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eggy Seeger, now 77, is probably

the nearest thing the folk music

scene has to genuine royalty. She

is singer Pete Seeger's half-sister,

and was partner to the
legendary Ewan MacColl, the well-known
champion of traditional music.

She was born in 1935 in Washington DC.
Her father was Charles Louis Seeger, a pioneer
of ethnomusicology. Peggy, who has four older
brothers, was his first daughter.

“I was the apple of my father’s eye and that
gave me a confidence and a
self-centredness, which often got me into
trouble,” she said.

Peggy's mother, Ruth Crawford Seeger, was a
superb pianist and composer and an
inspiration as a pioneer in American
modernism. In 1930, Ruth became the first
woman to win a Guggenheim Music
Fellowship. She is now considered the
foremost female composer of modernist music
of the 1900s.

Peggy explained: “My mother was the
daughter of a Methodist minister. By the age of
15 she was teaching and composing charming
pieces for her pupils. I particularly love what I
call her “bird compositions’ where she builds
compositions out of bird songs.

“She studied music under my father, then a
professor at Julliard who was separated with
three young sons.

“When my mother returned from Europe
they were married. I never knew her properly
because I was 18 in 1953 when she died. I do
not think you can really know your parents
when you are a child.”

Peggy is well travelled, but loves the UK,
which is why she chose to settle in Iffley,
Oxford. She feels Oxford epitomises all that
attracts her to Britain — its compactness , its
history and culture.

“I fell in love with the British Isles the
minute I landed in 1956 — the country, the
smallness of it, the oldness, the people,” Peggy
explained.

“Ewan (MacColl) and I criss-crossed the
country for 30 years and I learned to
appreciate the architecture and the way the
landscape and speech patterns change every
few miles.”

Folk music is as deeply ingrained in Peggy’s
character as is her love of our country, largely
thanks to her mother.

“During the great depression, one project in
President Roosevelt’s Works Progress
Administration (WPA) programme of the
1930s involved collecting folk music from all
over the United States,” she said.

“People were on the move and it was an

attempt to stabilise communities by opening up

locally-based cultural projects. John and Alan
Lomax recorded thousands of songs and
interviews and deposited them in The Archive
of American Folk Song at the Library of
Congress, where they were made available on
aluminium, cardboard and acetate discs.

“My mother helped the Lomaxes put their
songs into books and spent days, weeks and
months listening to them and transcribing
them.

“The aluminium records were played using
thorn needles. As children, we were given the
task of sharpening the thorns.W e heard chain
gang songs, murder ballads, love laments, long
ballads and so on played over and over. Those
songs are etched deep in my memory,” she
said.

“When I was almost three, I scalded myself

oxfordtimes.co.uk Castaway

Sylvia Vetta discovers why singer and political
activist Peggy Seeger loves living in Oxford

X

Y P i

Peggy Seeger and Ewan MacColl at
the Newport Folk Festival in1960.
Right. Peggy starting out in 1955

Seegers

songlines

badly and was whisked to hospital. I caught
whooping cough in the hospital and so was put
in isolation. My parents said they knew exactly
where I was when they heard a little voice
singing far down the corridor.”

Singing was only one of young Peggy’s skills.

“I started playing piano aged six and guitar
when I was ten. My father was born in Mexico,
so we sang Spanish songs together. The
five-string banjo followed when I was 15, the
autoharp at 20 and the concertina at 24.

“I do not remember when the Appalachian
lap dulcimer crept in. I think my mother had
hoped I would be a concert pianist. I got pretty
good on piano but never got through one piece
in a recital — or got through a recital in one

piece! Nerves are something I never rarely had
playing folk music, but I broke down every
time playing classical music in front of an
audience.”

Can she explain the difference?

“Classical players always produce their
interpretation of a set piece. Folk musicians
improvise as they go along. The
accompaniment is never ever the same.

“Ewan and I ran The Singers’ Club at The
Union Tavern, near St Pancras in London. This
guy came every week, sat in the front row and
always asked for the same song, Henry Lee,
which has a fast banjo accompaniment.
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