urban settlement,” she says. “We
had lots of visitors though the only ones 1 remem-
ber staying were Jack E]hott and Guy Carawan. |
think the reason they stayed was they ‘did their own
laundering and baked bread. My mother didn’t take
to Woody Guthrie visiting at all. Pete would have
brought Woody. He was quite little [and] he was a bit too
rough for my mother. He'd put his guitar on the floor and pretend
itwasa dog, pulling it around by the strap.

“John Jacob Niles would come by, And when I was five or six I
went to the door and there was this great big black man and 1
thought, Wow! That was Leadbelly. He came in with Alan and prob-
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ably John Lomax. He was doing a con-
cert with Pete. I remember going to see
them at a boxing ring in \t\"ashington
sitting on my mother’s lap in about
1941. Lcadbe I\ was onh let out of
prison if he was with Alan Lomax.”
Another member of the Seceger
household was Elizabeth Cotten. The
story goes that Peggy’s mother was
shopping in a department store when
Peggy, then a toddler, wandered off and
got lost. Working there at the time, Cot-
ten repatriated the child with her
mother, who was so relieved she
offered ‘Libba’ Cotten work as a maid.
One day the family heard music gen-
tly coming from the kitchen.
Libba had taken down a guitar
hanging on the kitchen wall and,
though she hadn’t played for 25
years, wondered if she still re-
membered a song she'd written
as a teenager, Freight Train. The
famil_\_' were mesmerised. Peggy’s
brother Mike Seeger took her
under his wing and Cotten be-
came an unlikely folk star.

WE ARE THE ENGINEERS
AND

SUNG

’ I'M GONNA BE .w ENGINEER
Pegey Seeger & fm MacColl

“Libba was very modest but
once you got her on stage you
couldn’t get her ()l e
didn’t want her to come off, Mike did a
wonderful thing and took her out on tour
and the last 20 years of her life were a

says bt‘(‘gt‘ . “You

great adventure, He opened for her,
drove her from this lJ]ace to that and did
that for a number of Southern singers.
He was the most altruistic of the three of
us and didnt have the €go problem Pete
and [ had. He serviced alot of other sing-
ers and took them round and encouraged
them and dug up a lot of those old singers
we'd grown up with on those old alu-
minum records, He found them, gave
them an audience and they flowered un-
der it. And, of course, everyone was fas-
cinated by the fact that Libba plaved the
guitar so-called backwards.”

Asked if she was close to her half-brother
Pete, she pauses at some length. “I don’t know
it anybody was close to Pete she says. “It was
difficult to get close to him. You meet, you hu
and have a little talk about his life and he’d a gooff
into talking about things he knew and had read.
When that mind closed dovwn when he died we
lost an encyclopacedia of Americana. He knew so
much and was still lcarning right up until he died.
He was so well read and didn’t exaggerate what he knew;

“I don’t know that he ever name-called in his songs. His
songs were in the main optimistic. We had a few little bat-
tles. He sang me a new song, We'll All Be A Doublin’, a fun
- song about over-population, which I thought was too light-
hearted. Because the way we’re going we're going to eat up
the world. He had a very fertile mind and some of his songs are
devastatingly lovely. I do one of his songs, Quite Early Morning, 1
changed some of it. He listened intently to what I did and said, “That’s
very nice Peggy, but I don’t think I'll be singing those words.™

Her own carl_\ fura}.s into performance included a memorable
residency at the Gate Of Horn in Chicago with Big Bill Broonzy, in
spring 1957, “He’d sing for an hour, then I'd sing for an hour,” she
says, “and we'd have a break and then we’d go back on from 11 to

@Peggysceger.com, Getty Images



three in the morning. It was a little dive but it had the best burgers

vou ever tasted. Bill would sit there drinking brandy straight. \\6‘ got

on well. .. as well as somebody as green as Iwas at 20 (oulcl get on

with someone like him. He didn’t talk very much. He had a pink
Cadillac and took Blind Lemon Jefferson around in it.”

Much to the consternation of the American authorities, she went
on to sing in Russia and China and, while pregnant with her and
MacColl’s son Neill, she busked on the streets of Paris with the great
Scottish singer and carouser Alex Campbell, and ended up marrying
MacColl 50 she could stay in Britain,

HE LEANS FORWARD, LIFTS THE EXPENSIVE-LOOK-

ing teapot with the exceptionally long spout and refills her

{]'111'1"[ cup, pr ()thrmg it across to \IOJO She swhs slurhtl\ sits
back neatly and continues. “When I got together mth Ewan it just
seemed so natural because we clic l\t-d very qu1cl\1} Lveryone pre-
dicted doom and gloom because a lot of mid-life crisis men go off
after younger women and it doesn’t work, so everyone was w amno
for us to kall apart, but there was so much to hold us together.”

They were together for 30 productive, sometimes controversial
years. In that time they established a sort of blueprint for the British
folk song revival with their Singers Club in London, fertilising it
turther with the groundbr ea]\mg Radio Ballads series on the BBC,
merging traditional and self-written material to illustrate vivid docu-
mentaries about British lmlustr\ m\()l\mq, for the first time, au-
thentic reportage and the voices of workers.

The doctrine at their own club — musicians should 0111 ‘ pt‘rform
music of their own provenance (enacted after an embarrassing try at
Southern blues by Northampton-born Long John Baldry) — ¢ ivides
opinion to this dav, while the harshly analy Llcal dl)pluadl of their Crit-
ics Group also ruffled feathers. There was sound reasonit 1g behind
both and there’s little doubt that refusing to allow Br itish singers to
play songs from America or elsewhere enforc ed the research and dlﬂ—
ging tha’f helped drive the revival of musical traditions closer to home

“We were snobs,” she says un(‘qul\ acally. “A lot of artists are
probably snobs, but we were vocal about it. We did make a study of
other Lultmeq the way they sang, and tried to get a study going
about the way to sing v these songs. Most people singing them knew

about pop songs or classical music or music hall or jazz but they
didn’t know about folk songs, so how would they know how to sing
folk songs? Some of the Americans who sang folk songs, like Martha
Schlamme and The Kingston Trio and John Jacob Niles, suupt_d itall
up and lost a lot of 1ntcgl 1t\ and balanc ¢, and we were t}'\ ms to w—
ure out a way of singing that was true to the music. Because l()ll\
music is different from any other kind of music. A lot of these songs
have a class allegiance. Thn are not made up to show how well you
can sing, they are made up to represent away of life and they deserve
a certain nb]((tu ity that involves setting yourself apart from an ego-
tistical exhibition of vourself or your voice. People with very good
vaices sometimes have trouble singing folk songs because the\ are so
I)us\ hatt‘mno to how Ot)od their voices are. S() we tr lwl 1o w OlL out
away of singing but we went about it the wrong way.’

They also went public in their disapproval of Bob D\lm “We were
being defensive of what we did,” says Seeger. “No way were we envious
of D}Ian s fame. We’d never have wanted such an obscene amount of
attention. Dylan was writing songs for his time and the poetry of
some of them is good, but others it's not. Like Woody
Guthrie. He wrote some brilliant songs but some crap
ones too. Like This Land Is Your Land. That is so ho-
mocentric, 1 find it quitc offensive. T don’t like the 4
song. Unfortunately it’s universal now:

“Bacl\ then,” she insists, “we felt we needed
political songs with more focus. Dylan’s songs
wWere very ocncral Blowin’ In The Wind in a way
helped the making of teenagers and youth culture

— pare nts Oel out Uf the way — but to u)mp]t‘tel\’
diss the \\1\dom of the past and the older people,
which essentially is what that song does, turned the gen-
crations against each other. An(l [ was still a teen-
ager when I was 50! Blowin® In The Wind has

some memorable lines but some of them are easy get-outs. Ewan
liked his political songs to be more naming of names. ”

Peggy and Ewan never wrote a song togethc but always swapped
ideas. It MacColl’s most famous ereations are The First Time Ever I
Saw Your Face and Dirty Old Town, Peggy’s most iconic song, I'm
Gonna Be An Engineer, is virtually the women’s movement’s anthem.

“My original version had a very depressing last verse so I went up-
stairs to Ewan and he said, “You need a cheerful last verse.” So I went
back dewnstairs and wrote one. It was written for one of the Festival
Of Fools shows when, ironically, there were cight of us women stand-
ingina Vonthe stage in very short mini-skirts. Oh dear! When it was
taken up [ didn’t know a,m'thmu about the feminist movement but I
was suddenly getting inv ited to nﬂ these very radical meetings and I'd
sing the song and they’d say, ‘Sing us another one!” and 1 didn’t have
any more. I justhad folk songs which, let’s face it, are hardly feminist.”

After Fwan died in 1989 Peg: goy retur ned to America i’or some vears,
fell in love agam with new partner Irene Pyper-Scott, and is now back
in the UK, raging at fracking, concerned about ov er-population, wor-
ryving about war-mongering men destroying the world, writing her
memoirs and enjoving the unexpected twist of events which has seen
her profile rise to unexpected highs as she goes back on the road, still
intent on fighting the good fight. She sflemiees Hilly Bngg and other
political songwriters who've manned the barric ades anc p{m(ler\ the
age-old question: can singing or writing a song ever change anything?

“Why do I write political songs? Hmmnum. I write political songs
because 1 have to,” she says, eventually, a trace of mischief in her
knowing smile. “More tea?” (M]

Pegyv Seeger pfqi.\‘ the (’.erhridg]& Folk Festival main stage on H'id'u)s; ]ul)’l‘ S
The Ewan MacColl centenary album, The foy Of Living, is due out in September
on Cooking Vinyl, a series oj'n‘ibure concerts across the UK in November.
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s greatest hits. By ',

The First Time Ever
I Saw Your Face

"We weren'treally getting along
atthetime,”says Peggy Seeger of
the romantic epic Ewan MacColl wrote
for herin 1957. “Afterall, he was
married to someone else then.” First
popularised by The Kingston Trio and
Peter, Paul & Mary, the song was made
aninternational hit by Roberta Flack in
1972.1t's since been covered by many,
including Elvis Presley, Johnny Cash,
Isaac Hayes, Diana Ross and Norma
Waterson. The most extreme take may
be Seeger's own dance version on
Broadcaster's 2012 LP, Folksploitation.
“Icouldn'tsingitfor 15 years after
Ewan died but now | love to,” she says.
She's notfond of Roberta Flack’s
histrionic performance, butis
grateful for the royalties.

—quickly became ananthem forthe
burgeening feminist movement.
“Dashed off*inahurry when Ewan
MacColltold herhe neededa song
relating to Women'’s Year, it led to

a barrage of invitations for
Seeger toaddressand
perform forradical
women's groups

and inspired herto
escapethe
traditional folk

format of women
asvictimsand

write more

aggressively about
contemporary
women'sissues.

The Ballad Of
Springhill

A 24-year-old Peggy wrote the
songinaFrench café while

’
I 11 Gonna watching alive TV broadcast of the

Be An
Engineer
Originally
performed atthe
Festival Of Fools, a
satirical revue staged by

the Critics Group in 1970
the wordy story song - telling

the Nova Scotia coal town and made
international headlines. Usingan old

raw journalism struck so deep it was

The sun rose woman's

in your eyes: - determina-
Roberta Flack, tion todefy
hit with The male
FirstTimeEver..  chauvinism

and later covered by U2. Seeger
performeditat Springhillin 2008 on

the 50th anniversary of the disaster.
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1958 mining disaster that devastated

traditional tune, she originally sang it
unaccempanied with MacColl, but the

soon adopted and embellished by the
wider folk world, “In those daysI'd sing
protest songs without knowing much

ofone aboutthem, | just thoughtthey needed
to be sung.” The song was popularised
by Peter, Paul & Mary and The Dubliners



