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The ‘accidents’ 
that led 
Elizabeth Cotten 
to our ears
by Alexa Peters
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realize there were always really good 
women guitar players,” says John Miller, a 
guitarist and teacher who has transcribed 
much of Cotten’s music for the 
instructional DVD The Guitar of Elizabeth 
Cotten. “I suspect that a lot of the really 
innovative and interesting women guitar 
players were socially relegated to possibly 
playing in church or playing in the 
kitchen, as opposed to becoming 
entertainers. Elizabeth Cotten’s 
professional music career sort of 
happened by accident.” 
 Indeed, it wouldn’t be a stretch to say 
that “by accident” has always been 
Elizabeth Cotten’s style. Nonetheless, she 
always cultivated the gifts she was given. 

Her Brother’s Banjo
 
“Every day at school they would call roll, 
and her teacher called her and she said, 
‘Sis, I know we call you “Sis” but do you 
have another name?’ And Granny looked 
up and said, ‘Yessum. Elizabeth,’ ” 
explains Cotten’s great-granddaughter 
Brenda Evans. “She says she doesn’t know 
where that name came from but she 
named herself Elizabeth because her 
parents didn’t agree on a name for her.” 
 Cotten was born in 1895, in Chapel 
Hill, North Carolina. Her mother, Louise 
Parks Nevilles, was a cook and her father, 
George Nevilles, a dynamite setter.
 “My father was a man,” Cotten told 

ver since the seeger 
family discovered her musical 
gift in the middle of the 20th 
century, Elizabeth Cotten has 
been a beacon for folk 

musicians. Her song “Freight Train” is the 
vehicle generations have used to travel 
into the rich worlds of folk and fingerstyle 
guitar. Still, for someone so vital in 
clearing a path for others, her own story 
exists in fragments, usually incorrect and 
out of time. It’s to the extent that some 
actually thought Cotten was a myth, even 
after her music started reaching wider 
audiences in the 1950s.
 In a sense, it’s understandable that 
Cotten isn’t a household name. She was a 
poor, black woman in the South in a time 
of blatant racial prejudice. Women of her 
era, let alone poor women of color, rarely 
had the luxury or access to become 
professional musicians. Plus, Cotten’s late 
emergence wasn’t predicated by an earlier 
recording career, like it was for 
Mississippi John Hurt and other of her 
peers who experienced a similar 
revitalization mid-century.
 “I think it’s important for people to 

Mike Seeger in an interview for the 1968 
Newport Folk Festival program guide. “He 
never wanted a easy job. If somebody 
offered him a easy job he’d say, ‘Oh, that’s 
a boy’s job.’ He wouldn’t take it.” 
 Cotten, the youngest of five children, 
took after her father’s tenacious drive for 
self-definition. Her love of music began 
with her brother’s homemade banjo, 
which she was discouraged from playing 
because she was left-handed. Regardless, 
Cotten would take it down and play it 
while her brother was at work, usually 
flipping it upside down, breaking a string 
and slinking off before he’d discovered 
what she did. As Cotten recounted 
between songs on her 1983 Live! album, 
he never scolded her, and that was 
encouragement enough.
 Around the time her brother left home 
with his banjo, Cotten, then in the third 
grade, quit school and started working to 
buy her own guitar. In the 1967 Newport 
Folk Festival program, she told Seeger of 
getting hired to clean houses.
 “I wasn’t 12 years old,” she said, “and I 
goes to work for this lady. Her name was 
Miss Ada Copeland. I’d give anything to 
find those people again. She paid me 75 
cents a month. She said I was very smart.” 
 Eventually, Cotten saved up enough to 
buy her first guitar, a $3.75 Stella. It was on 
that guitar that she wrote her iconic song 
“Freight Train” around age 11.
 “I just loved to play,” she told Seeger. 

“That used to be all I’d do. I’d sit up late at 
night and play. My mama would say to me, 
‘Sis, put that thing down and go to bed.’ 
‘Alright, Mama, just as soon as I finish — 
let me finish this.’ Well, by me keepin’ 
playing, you see, she’d go back to sleep and 
I’d sit up 30 minutes or longer than that 
after she’d tell me to stop playing. 
Sometimes I’d near play all night if she 
didn’t wake up and tell me to go to bed.” 
 By 1911, 16-year-old Cotten was 
married with a child, and gradually she 
drifted away from the guitar. If teenage 
motherhood wasn’t enough, her church 
also dissuaded her from playing her 
“worldly” music, as Cotten notes on Live! 
When Pete Seeger asked her about this on 
his Rainbow Quest television show, she 
explained plainly: “When I joined the 
church, they told me not to play the 
ragtime songs and be a member of the 
church.” 
 For the next three decades, she hardly 
touched the guitar. Cotten raised her 
daughter, Lily, and kept house until 
divorcing her husband in the early 1940s. 
She then moved to Washington, DC, where 
Lily was living, to help raise her 
grandchildren. 
 “She was very wise, and I think that 
she was before her time in many ways 
because, first of all, she got divorced,” 
Evans said. “That’s something that 
women then did not do.” 
 Indeed, Cotten and Lily — whom the 

children called Granny and Mama Lily, 
respectively — stayed in DC for many 
years, raising Cotten’s grandchildren and 
great-grandchildren as two loving, 
headstrong matriarchs.
 “When I talk about my great-
grandmother I could go on forever 
because that’s the impact she left on my 
life,” said Evans. “When we were kids, she 
raised me as her daughter. Me, my 
brother, and my first cousin, she and her 
daughter, my grandma: We all lived in one 
big house and the kids had a great big 
bedroom at the front of the house. 
Imagine this — two double beds, a fold-up 
cart, a twin bed, and a kid on the floor. 
That’s where we slept. And she slept in 
that room with us.”
 Evans, now 64, remembers her great-
grandmother Elizabeth as her “angel on 
Earth.”
 “Granny always called me ‘Sweetie 
Pie,’” she says. “And when I needed 
something sewn or made for a play she 
would hand-do it. She would get the 
thread and have me thread the needle 
and get the material, and from scratch she 
would make skirts — whatever I needed. 
She was caring, you know.”
 Everyone in the house, including 
Cotten, either went to school or worked. 
Then, around 1947, while Cotten was at 
one of her temporary jobs, she met the 
Seegers. She told the story on Rainbow 
Quest:

E

“Taj [Mahal], the Seegers, the Grateful Dead — all these people just 
took her as extremely important. From there, her music radiated 
out to other people.”
John Ullman
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 “When I came to Washington to live, ... 
I worked at Lansburgh department store. 
They gave me a job selling dolls. I was just 
there for the holidays. Thanksgiving, 
Christmas, and New Year’s. Mrs. Seeger —  
Mike Seeger’s mother, Pete’s stepmother —  
walked in. She came in with two fine-
looking children. That was Peggy and 
Barbara. She bought two dolls, one for 
each child. While she was waiting for the 
dolls to get wrapped, Peggy got lost in the 
store. I happened to be the one to find her 
and bring her in to her mother. Peggy was 
crying and I never could stand to see 
children cry, so when I brought her in the 
tears were coming down on my cheeks.”
 Grateful, and touched by Cotten’s 
visible empathy, Ruth Seeger gave Cotten 
her telephone number in case she ever 
needed work. A month later, Cotten 
became the housekeeper for one of the 
most influential musical families of the 
20th century. They were the first to call 
her “Libba,” a nickname that would stick.

Music in the House

Ruth Crawford Seeger was a famed 
avant-garde composer and music 
teacher, and her husband, Charles 
Seeger, was one of the pioneers of 
modern-day ethnomusicology. Their 
children, especially Mike, Peggy, and 
Pete — Charles’ already-prominent son 
from a previous marriage — also made 
significant contributions to American 
culture as musicians, activists, and 
folklorists. As a whole, the Seegers were 
instrumental in documenting and 
disseminating the traditional music of 
Appalachia and elsewhere for new 
generations of listeners who otherwise 
may not have been exposed to it. And, 

because of Ruth and Charles’ com-
mitment to folk music — and Pete’s — 
 the Seeger household was an epicenter 
of folk music activity.
 “Mike and Peggy would be sitting 
eating dinner and there’d be a knock on 
the door and it’d be Lead Belly or Woody 
Guthrie,” says John Ullman, who, along 
with his wife, Irene Namkung, became 
Cotten’s agent. “It was a pretty heavy 
environment.”
 As their housekeeper, Cotten was 
cooking while listening to the children’s 
piano lessons, arranging the sheet music 
and Hit Parade magazines on the coffee 
table, and dusting around the five-string 
banjos and acoustic guitars. Naturally, she 
got to thinking about making music again.
 “Peggy kept her guitar hanging in the 
kitchen. When Mrs. Seeger went and 
started teaching music, I would pick up 
Peggy’s guitar and take it into the dining 
room and I’d close the doors so that I 
couldn’t be heard,” Cotten said on 
Rainbow Quest.
 One day, while Cotten was playing 
“Freight Train” for herself, a teenaged 
Peggy and Mike Seeger overheard her. 
Dumbfounded, they begged Cotten to 
teach them her song, offering to dry 
dishes for her so they could listen to her 
play.
 Eventually, the Seegers discovered she 
had more than just “Freight Train” in her 
repertoire, and Mike started to record the 
songs. Those early kitchen recordings 
gave Cotten the chance to perform in 
small living room shows for prominent 
people like senators James Abourezk and 
John F. Kennedy.
 “When you love something, it never 
leaves you,” explains Evans, recalling her 
great-grandma’s return to music. “And by 

the Seegers’ playing and encouraging her, 
they took whatever reservations she had 
away from her. I think that the Seegers 
played a major role in terms of her being 
‘discovered.’ ”
 By 1957, Mike Seeger had helped 
Cotten release her first album, Elizabeth 
Cotten: Negro Folk Songs and Tunes, 
reissued in 1989 as Freight Train and 
Other North Carolina Folk Songs and 
Tunes by Smithsonian Folkways. It’s on 
that album that a 12-year-old Evans sings 
“Shake Sugaree.” 
 “Every night, after she finished her 
household chores, she would play and 
practice the guitar,” says Evans. “Every 
night, she would play and I would think, 
‘How does she make the guitar sound 
like this?’ It was remarkable how she 
played. That’s how ‘Shake Sugaree’ came 
about. We were little kids, and she said, 
‘You all listen to this tune, help me write 
some words to this melody.’ All of us 
kids had verses in that particular song.”
 Until her death, Cotten often called 
Evans to come out and sing with her, 
because she knew how much Evans loved 
to sing. The pair had many colorful 
experiences while touring — namely at 
the Newport Folk Festival and the 
Smithsonian Folk Festival — where Evans 
had the chance to meet luminaries like 
B.B. King and Joan Baez.
 “I used to beg to sing,” recalls Evans. “I 
love music and I love all genres of music, 
and Granny exposed me to a type of music 
that I probably would not have been 
exposed to if not for her — folk music. 
Back then, the Supremes and 
Temptations were just coming up. I didn’t 
know anything about folk music. Black 
youth didn’t listen to folk music.”
 Indeed, the folk revival was primarily 

a phenomenon of the white American 
youth, as was much of the later 
counterculture revolution. It was the white 
bohemians who learned Lead Belly’s 
“Goodnight Irene” in the quads of their 
college campuses and wore out their 
recordings of The Weavers.
 As editors Ajay Heble and Rob Wallace 
wrote in their book, People Get Ready, 
“White musicians were learning to play 
and sing in the styles of both white and 
black folk musicians, yet at the same time, 
many older black musicians were having 
their careers rejuvenated by the revival, 
and the styles of music they played were 
being exposed to people who had long 

forgotten them or had never heard them 
in the first place.”

Learning and Teaching

Ullman and Namkung were among this 
young group obsessed with the 
rediscovery of traditional songs. They 
went to Reed College in Portland, Oregon, 
which had a concert series that brought to 
campus traditional artists like Reverend 
Gary Davis and others. “The people I was 
around [at Reed] said if you’re serious 
about getting into folk music, learn 
‘Freight Train,’ ” Ullman recalls. “That’s 
sort of the model song for fingerstyle 

guitar. So, I started trying to learn that. 
Then people told me, ‘Go see this guy 
Barry Hansen and he’ll lend you whatever 
records that you want.’ ”
 As Ullman and Namkung fanned the 
flames of their obsession, kindled by 
Cotten’s music, they started booking acts 
at Reed. Eventually, they began the Seattle 
Folklore Society with friends Phil and 
Vivian Williams in the mid-1960s. To this 
day, the society works to preserve and 
support folk music in the Pacific 
Northwest.
 “We started putting on concerts,” 
Ullman says, “but the significant thing is 
that we wanted to have these people 
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around and learn from them. It wasn’t so 
much that we were performing a public 
service as we were following our desires to 
learn this stuff.” 
 In 1968, Mike Seeger brought Cotten 
on tour in the Pacific Northwest with his 
band New Lost City Ramblers. That gave 
Ullman the chance not only to book 
Cotten, but also host her at his house and 
get to know her personally. 
 “We had Libba on tour maybe four or 
five times a year, and two or three of those 
times she might stop through Portland 
and stay at our house,” says Ullman. “She 
really liked turkey — roast turkey. She 
basically said, I can’t make that for myself 
anymore, so we’d make it for her. Then 
she would make chicken and dumplings 
for us. That was her go-to dish. 
 “One night,” he recalls, “I got up and 
walked into the kitchen and Elizabeth was 
sitting at the kitchen table and she’d 
gotten the [leftover] turkey out and she’d 
made herself a turkey sandwich that was 
three or four inches thick. She had the 
sandwich halfway between the plate and 
her mouth. She looks at me and she says, 
‘John, you know, some old people don’t 
have an appetite. But me, I’ve got an 
appetite. And you know why? Because I 
don’t give up.’”
 Ullman and Namkung became 

Cotten’s official agents in the early ’70s, as 
she toured in promotion of Freight Train 
and Other North Carolina Folk Songs, and 
her second release, Shake Sugaree, 
Volume Two, which Smithsonian 
Folkways released in 1967. 
 It was at a pair of 1969 shows that 
Ullman and Namkung booked, at Bellevue 
Community College and Seattle’s 
University Friends Meeting House, that 
Flip Breskin first heard and fell in love 
with Elizabeth Cotten’s music. Breskin, 
along with Ullman and Namkung, are 
among some of the only people outside of 
Cotten’s family that got to spend quality 
time with her during the height of her 
career. As a consequence, they have 
unique insight into who Cotten was and 
are full of unheard memories of Cotten 
that go beyond her often-told vignettes. 
Both elucidate, too, the important role 
Cotten played for many in the Pacific 
Northwest, where she often toured.
 Breskin was enrolled in a music 
theory class at Bellevue Community 
College when she was asked to introduce 
their special guest, Libba Cotten, for a 
show in the lunchroom later that day. 
“People were playing pool, eating, 
talking, rattling dishes. They were not 
there to hear Libba ... I listened and was 
not particularly moved or interested,” 

Breskin said.
 A couple of nights later, Breskin went 
to see Cotten again at the University 
Friends Meeting House, the Quaker 
facility near University of Washington.
 “Quakers are into listening and that 
space was set up for it. Everybody was 
there to listen. And, something happened 
out of that chemistry — there was support 
for Libba to pour her whole heart and soul 
into what she was playing. And, at some 
point, while sitting out there in the 
audience, my heart filled up and then 
poured over into tears. And I sat there 
shaking with tears rolling down my 
cheeks and came out of that concert 
thinking, ‘I could do that and that’s worth 
doing.’ I think it was a key pivot point for 
my whole life.”
 Breskin has since spent her life deeply 
committed to learning music and 
encouraging others to do the same. Aside 
from being a noteworthy concert 
promoter, teacher, and folk musician 
herself, Breskin was instrumental in 
starting Puget Sound Guitar Workshop, a 
summer music retreat grounded in 
sharing and learning songs from a diverse 
community of musicians. The camp has 
been an incredibly impactful for a large 
community of musicians in the Pacific 
Northwest and beyond, but without 

Cotten, Breskin isn’t sure it would’ve 
happened.
 In 1971, Breskin and Cotten met again 
when Breskin booked the coffee house at 
Western Washington University and 
brought Cotten to play. Breskin ended up 
hosting Cotten for dinner that night, and 
from then on the two were close. Breskin 
fondly refers to the legend as her “guitar 
grandma.” The learning gift Cotten gave 
Breskin inspired Breskin to offer that 
same gift to others.
 “We hung out, meaning we would 
[play guitar] and she would let me learn 
her stuff. Her process was to sit and play 
the same tune up to speed all the way 
through for a couple hours straight while I 
hung on to her coattails and tried to figure 
out what she was doing. She was 
extraordinarily patient.”

Always Recognize

Cotten, who personified dignity, wasn’t 
the type, even in jest, to boast about her 
newfound popularity. She was humble 
and always strived to see the humanity in 
others. 
 “She didn’t change at all [after she 
became known]. She did not change not 
one single bit,” said Evans. “She 
respected everybody. I never seen her 

disrespect anyone. Our household was 
one that if a homeless person walked 
down the street, … two women who 
didn’t know them would have them 
come in and have a meal. I raised my 
kids that way. ... You can determine 
which way or how to do so, but always 
recognize people. She taught me that.” 
 What people found so welcoming 
about Cotten’s music, and the progenitors 
of the traditional styles in general, was 
that their songs and performances were 
so consistently raw, idiosyncratic, and 
human, the antithesis of much of the 
hyper-produced music of the day. 
 “What I had [before hearing Libba] 
was the people who had learned from the 
real stuff, who were one step removed and 
far smoother. It had been cleaned up so 
that the singing was all on pitch, there 
weren’t extra beats to measures, and it 
had been Europeanized. Bob Dylan was 
the only one who didn’t sing ‘pretty,’ and 
there was a way he was very reassuring to 
me that someone could sing and not have 
to be [perfect],” Breskin said. “Then I 
heard Libba,” she adds, clarifying that 
Cotten was one of the first non-
commercial folksingers she’d ever met, 
and the impression she left ran deep.
 Beyond her raw, human approach to 
the music, Cotten defied the standards of 

the day in the way she played — flipping a 
right-handed guitar upside down, thereby 
changing the way the strings lay on the 
fretboard. The lowest pitched string, often 
used for bass notes, lay by her index 
finger, and the high-pitched strings used 
for melody lay by her thumb. This gave her 
melody a fatter, warmer sound and her 
bass a finer, sharper bounce. This is 
opposite of how a guitar is played by the 
typical right-handed player, and was 
wholly unique to Cotten.
 “When I was transcribing her,” 
explains John Miller, “because she 
played left handed and upside down, I’d 
be watching her and I’d be saying to 
myself, ‘What’s she doing with the bass?’ 
I’d be watching her picking thumb and 
realize that she was using her thumb to 
play the melody and her index finger to 
play the bass. So, even after I knew 
[what] the method of her [guitar] 
playing was, I still had to remind myself 
constantly that she’s not using her 
picking hand as I’m accustomed to it 
being used.” 
 Though self-taught, Cotten had an 
active imagination and an ear for 
contrapuntal movement — a nuanced 
musical technique. This gave her songs 
intricate interior lines within the chords, 
like you might hear sung by the alto and 

“I don’t think she’s taught [to guitar students] as much as she 
should be. I think it’s partially because people think her music is 

so much simpler than it is. It’s subtle and it’s sort of high-concept, 
a lot of it. It’s not simple conceptually. But I think because it’s not 

really flashy, people don’t appreciate how complex 
what she’s doing was.”

John Miller

Because I Don’t Give Up
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tenor voices in a choir. She put less 
emphasis on repetitious triads (chords 
built from the root note up in perfect 
thirds), than other songwriters typically 
did. 
 “I don’t think she’s taught [to guitar 
students] as much as she should be,” says 
Miller. “I think it’s partially because 
people think her music is so much 
simpler than it is. It’s subtle and it’s sort of 
high-concept, a lot of it. It’s not simple 
conceptually. But I think because it’s not 
really flashy, people don’t appreciate how 
complex what she’s doing was.
 “For instance,” he adds, “ ‘Freight 
Train’ as she did it is just absolutely 
perfect. The melody is perfect, the interior 
voice leading is perfect, it’s like all the 
choices are perfect. But as the song has 
been picked up and played by Nashville 
guitarists, they pretty much always 
change the melody in ways that are not 
improvements and, similarly with the 
voicing choices, the little interior 
movements tend to be lost.”
 While she was living, Cotten often 
noticed how her songs were misplayed, 
and though she never discouraged 
anyone, she did point out that fact. “I 
remember her commenting about how 
the white folks always do it wrong,” says 
Breskin. “White people [came from the 
European tradition] and played the root. 
She never hit the root of the chord except 
at the very end of the song. She 
commented on [the variations] and 
noticed. For her to actually say something, 
it was a very big deal, but she could give 
you ‘the look.’ ” 
 Despite that “look,” Cotten was a 
generous and patient teacher. She was 
delighted when someone wanted to learn 
her music, and she would play for anyone 
who asked, for as long as they needed. 
 “She was giving me a huge gift of 
respecting me as a learner,” says Breskin. 
“Having complete confidence that given 
the time, I could figure it out.”
 As she aged, Cotten’s influence grew 
more profound. At 90, she became the 
oldest woman ever to win a Grammy, for 

Elizabeth Cotten Live! She continued to 
tour and perform solo and with 
performers like Hazel Dickens, Alice 
Gerrard, and Taj Mahal, all the way up 
until her death in 1987. 
 Even now, contemporary folk 
musicians are discovering Cotten and 
determining her story must continue to 
be told. Among those artists is Portland-
based singer-songwriter Laura Veirs, who 
tells Cotten’s story in a forthcoming 
children’s book titled Libba.
 “My parents sang ‘Freight Train’ to 
[get] me to sleep when I was a kid,” says 
Veirs. “And then I learned her music when 
I became interested in country-blues 
guitar. What I liked about her story was ... 
she believed that people could accomplish 
anything at any age. That’s a good 
message for children.” 
 Indeed, Cotten had an undeniable 
effect on everyone with whom she came 
in contact. “Taj [Mahal], the Seegers, the 
Grateful Dead — all these people just took 
her as extremely important,” notes 
Ullman. “From there, her music radiated 
out to other people.”

‘You Might Think about Looking’

One night in 1987, Ullman and Namkung 
were having a hard time sleeping. After a 
restless night, they were awakened at 5:30 
a.m. by the ringing telephone. “I staggered 
into the office room and I picked up the 
phone and it was Jackie [Torrence],” says 
Ullman.
 Torrence is a masterful storyteller, 
and another client Ullman and Namkung 
represented. About a year prior, Torrence 
and Cotten had bonded at a show that 
Ullman had booked for them. That was 
the only time the two women had met.
 “Jackie said she’d just had this 
dream about Libba,” Ullman recalls. 
“They were sitting on this porch in 
North Carolina, and Libba said, ‘Don’t 
the sun look pretty as it’s setting in the 
evening?’ And Jackie said, ‘I don’t see 
the sunset anymore, I’m so busy 
working and traveling.’ And Libba says, 

‘You might think about looking.’” 
 As Torrence finished the account of 
her dream, the call waiting beeped on 
Ullman’s phone. He switched it over to 
find Cotten’s grandson, Larry Ellis, on the 
line. Cotten had just passed away at her 
home in Syracuse, New York. 
 Breskin spent that night sleepless, too, 
playing Cotten’s songs with a friend. In a 
meticulously put-together photo book, 
Breskin still has several rarely seen 
photos of Cotten. One reveals Cotten’s 
sweet, freckled face in a close-lipped 
smile, her eyes cast on Breskin, a soft 
hand wrapped around guitar frets. She is 
pensive, maternal, in her gaze.
 “The depth of her musicality, and the 
apparent simplicity, opened the doors 
and inspired huge numbers of people,” 
says Breskin. “Taj Mahal quoted that he 
wouldn’t have gone where he went 
without her example as a left-handed 
guitarist. My generation, if you wanted to 
play fingerstyle guitar, the first tune most 
of us learned was ‘Freight Train.’ ” 
 As it usually goes — particularly for 
poor women of color — Cotten’s true 
legacy has only begun to crystallize now 
that she’s gone. And it’s extending beyond 
the professional musician and 
ethnomusicologist circles that originally 
revered her. 
 She lives on through listeners who 
never even liked folk music until they 
saw her pick the strings; through music 
hobbyists who shared, and continue to 
share, with friends in living rooms and 
around campfires; through the 
generations of children who were 
soothed to sleep by family renditions of 
“Freight Train.” Perhaps Cotten’s 
greatest legacy is seen through her 
great-granddaughter Brenda Evans, who 
still sings and now creates her own line 
of jewelry. Like so many others who have 
been touched by Elizabeth Cotten’s life 
and music, Evans’ unfazed pursuit of 
her passion, her gift for bringing others 
together through honest expression, 
mirrors that of her incomparably 
influential Granny Libba. ■
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