
FOOTAGE: PETE SEEGER PLAYING THE BANJO ON TV SHOW “RAINBOW 

QUEST.” 

 

TITLE CARD: 

Pete Seeger: “Dangerous Mistrel” 

 

 

PETE SEEGER TODAY – SITTING IN HIS YARD IN BEACON, NY, HE 

TALKS WITH HIS GRANDSON TAO RODRIGUEZ-SEEGER -- INTERCUT 

WITH RAINBOW QUEST FOOTAGE. 

 

PETE SEEGER: This banjo can do things that a guitar 

can’t do. You get these needlepoints of sound – 

needlepoints are like a star in the sky.  You know 

there’s thousands of stars up there, but you can pick 

out a constellation from them. So, here you’re hearing 

a lot of notes, but there’s a melody there too. 

 

NARRATION: The long tall Yankee with his long-necked banjo 

always claimed that he was more concerned with doing good 

than playing good, but he could still could pick a mean 

banjo. 

 

FOOTAGE: 1930s – TRAVELING ALONG APPALACHIAN ROADS – THE 

HARD TIMES ARE EVIDENT.  

 

NARRATION: Inspired by the music he heard on the field 

recordings of John and Alan Lomax, Pete eagerly accompanied 

his father Charles on a road trip south to a festival of 

mountain music in North Carolina. In the summer of 1936, at 

the same time that Earl Scruggs and other local Carolina 

boys were perfecting a new style of playing the five-

string, Pete Seeger saw it played for the first time in 

Asheville at the 9th Annual Folk Song and Dance Festival. 

 

FOOTAGE/STILLS: 1930s LANDSCAPES AND FARMS AROUND 

ASHEVILLE, NC.  

 

FOOTAGE: CLOSE UP OF 1930S BANJO BEING FINGER-PICKED; 

IMAGES OF ASHEVILLE FIDDLE FESTIVAL, 1935 or 1936? 

 

NARRATION: The symbolic connection between the banjo, the 

people who played it and the songs they played left a 

lasting impression. 

 

FOOTAGE: “DOGGETT’S GAP” (1930) Bascom Lamar Lunsford plays 

fiddle with NC string band, including banjo. 



 

NARRATION: The festival was the brainchild of a country 

lawyer and musician named Bascom Lamar Lunsford, who made 

it his mission to save the old mountain music and folkways.  

  

STILL PHOTOS: ASHEVILLE FOLK FESTIVAL, 1930s; Bascom Lamar 

Lunsford and Samantha Bumgarner. 

 

PETE SEEGER: He had a great big stage in the local 

baseball park. About 2000, 3000 people were there. And 

he'd get a string band playing on stage right. And he 

said "Now you're all in tune with each other and you 

know what you're going to do, and when the light comes 

up on you, you start playing.’ 

 

HANK SAPOZNIK: Bascom Lamar Lunsford was a very savvy 

character, and was commodifying the culture for easy 

consumption. And that made it very simple for, for 

Pete Seeger to come down and feel that he had plugged 

into this. 

 

FOOTAGE: YOUNG PETE PLAYING (TO HEAR YOUR BANJO PLAY) 

 

NARRATION: Pete quickly transformed himself into the Johnny 

Appleseed of folk music.  The instrument he chose as his 

planting tool was the embodiment of his political message. 

He found fertile ground among young urban audiences.  

 

HANK SAPOZNIK: It was an astounding time of self-

invention. The idea of bringing this Southern culture 

to the urban setting – set in motion a continuity that 

is unbroken to today. 

  

ARCHIVAL FOOTAGE: THE VOICE OF ALAN LOMAX INTERRUPTS PETE’S 

PLAYING  

Alan Lomax: Hello there Peter!  

Pete Seeger: Howdy! 

Alan Lomax: Might nice music you are making. 

Pete Seeger: Oh, I’m just warming up. 

Alan Lomax: What’s that funny looking guitar you’re 

playing? 

Pete Seeger: Oh, this isn’t a guitar. This is a banjo. 

Alan Lomax: Well tell me, is the banjo something new? 

Pete Seeger: New? About as new as America is. 

 

ARCHIVAL FOOTAGE OF LABORERS. 

 



IMAGES OF PETE SEEGER PEFORMING.  

 

NARRATION: In Pete’s hands, the 5-string banjo took on new 

meaning and new uses. It became a metaphor for the rural 

working class and a tool for expressing the plight of the 

underdog. Pete’s banjo rang out at union rallies and left-

wing hootenannies with the Almanac Singers. 

 

But the only member of the group who had actually felt 

first-hand the inequities between the rich and the working 

poor was a tragic drifter named Woody Guthrie. Guthrie had 

already found a way to put these experiences into music.  

Hitchhiking and hoboing across country with Woody, Pete 

absorbed some of his most valuable lessons about the 

purpose and power of folk songs.        

 


