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Louise Shropshire with close friend Rev. Dr. Martin Luther king Jr. (Cir. 1962)  





 

 



 

 



 



 

 



 

 

 

 

 



 







 



Second Copyright in Song Book entitled: His Precious Blood                                        
/ July 18, 1955 /  # EP91496

 

 

 



 



 

 

 

Excerpt from Pete Seegerõs 2012 book, òPete Seeger: In His 

Own Wordsó 

òThe Guantanamera Storyó 

 

      òIn 1971 I was welcomed warmly to Havana by Joseito. (a well-known 

Cuban songwriter). Three years earlier (maybe 4) I wrote the Cuban society of 

composers explaining why my name was listed as one of the authors [of 

Guantanamera], and that I did not i ntend to keep one penny of any royalties 

for the song.  

      Perhaps something has happened since then to make for a 

misunderstanding.  

òéKeep in mind that when a white singer sings an Afro-American song, he/she 

is stealing.  

òéBut here is what I said: éBecause of US policy to Cuba, Harold Leventhal 

suggested to me that unless someone else copyrighted the song, i t would 

become òpublic domainó and no money would ever reach Cuba, or Hector or 

Joseito, so I agreed, on the understanding that all royalties would  go into an 

escrow, until they could all be sent to Cuba. My name on the Copyright (along 

with Hectorõs and Joseitoõs) was simply to facilitate this. I did not want my 

name in it, but I was told that unless it was, the copyright could not be 

controlled, an d no money ñor credit ñwould ever get to Cuba.  

I think Joseito should get major credit for the songéI wish my name were not 

connected with it. All I did was change one note.ó ðPete Seeger 
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 The Folk Process  

In 1960 , Rev. Fred Shuttlesworth would make yet another visit to the 

Highlander Folk School in Monteagle, Tennessee. While there, he meets with Myles 

Horton, Pete Seeger and Guy Carawan. Earlier that year, Shuttlesworthõs two 

daughters, Pat and Ricky along with his son, Fred Jr.; attended a six -week youth 

camp there. 1  

 

Rev. Fred Shuttlesworth and Myles Horton / 1960 Highlander Folk School/ Courtesy Fred 

Shuttlesworth Foundation  

  That same year, unbeknownst to Louise; Pete Seeger files what he later refers to 

as a òdefensive copyrightó for We Shall Overcome.2 The song lists Pete Seeger, Guy 

Carawan, Frank Hamilton, Zilphia Horton and Myles Horton as co -òadaptorsó to the 

song and all five now claim copyright ownership. Seegerõs manager, Harold Leventhal; 

the likely òbrainsó of the operation, co-owns the publishing rights to the song through 

his publishing company: TRO / Folkways Publishing . (TRO Music is the same 

publisher that  scandalously  PUBLISHED  and exploited , along with  Pete Seeger , 

Solomon Lindaõs òMbube ó aka ò Wimowehó  aka ò The Lion Sleeps Tonight.) 

                                                           
1
 Personal interview with Fred Shuttlesworth Jr.; September. 10, 2010; Cincinnati, Ohio 

2
 Seeger. Pete / ñWhere Have All The Flowers Goneò1993 / P. 33 / W.W. Norton and Co. 



                                  

                   Pete Seeger                            Guy  Carawan                        Zilphia Horton                         

                     

             Myles Horton                Frank Hamilton                      Harold Leventhal /  

                                                                                 Seegerõs Manager and Publisher  

  Pete Seeger asserts that he filed the copyright  on the advice of his publisher  

òto prevent somebody else from doing soó.3 It would seem this statement alone calls 

into question his actions and  motiv es. One would have expected Seeger to stat e he 

filed the copyright be cause the original song was in the public domain , and therefore 

within his legal right to do so .  Seeger would refer later to the  practice of claiming 

music that didnõt belong to him as òThe Folk Processóña euphemism used to desc ribe 

the method by which some folk singers  hijacked lyrics and or melodies from old work 

songs, Negro Spirituals and hymns,  fashioned them into commercially secularized 

works,  then attempted to profit from their exploitation by securing new copyrights for 

the se derivative work s.4 Was Seeger in effect  operating his own  musical òchop -shopó?  

Folk singer, Woody Guthrie õs son, Arlo Guthrie  would later allude  to this 

nefarious practice:  òThat sort of method used to raise howls of plagiarism, 

                                                           
3 Pete Seeger interview with Amy Goodman for Democracy Now; September 4, 2006; 

http://www.democracynow.org/2006/9/4/we_shall_overcome_an_hour_with 

 
4 !Y tǊŜǎǎΤ нллпΤ YƭŜƛƴΣ WƻǎƘǳŀ κ tƛǘŎƘŦƻǊƪΦŎƻƳ κ нллу κ άLƴǘŜǊǾƛŜǿǎ κ tŜǘŜ {ŜŜƎŜǊέ 

http://pitchfork.com/features/interviews/7543-pete-seeger/ 

http://www.democracynow.org/2006/9/4/we_shall_overcome_an_hour_with
http://pitchfork.com/features/interviews/7543-pete-seeger/


Guthrie added, òUntil Pete Seeger came along and renamed it `the Folk 

Process.' Thank God for Pete.ó5  

The òFolk Processó became a device by which often unscrupulous and 

unexceptional  songwriters  would pick -pocket songs from naïve, disadvant aged and 

disenfranchised Black s with little to no education. Although some claimed to have 

done it for the sake of preserving so -called òAmerican Folk-Cultureó, even a  blind 

man could see , it was the  money.   

The Myth 

But  what else besides money could have motivated Pete Seeger and his 

accomplices to secure a co pyright for òWe Shall Overcomeó; knowing full well they 

were claiming a sacred Gospel song  authored by someone other than themselves ? In 

an excerpt from his own book, òEverybody Says Freedomó Seeger begins to r eveal 

himself:   

òThing is I didnõt know anything about protest music. After I got in and was on 

the bus rides, I learned how to recreate old songs with new words.  I saw other people 

do it and then I did it. ðNatural evolutionó6ðPete Seeger 

Perhaps in an attempt to deflect some public contempt for this act,  the credits 

listed on Seegerõs 1960  version of We Shall Overcome  list the following:  

òInspired by African-American Gospel Singing, members of the Food and 

Tobacco Workers Union, Charleston SC, and the s outhern Civil Rights  

Movementó7  

Of course, a dding these superficially thoughtful words to his sheet music  

would  not have cost Seeger or his associates  a single ducket .  

 

With no more than their own testimony, the òfolk-fiveó alleged that Zilphia 

Horton, one of the copyright claimants, first overheard the song on a unio n picket 

line in the late1940õs as sung slowly by a black woman named Lucille Simmons. 

Seeger stated that it had been a popular Gospel song at that time, adding that he 

learned  it from Zilph ia Horton in 1946  and then taught it to Guy Carawan and 

Frank Hamilton in 1950. 8 Suspiciously, o ther than the testimony of Seeger and the 

                                                           
5 .ƻŜƘƳΣ aƛƪŜ κ [ƻǎ !ƴƎŜƭŜǎ ¢ƛƳŜǎ κ aŀǊŎƘ мΣ мффмκ άtƻǇ .Ŝŀǘέ άSo Timeless, So Timely, So Arlo : Witty Guthrie 

IƻƴƻǊǎ ǘƘŜ tŀǎǘ ŀǎ ²Ŝƭƭ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ tǊŜǎŜƴǘ ŀǘ /ƻŀŎƘ IƻǳǎŜέ http://articles.latimes.com/1991-03-21/entertainment/ca-

736_1_arlo-guthrie 
6
 Seeger, Pete and Reiser, Bob; Everybody Says Freedom; W.W. Norton and Company; p. 8, 85 

7 DƭŀȊŜǊΣ WƻŜΤ [ŀōƻǊΩǎ ¢ǊƻǳōŀŘƻr; University of Illinois Press; 2002; p. xiv 

 
8
 Seeger, Pete and Reiser, Bob; Everybody Says Freedom; W.W. Norton and Company; p. 8 

http://articles.latimes.com/1991-03-21/entertainment/ca-736_1_arlo-guthrie
http://articles.latimes.com/1991-03-21/entertainment/ca-736_1_arlo-guthrie


four others , who  currently receive royalties for  We Shall Overcome , no other 

independent accounts exist  confirming tha t this mythological event ever occurred.  

In numerous bo oks and interviews, Pete Seeger  has attempted to justify  his 

claim of copyright ownership by propo sing that his òadaptationó was inspired by a 

song entitled òIõll Overcome Somedayó, composed  by Rev. Charles Albert Tindley. ðA 

song that was in the public domain in 1969 when Seeger et al copyrighted We Shall 

Overcome. Rev. Charles Albert Tindley did in fact compose a song entitled Iõll 

Overcome, which was copyrighted in 1901  and although  Tindleyõs hymn does have 

some lyrical resemblances to We Shall Overcome, one need only listen to Tindleyõs 

hymn to dismiss the probability  that it was the inspiration for W e Shall Overcome.  It 

is drastically different in key and time signature.  

In addition, any similarities in Tindleyõs lyric and We Shall Overcome, are 

rendered immaterial  in comparison to the substantial lyrical similarities between 

Shropshireõs If My Jesus Wills and We Shall Overcome, which can be read and heard 

by the lay -person, to be beyond t he possibility of coincidence. Any argument based 

on lyrical similarity  for Tindleyõs hymn being the basis for We Shall Overcome, 

actually helps prove that Shropshire õs hymn; being much more similar and 

popularized in the 40õs and 50õs, is in fact the inspiration for We Shall Overcome.  

More importantly, Tindleyõs hymn was in the public domain in 1954, when Louise 

Copyrighted If My Jesus Wills.  

As Louiseõs song was under copyright in 1960, TRO and Seegerõs copyright 

claim s is  invalid; considered by US Copyright Law to be an una uthorized derivative 

work and therefore provided NO COPYRIGHT PROTECTION.   

The Facts 

Louise Shropshire received confirmation of her two copyright s for If My Jesus 

Wills  in 1954ésix years before the TRO, Seeger et.al. copyright. Compare her lyrics 

to Seegerõs and judge for yourself:  

(If My Jesus Wills ©1954 /L. Shropshire )                   (We Shall Overcome ©  1960  Seeger et al )                                                     

Iõll overcome,     We shall overcome,  

Iõll overcome,     We shall overcome,  

Iõll overcome, someday;    We shall overcome someday, Oh  

If  my Jesus wills, I  do believe,                   If My Jesus Wills, I Do Believe                    Deep in my heart, I do believe that  

Iõll overcome someday                           We shall overcome someday   

      



It is not difficult to  deduce  that Louise Shropshireõs lyrics were  in fact,  plagiarized ñ

leaving little  dou bt that her popular Gospel hymn;  If My Jesus Wills, was the basis for 

We Shall Overcome.  

 As a child, I was taught that  taking something which  didnõt belong to you was 

called stealing. Is it possible that Pete Seeger and the ot hers were not also taught this, 

or is it possible they simply didnõt care? Could money alone have been their motivation 

for carrying -out such an act ? And what made them think they could get away with it?  

It turns out that Pete Seeger and Guy Carawan are our star 

witnesses:  

 

The Pete Seeger Interviews 

In 2006, Pete Seeger purged himself in a recorded interview to an organization 

called beliefnet.com.  In his outspoken interview with Wendy Schuman, Seeger 

actually sings a few verses of Louise Sh ropshireõs òIf My Jesus Willsóñthe song he 

asserts was the òOriginaló from which We Shall Overcome  was adapted:  

The transcript below was taken from that intervi ew, and is in Pete Seeger's own words:  

Wendy Schuman : òDo you have a favorite spiritual song or music?ó  
 

PS: òéI was deeply, deeply changed by the Civil Rights  movement. Iõd 
always liked what they called Negro spirituals and I sang ôem for the fun 

of it, òSwing Low Sweet Chariot,ó or òDidnõt My Lord Deliver Daniel,ó or 
òJoshua Fought the Battle of Jericho.ó  

Iõve often felt that some of these songs may have gotten European 
melodies, but all of them have African treatment. For example, i t might have 

been a slave looking through the window at a dance in the big white house, 
and the fiddler is playing òThe Irish Washerwomanó on the fiddle [sings tune]. 
Out in the cotton fields the next day the slave is in the field is singing òRock-a 

my sou l in the bosom of Abraham, rock -a my soul in the bosom of Abraham.ó 
Obviously just a slowed down different rhythm, but it was basically òThe Irish 

Washerwomanó tune.ó 

òHowever, other tunes are African. Allan Lomax [the folk music 

ethnologist] taught me som e work songs sung by black prisoners in Southern 
chain gangs, and I heard on a tape recording when they invented tape, around 
1950, a professor come back from West Africa with the exact same tune for a 

song which Iõd learned with English words. The song I knew [sings], òHeõs long 
John, heõs long John, heõs long gone, heõs long gone, like a turkey through the 

corn, like a turkey through the corn, with his long clothes on, with his long 
clothes on. Heõs long John, long gone.ó And so on. And that exact same melody 



was being sung with African words. So thereõs a lot more African in American 
music than most Americans realize.ó 

WS: òWhatõs the origin of òWe Shall Overcome,ó the hymn of the Civil 
Rights  movement, which you popularized?ó   

PS: òNobody knows exactly who wrote the original . The original was 

faster.  [Sings] òIõll Be Alright, Iõll Be Alright, Iõll Be Alright é.deep in my heart I 
do not weep, Iõll Overcome someday.ó Or òdeep in my heart I do believe .ó 
And other verses are òIõll wear the crown, Iõll wear the crown ,ó and òIõll be 

like Him, Iõll be like Himó or òIõll overcome, Iõll overcome. 

òIn 1909, some coalminers were on strike and one of them writes a 

letter in the United Mine Workers Journal of February 1909, òWe started 
every meeting with a prayer and singing that good old song, ôWe Will 

Overcomeõ.ó So it could have been in the late 19th century sometime that 
some union people put union words to the gospel song. It was in 1946 that 
Lucille Simmons, a tobacco worker, liked to sing it very slowly. òWeõll 

overcomeéó itõs called long-meter style. And basses and other voices have 
time to feel out all sorts of harmonies, so you get a group of people who can 

harmonize and you just get extraordinary complex harmonies.  

òTwo friends of mine, Frank Hamilton and Guy Carawan, started 

singing, òWe shall overcomeó in this way, and they liked it so much that Guy 
taught it to some 70 young people in 1960, at a workshop called òSongs in the 
Movement.ó It was the hit song of the weekend. I was there, in Tennessee at 

the Highlander Folk School.  

òIn Raleigh, North Carolina was the founding convention of SNCC, and 

somebody shouted, òGuy, teach us all ôWe Shall Overcomeõ!ó Within a month 
this song was all across the South, Texas to Florida to Virginia, there was not 
a song, it was the  song.  Three years later I got the audience singing it at 

Carnegie Hall , it was my best -selling record I ever had. And the song 
went around the world. ó9  

 

 

 

 

                                                           
9 {ƘǳƳŀƴΣ ²ŜƴŘȅΤ .ŜƭƛŜŦƴŜǘΦŎƻƳ ά¢ƘŜ tŜǘŜ {ŜŜƎŜǊ LƴǘŜǊǾƛŜǿέ όнллсύ  

http://www.beliefnet.com/Entertainment/Music/2006/08/Pete-Seegers-Session.aspx 

 

http://www.beliefnet.com/Entertainment/Music/2006/08/Pete-Seegers-Session.aspx


Excerpt from page 33 of Pete Seegerõs 1993 autobiography entitled, 
òWhere Have All the Flowers Gone":  

Pete Seeger:  

 "In 1963, I recorded [We Shall Overcome] at a Carnegie Hall Concert. Within a 

few years it was known worldwide. In 1994 in a small village near Calcutta, 
India, a man and his daughter sang it to me in Bengali.  

"My manager and publisher, Harold Leventhal, said 'Pete, if you don't copyright 
this song, some Hollywood character , will...So Guy, Frank and I allowed our 
names to be used, but  we set up the We Shall Overcome Fund, chaired by Dr. 
Bernice Johnson Reagon . All royalties from any recording of the song g o to this 
nonprofit fund, which distributes the funds 'For Black Music in the South'"  

Excerpt from Pete Seegerõs February 2007 Interview with journalist, 

Jeffrey Rogers of Acoustic Guitar Magazine : 

Seeger : "It was my late manager, Harold Leventhal ña very wo nderful guy, a 
close friend ñwho said, 'Pete, you know if you donõt copyright this, some 

character out in Hollywood will copyright it, and next thing you know theyõll 
have a version where it says, "Come on, baby, you and me will overcome 

tonight." If we wan t to keep it from being mistreated, youõve got to copyright it.' 
 
"I said, 'I didnõt write the song. I just arranged the guitar arrangement.' 

'Thatõs good enough,' he said. So Frank, Guy, and also Zilphia Horton, our 
names are on the copyright. Four white people . At that time we didnõt know 

the name of Lucille Simmons, who had sung it [when Horton learned it from 
striking tobacco workers].  
 

We put down that all royalties go the We Shall Overcome Fund. Bernice 
Reagon, of Sweet Honey in the Rock, is the chai rman of that fund, and she and 
others get together every year down in Tennessee and give out several 

thousand dollars for black music in the South. [Royalties] come in from all over 
the world. You know itõs sung in every part of India in the local language.ó 

 

The Guy Carawan Interview 

 

Excerpt from the 2010 book òSinging-Outó: An Oral History of America's Folk Music 

Revival :      Guy Carawan , on the origins of òWe Shall Overcomeó: 



 

 ò[Frank Hamilton and Pete Seeger and my] names were on the copyright at that time; 

so we took the money and put it in a fund. I was the only one working down there for 

about five years spreading that song out in California. He'd heard it from Zilphia 

Hort on, who had worked in the South and in the labor movement and died in 1954. 

She learned that song from black people.   

 òThe old words were:  

ôI'll overcome someday , I'll be all right  

I'll wear the cross, I'll wear the crown  

Iõll be like Him, Iõll Sing my song somedayõ10 

 

Louise Shropshireõs additional verses:  

 

òGonna wear  a new robe, someday  

 Gonna  sing a new song, someday ,   

 Gonna get my crown , somedayéó 

In addition, Louiseõs If My Jesus Wills, featured the words: òéI Do Believe éó which 

do not  appear in the Charles Albert Tindley hymn. They do of course;  appear 

prominently in Seegerõs 1960 unauthorized derivative work.  

 

Providing a rare, honest perspective on this type of misappropriation; in an 

article for Western Folklore magazine, Pete Seegerõs father, musicologist, Charles 

Seeger wrote:  

 

"Perhaps the Russians have done the right thing, after all, in abolishing copyright. It is 

well known that conscious and unconscious appropriation, borrowing, adapting, 

plagiarizing, and plain stealing are variously, and always have been, part and parcel of 

the process of artistic creation. The attempt to make sense out of copyright reaches its 

limit in folk song. For here is the illustration par excellence of the law of Plagiarism. 

                                                           
10 5ǳƴŀǿŀȅΣ 5ŀǾƛŘ YƛƴƎΣ .ŜŜǊΣ aƻƭƭȅΤ ά{ƛƴƎƛƴƎ hǳǘΥ !ƴ hǊŀƭ IƛǎǘƻǊȅ ƻŦ !ƳŜǊƛŎŀΩǎ Cƻƭƪ aǳǎƛŎ wŜǾƛǾŀƭǎέ όнлмлύ hȄŦƻǊŘ 

University Press /  p. 142 

 



The folk song is, by definition and, as far as we can tell, by reality, entirely a 

product of Plagiarism." 11   
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Lastly, please see the following links below: 

 

1. August 2012 Robert Goins Shropshire confronts Pete Seeger: http://youtu.be/zp0duggMzgc  

2. 2006 Pete Seeger Interview: http://youtu.be/A3q -_4kE8RI 

 

3. Louise Shropshire's former children's choir singing If My Jesus Wills: 

http://youtu.be/JKIsI7jjnjw  

4. Azuza Pacific Gospel Choir singing Louise ShropshireΩs άIf My Jesus Willsέ: 

http://youtu.be/yaepVkRmV3U   

 

 

 

 

          

End of Report 

                                                           
 
11 {ŜŜƎŜǊΣ /ƘŀǊƭŜǎΤ ά²Ƙƻ hǿƴǎ CƻƭƪƭƻǊŜΚ ς! wŜƧƻƛƴŘŜǊέ κέ²ŜǎǘŜǊƴ CƻƭƪƭƻǊŜέ Vol. 21, No. 2 (Apr., 1962), pp. 93-101 

/ Western Folklore Society / 

http://www.jstor.org/discover/10.2307/779765?uid=3739560&uid=2129&uid=2&uid=70&uid=4&uid=3739256&si

d=21100768791081 

 

http://youtu.be/zp0duggMzgc
http://youtu.be/A3q-_4kE8RI
http://youtu.be/JKIsI7jjnjw
http://youtu.be/yaepVkRmV3U

