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9Original lyric by Woody Guthrie, date unknown



Will Geers’ apartment building
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Woody Guthrie first arrived in New York 
City on a cold, blizzardy day—February 
16th, 1940—after hitchhiking across 
the country from Los Angeles. He took 
up residence on West 56th Street with 
friends, actors Will and Herta Geer, 
whom he first met in Los Angeles in 
1939. Will Geer, years later well-known 
for his TV role as Grandpa Zebulon 
Walton in The Walton’s, had come to 
NYC to star in the Broadway production 
of Erskine Caldwell’s Tobacco Road. 

While in Los Angeles, Geer was 
incredibly influential, introducing 
Woody to the various political and labor 
movements. He also helped get him 
work, including a bit part as an extra in 
Pare Lorentz’s 1940 film The Fight for 
Life. (In a five second shot, a 27-year-
old Woody Guthrie sits on a stoop, 
strumming a guitar. The guitar part was 
later overdubbed by a “professional”).

The Geers’ provided Woody with a 
couch to crash on, and connected him 
to the progressive NYC entertainment 
community. As a result of Geer’s efforts, 
Woody was booked into several benefit 
concerts; perhaps most importantly 
the “Grapes of Wrath Evening” to 
benefit the John Steinbeck Committee 
for agricultural workers at the Forrest 
Theater (230 West 49th Street, now 
the Eugene O’Neill Theater) on March 
3rd, where he met some of the most 
important people in the burgeoning folk 
scene: Lead Belly, Pete Seeger, Harlan 

County coalmining organizer Aunt Molly 
Jackson, and Alan Lomax who worked at 
the Library of Congress. 

Excited by Woody’s performance and 
his discovery of a new “authentic” voice 
from the West writing original material, 
Lomax immediately invited Woody to 
Washington, D.C. In March, 1940 he 
recorded hours worth of stories and 
songs about Woody’s life and travels for 
the Library. The Library Of Congress 
Recordings was eventually released  
in 1964. 

While living at the Geers’, Woody spent 
his days writing songs like I Don’t Feel 
at Home on the Bowery No More, 
and his evenings earning a few bucks 
gigging at bars along the Bowery and 
10th Avenue where the merchant 
seamen hung out. When he had earned 
enough for a week’s lodging, he moved 
over to Hanover House located at 6th 
Avenue and 43rd Street, taking Herta’s 
prized Martin guitar with him.  

Written while at the Geers; Woody’s 
lyric, I Don’t Feel At Home On The 
Bowery No More, gives us a nice 
portrait of this elegant apartment 
building, which no longer stands, and 
describes Woody’s reaction to finding 
himself living in NYC’s finest: “I seen an 
apartment on 5th Avenue/a penthouse, 
and garden, a skyscraper view/A carpet 
so soft, with a hard-wood floor/I don’t 
feel at home on the Bowery no more.”

1. 
Will and Herta Geer’s apartment  
West 59th Street at 5th Avenue, Midtown Manhattan

February 16th–22nd, 1940
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Tobacco Road playbill starring Will Geer, 1940
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Woody returned to New York in April 
1940, following his visit to Washington, 
D.C., where he recorded his songs and 
stories for the Library of Congress with 
Alan Lomax. While in Washington, he 
struck up an easy friendship with Pete 
Seeger who was then also working for 
the Library.

Seeger returned to NYC with Woody and 
the two men took up residence with 
Harold Ambellan and his wife Elisabeth 
Higgins, here in their top floor loft. Both 
Ambellan and Higgins were artists and 
political activists, creating sculptures 
and ceramic tiles, as well as musical 
and literary works. They were among a 
new generation of young NYC artists who 
began combining their working studio 
with their living space. 

This loft-style living scene was becoming 
popular with musicians and artists of all 
fields in the 1940s. They opened their 
lofts for informal public performances 
and exhibits, drawing audiences from 
family and friends. Through these 
venues, they were able to gather and 
share their work with the public, creating 
a template for the next generation of 
NYC artists in the 1960s and 1970s. 

Woody and Pete often performed here 
at so-called “Ballad Nights” where they 

were able to raise a few bucks to help 
pay the rent. One of the frequent voices 
often heard at these “Nights” was an 
up-and-coming folksinger named Burl 
Ives, who became a popular film and 
recording star in the 1950s (“A Holly 
Jolly Christmas”).

While living here, Woody and Pete 
collaborated on a new songbook of 
protest songs in the folk tradition. After 
five weeks of work, the first draft of Hard 
Hitting Songs For Hard Hit People was 
completed. It was published in 1967. 

Woody wrote a some important songs 
at this location: Vigilante Man and 
Hard Travelin’ have become two of his 
most enduring and often recorded. The 
Ballad of Wild Bill Hickok, written for 
a broadcast on DuPont’s Cavalcade of 
America radio show, aired on November 
6th, 1940. 

It was also here, among this vibrant and 
energizing group of artists and writers, 
that Woody began the first draft of his 
autobiographical novel, Bound for Glory. 
His visits to the Ambellans’ loft became 
so frequent that they eventually built a 
wall around the small cot he used in the 
back, creating a little bedroom where he 
was always welcome. 

4. 
Harold Ambellan and  
Elisabeth Higgins
31 East 21st Street, 3B  
Flatiron District, Manhattan

April, May, & October 1940
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Following the release of Dust Bowl Ballads in the summer of 1940, Woody received 
offers to appear on numerous NYC radio shows: CBS’s Model Tobacco Company’s 
Back Where I Come From; Sanka’s We, The People and Pipe Smoking Time; NBC’s 
Cavalcade of America; and appearances on WNYC, New York’s public radio. He wrote 
to Alan Lomax, “They’re giving me money so fast, I’m using it to sleep under.” In the 
short time since his arrival, Woody Guthrie had become a New York City success 
story. With money and critical acclaim pouring in, and his popularity growing, he sent 
for his wife Mary and their three young children, Gwen, Sue, and Bill, who were living 
in Pampa, TX. 

Mary was thrilled to be reunited with Woody at this four-room furnished apartment, 
complete with refrigerator and piano. Welcoming Mary to their new life, Woody 
composed The New York Trains, which described the confused arrival of his Texas 
family into Grand Central Station. As Mary remembers, “We didn’t know you had to 
have a meet-up point. We figured it was a small depot with a light bulb, like we had 
in Pampa.”  

Their apartment became the social hub for Woody’s new friends. Alan Lomax, Lead 
Belly, Sonny Terry, and Brownie McGhee continuously streamed in and out, bringing 
friends, and their friends, playing music throughout the days and nights.

5.
Woody and Mary Guthrie’s apartment
5 West 101st Street, 4th Floor, Upper West Side, Manhattan
Tel#: ACademy 4-9571

November–January 1941

25Woody and Mary Guthrie with children Gwen, Gail, Carolyn, Sue, and William Rogers at the Bronx Zoo, 1940
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