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21 even before Jack Kerouac and his beatnik

friends went on the road-Woody
Guthrie had logged endless miles of
hard travelin’ During the 1930s and
'40s, Guthrie and his guitar rambled—
hitching rides on trucks, jumping
freight trains, or simply going it on
foot—to bring a vast repertoire of folk
songs and Okie humanism to anyone
who would listen. And after seeing the
entire country for himself, Guthrie
recorded his grand vision of the
United States in the musical travelog,
“This Land Is Your Land still one of
the country's best-loved anthems.

As a singer-songwriter steeped in
the American folk tradition, Guthrie
inspired the likes of Pete Seeger and
Bob Dylan, who transmitted his legacy
to socially conscious rockers from
Bruce Springsteen to U2, But, in a
broader sense, as America's great
20th century troubadour, Woody
Guthrie is patron saint to every musi-
cian who ever set foot on a tour bus
and ventured out to play music from
town to town and person to person.
It's here, with the help of road-tested
artists Billy Bragg and Wilco, that the
road to Mermaid Avenue begins.

Bragg, who could be Guthrie rein-
camated in the body of cockney post-
punk, says, “For me, someone who's
always wanted to sit at the front of the

coach and look out the window while
we drove around America, Woody's
been a great inspiration. In some ways,
he was the first of the ramhling out-
siders. There was no glory attached to
it, he did it out of necessity, and came
back and wrote about it”

Wilco's Jeff Tweedy also invokes
Guthrie when recalling his time on the
road. “Any feelings I've had of hard trav-
eling, of hardships I've had to endure in
the way Wilco tours, | guess Woody
has stood as a reminder that this isn't
50 bad)' he says.

Billy Bragg and Wilco are part of
the generation who descended from
Guthrie's lineage: Bragg as left-wing
protest singer, Wilco as songwriters
drawing from folk idioms, and both as
touring musicians. But like most of
today's rock acts, their primary connec-
tion to Guthrie’s music came second-
hand, either from being Dylan fans or,
for Tweedy, singing “This Land |Is Your
Land” in elementary school. Neither
would've dreamed they'd one day-—
more than 30 years after Guthrie's
death—count themselves as Guthrie's
collaborators.  Yet with Mermaid
Avenue, an album that features
Guthrie's lyrics set to original music by
Bragg and Wilco, that's precisely what
they've done.

First Stop: Brooklyn
Mermaid Avenue is the street in Coney
Island, Brooklyn, where Woody Guthrie
and his second wife, Marjorie, settled in
the '40s and had four kids. It's where
Woody continued to live until the mid-
'50s, when he was diagnosed with
Huntington's disease and entered the
hospital to live under nurses' care. It's
also where he wrote many of the songs
that Bragg and Wilco recorded for
Mermaid Avenue.

Work an the album began in 1995,
but its roots go back maore than four
decades. Though Guthrie recarded only
a couple hundred songs, he's estimated
to have written several thousand during
his lifetime. For the vast majority of
songs that went unrecorded, no
evidence exists today of their melodies
or musical accompaniment. What
remains, however, is lyrics—lots of
them—stored since 1957 by family and
friends in what has become the official
Woody Guthrie Archives. It's from this
vast well of untouched freasures that
Mermaid Avenue draws.

When Woody's daughter, MNora
Guthrie, who now manages the
archives, got the idea to have a contem-
porary artist compose new music for
her father's unrecorded songs, rather
than tumn to someaone whose take on
Guthrie is well-documented—Seeger,
Dylan, Springsteen, or even her
folksinging older brother Arlo Guthrie—
she thought instead of Bragg.

Second Stop: London
“| think Mora wanted someone of a dif-
ferent generation to come in with a dif-
ferent perspective! Bragg says. “She
wanted to get the songs out that weren't
obviously Woody Guthrie songs, for the
world to see another side of her father”
While somewhat unconventional,
the choice of Bragg was hardly a
stretch. Like Guthrie, Bragg often per-
forms solo with rudimentary guitar
accompaniment, and is known for
singing about unions and political strug-
gles. But where Guthrie sang of migrant
workers and the fight against fascism,
Bragg amived in the '80s singing of
Thatcher's Britain. “In England, people
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described me as a one-man Clash
Bragg says. “When | came to America,
people started describing me as some-
one in the tradition of Woody Guthrie!

Though Bragg was somewhat
daunted by the prospect of collaborat-
ing with his long-deceased hero, after
visiting the Guthrie archives and sesing
the vast amount of good material, he
was hooked. ‘| realized this wasn't the
last few scraps—that after | have a go,
we can all have a go,’ Bragg says. | felt
less intimidated knowing | wasn't taking
on the entire legacy of Woody Guthrie, |
was just kicking the door in?







