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August 8, 1999
Calgary, Alberta

Dear Pete,

years I have encouraged people to sing
with me in my own music presentations,
and without being too strict a Pete-Seeger
copycat, I've managed to borrow some of
your methods for encouraging folks to
join with the singing. And they work.

But you know, Pete, these days audi-
ences and people generally don't want to
sing any more. My experience is that
folks would rather just be spectators at
concerts and in the culture. We're not just
asking Where have all the flowers gone?
but Where have all the singers gone? I
think you and I share this same lament.
However, I'm confident that the pendulum
will swing back, and, in the meantime,
those of us who believe strongly in group
singing will keep on. Speaking of keeping
on, Pete, it seems that the one thing
you've never done as a musician is to
drop out (like you dropped out of col-
lege). You're a stubborn fellow when it
comes to certain things, and I guess I
have to admit that because of your exam-
ple in this regard, I probably won't drop
out either-Play and sing until you have
to quit seems to be part of the motto here.
Okay, you relentless encourager, I'll keep
at it.

Pete Seeger, what in thunder hap-
pened to your voice? Lately it has sound-
ed like a chinook wind over sandpaper. I
know you didn't take <:are of it properly
at some stages of your career-trying to
force it without a microphone almost like
your throat was more than waist deep in
the Big Muddy and then being foolishly
pushed on. Well, good teacher by poor
example, I aim to take care of mine. But
look, Pete, just because your vocal cords
are shot doesn't mean that you don't have
a voice! Just keep on writing those articles
and songs, and above all keep pickin' and
strummin'. You know, I liked that voice
of yours years ago because it exemplified
the beauty, power and magic of the ordi-
nary, untrained, and natural sound. So
there.

"folksinger," but, tough, I'm going to tell
you anyway that you were a prime influ-
ence on me, just one grain of sand among
many, when I was first starting out sing-
ing and playing folk music. Your great
gifts in the teaching and communicating
of your attitude, beliefs, and instrument
instruction rubbed off on me and a whole
generation of musicians. What I really
picked up was your theme, Hey, you folks
out there, sing and play the music you
really like and don't pursue artistic ave-
nues imposed by the media's brainwash-
ing. And for those just starting out, at-
tempting to be players and singers, trying
to separate false from true, and working
to develop skills, you've always been very
encouraging-you've basically given the
message, You can do this music, too. My
friend, that's good stuff!

Living in the country of Canada
where I was born, I was particularly chal-
lenged by your famous open letter a num-
ber of years ago to learn the musical trad-
itions of my own country and specific lo-
cale, and not get sucked into playing only
music from the United States. Sound ad-
vice, Seeger me b'y, and I'm pleased to
say that many of us Canadians heard you
and followed up on your challenge. I'm
convinced that because of your nudging in
that letter, artists like Stan Rogers were
more appreciated and recognized in their
own country. So thanks again, Pete.

Song leading. Now, Pete, how do
you do it? One of your live solo albums
has you singing and leading the audience
in "Deep Blue Sea," and without a word
of a lie, I experienced many times on suc-
cessive hearings a great wave of emotion
while listening-1 couldn't help but feel
included in the song as I sang along with
that recording. Then, to be in the audi-
ence a few times when you gave concerts
in our neck of the woods, I really felt
myself being drawn in as you led and
lined out the singing-and all this while
you were playing an instrument. Over the

Happy Birthday! Consider this article
as a birthday card with an extended note
of greeting for you. In a way, you've
written to me many times through your
articles in magazines, liner notes on re-
cordings, an open letter to musicians out-
side the US (I first saw it in the Georgia
Straight, and it was reprinted in the
Bulletin 29.4. December 1995), and even
a personal letter in 1968 replying to my
inquiries about banjo teachers. I heard
that you turned 80 in early May this year.
That old devil time seems to sneak up on
us eventually, doesn't it?

You know, Pete, I had never heard of
you until the spring of 1959 during my
last year of high school here in Calgary,
Canada. I tell you, my son, when I first
listened to the Weavers on the Reunion
recording, I fell in love! The music just
nailed me in the heart, mind, and body; it
wasn't just words, words, words that got
to me, there was this great treatment of
melodies and in particular the fiery crack-
Ie of your 5-string banjo! What a sound!
After hearing the banjo played in your
style on the Weavers and other Seeger re-
cordings, I decided in 1962 to learn the 5-
string. I bought an old used Kay banjo
and your book on how to play it, and I
was launched with my first stringed in-
strument. I practiced that strum over and
over ("bumm-tiddy, bumm-tiddy, bumm-
tiddy"), read and followed your tech-
niques and advice, and what do you
know, I became a banjo player. A lot like
you, but a lot more like me. Thanks for
that How To book. You know, Pete, I
still can't read music enough to hurt my
playing, but I can certainly turn some
licks and phrases that might cause you to
smile.

Now I know that you'd like to shy
away from hearing how you, Pete Seeger,
have influenced all those thousands of
folk-style musicians over the last five
decades, and you'd even further like to
downplay the terms "folk music" and



Another important thing I learned
from you was that one doesn't have to be
a star in the music industry in order to be
an authentic musician. I need to remind
myself of that from time to time as a per-
forming folk musician, especially when
gigs are scarce. I recall that your predic-
tion for singers is that if one sticks with it
for a long time, one will have had a
wealth of experiences, met lots of great
people, and in the process made a contri-
bution to the local community. Sounds
like good results to me. Many of us per-
forming musicians get out of focus and all
mixed up at times because much of our
scene is controlled (over-controlled) by
artistic directors, producers, and agents of
every description. If I had a hammer, I'd
gently pound them back into line and
reduce their power somewhat. You seem
to be one who has transcended the nega-
tive aspects of the business and industry
aspects of music and who has maintained

some semblance of fun, joy, and love of
music. I hope all of us musicians can
turn, turn, turn towards these virtuous po-
sitions in our musical lives.

Also, Pete, many singers owe grat-
itude to you for illustrating the importance
of getting ourselves, the singers, out of
the way of songs in order for them to
shine and really be heard. It's more of a
mystical skill, but not impossible to de-
velop. Thanks loads for this one, Pete.

Now, this has been a lengthy epistle,
and a letter to Eve or Adam would be a
lot shorter. But a note to you, a modem
creative originator has to be a little longer
and of some substance. Besides, I may not
have the opportunity to write again.

You'd better face it, Pete, at 80 years
old you are now considered one of our el-
ders and prophets in music. You have ar-
rived at this stage in your life because
you've learned your lessons well from
your own elders as you travelled the jour-

ney. I suppose that your message is To
sing and make music is to live, and to live
is to be a responsible human being in a
tough and troubled world.

Well, precious friend, my birthday
wishes to you include the following: 1)
that you will know soon that the last train
to Nuremburg has really had its last ron-
no more war crimes and indeed no more
wars, 2) that well may the world go even
when you're not that far away, aRd 3) that
you continue, while frailing the banjo, to
keep that thumb popping off the 5th string
on the dy beat of bumm-tiddy, bumm-
tiddy Remember, though, to rest your
thumb on the 5th string on the tid beat
preceding the dy, so it can really snap
when you sound it. 7~~ ~;Yra~

b~ /el..,J
Take it easy but take it,
Barry Luft,
Another Incomplete Folksinger.
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Barry Luft's Pete Seeger Song Contest!

You probably noticed a number of the Seeger song titles lurking about in Barry's open letter to his mentor; we suspect that there
were quite a few others that you have not noticed. (I myself was skunked on about three of them, and I got two by sheer
guesswork-GWL.) We are offering a copy of Barry's CD Lean a Little to whoever can locate all of these titles. If we receive more
than one correct entry, the winner will be drawn from Barry's hat on the opening night of the CSTM annual conference in Calgary,
October 29. Entries must be received in our Station C post office box by October 25. The winner will be announced in the December
Bulletin. The contest is not open to Bulletin editors, Barry Luft, Pete Seeger, or their relations. Good luck!
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August 11, 1999: GWL-1'm not sure 1 do that. 1'0 have to pay attention next time 1'm practicing..
BL-Sure. You can't play fast if you don't.
GWL-I can't play fast, anyway.
BL-I know. /Laughter]

Do you do that?


