
A MEETING WITH PETE SEEGER IN A STARBUCKS
IN KENNEWICK, WASHINGTON

DURING THE 2016 FEDERAL ELECTION

As I waited for my coffee, I noticed him 
over where we placed our orders: a tall scrawny man 
with bald head and full white beard, 
dressed in sweatshirt tucked into sweatpants. 
He finished saying something to the young woman 
behind the counter, moved across to where I stood 
and angled himself to watch the employees 
working the espresso machine. I could see his pants were patched 
on the back of one leg above the knee 
with one of those strips of repair cloth ironed on from inside 
a garment, that shows through a rip or, in this case, hole. 

His posture, like other lanky elderly men 
I’ve known, was slightly stooped, as if his extra height 
was potentially an affront, best reduced a little. 
Though the singer had been dead 
two and half years, or perhaps because of that, 
his manner was calm as he observed the baristas 
concocting our drinks as fast as they could. I wondered 
what he had been speaking about with the woman 
who inquired what we customers wanted and keyed the answer 
into her computer. Afterwards, she had asked me 
how my day was going. I imagined that Seeger 
would have no use for small talk during this election, 
as when Goldwater had threatened to obliterate us 
in a nuclear war, or when Nixon, throughout his campaign that 
trounced George McGovern, kept evoking the silent majority, 
who Nixon insisted wanted more killing in Vietnam. 

I thought Seeger possibly told her: When Peter, Paul and Mary 
made my friend Lee Hays’ song a hit, they sang, “The wars are 
long, the peace is frail, the madmen come again. 
There is no freedom in a land where fear and hate prevail.” 



Which sure applies today. Yet when I performed that tune 
as one of The Weavers in the 1950s, the lyrics were 
“And now again the madmen come 
and should our victory fail? There is no victory in a land 
where free men go to jail.” Which might be taken at the moment 
as protest against mass incarceration of black lives. 

Except that the face of the placid young woman taking Seeger’s order, 
a white person, like most here wearing Starbucks aprons, 
had shown no change while the musician spoke, 
which, I reasoned, her face would have if he suddenly brought politics 
or the history of a song she’d probably never encountered 
into their conversation. “Mr. Seeger,” I broke into his thoughts. 
The beard swung in my direction, along with 
self-assured eyes. “Do you remember a number you used to sing 
that has the line ‘Isn’t this a terrible time?’” I gestured at 
the large strip mall past the store’s windows— rows of parked sedans, 
pickups and SUVs, a few yellowed leaves scattered 
across the asphalt, an avenue jammed with vehicles beyond. 
“A different song claims this is the home of the brave. 
Yet the air and airwaves contain so much fear. What should—?” 
Suddenly my name was called from the counter and I 
automatically stepped forward to secure my coffee. 
When I swiveled back toward him, cup in hand, 
he wasn’t there. Still, I heard in my head: 
I never believed, like Woody did, a guitar 
could kill fascists. But speak out, sing up 
—I’m aware this advice seems platitudes— 
keep a sense of humour, love the Earth 
as much as your country, your neighbour 
more than your country, even though 
he or she can be damn annoying, notice and listen 
with patience, because the planet will turn for a while to come 

and you’ll know what needs doing. Join the fight 
to realize a better world for all, and you’ll be less afraid 
of fear. I felt a hand on my shoulder 



though the closest patrons were seated at a table 
several feet from where I clutched my purchase. 
If you’ll excuse me—that voice again— 
I’m away someplace else. A faint whistling began, 
breath through lips, the melody at once confident 
and wistful. 

          “Is something wrong 
with your drink, sir?” a voice behind me asked. 
“You look as if maybe—” “No, no,” I replied. 
“It’s alright.” But the sounds now were only 
hiss of steam from the coffee maker, chatter in the room, 
and amid the street’s traffic, a distant siren. 
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