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“Home on the Range”

Kimirgr MecHEM

HE night Franklin D. Roosevelt was first elected president a
group of reporters sang “Home on the Range” on his doorstep
in New York City. He asked them to repeat it, and made the
statement, so it was said, that it was his favorite song. Later he
often listened to the ballad at the White House, and it was reported
that at Warm Springs he frequently led his guests in singing it.
Stories of the President’s approval soon made “Home on the
Range” one of the country’s hit songs. By 1934 it had moved to the
top on the radio, where it stayed for six months. Everybody sang

it, from Lawrence Tibbett to the smallest entertainer. Radio chains,
motion picture companies, phonograph record concerns and music
publishers had a field day—all free of royalties, for there was no
copyright and the author was unknown.

At its peak the song was literally sung around the world. Writing
from Bucharest, William L, White, son of William Allen White of
Kansas, said:

They all know American songs, which is pleasant if you are tired of wars
and little neutral capitals, and are just possibly homesick. And the nicest
thing of all is that every one of them knows Home on the Range and for the
equivalent of one United States quarter in the local money you can get them
to play it over and over during the evening while you sprawl back on the soft
leather cushions and drink beer and think about Chase County, Kansas, or
your lost youth or some of the girls you used to know.l

Even in the Antarctic, the penguins heard how the deer and the
antelope play. When Admiral Richard E. Byrd was asked how he
had passed the time during the six months when he was alone at
the South Pole, he said:

1. John Lomax, “Half-Million Dollar Song,” The Southwest Review, Dallas, Tex., v. 81
(1945), p. 8. Lomax is here quoting from the Dallas News of May 24, 1940,
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For entertainment I took with me an old style Edison phonograph and a
few favorite records. After I had read my instruments and had written up my
records for each day during the early months of my stay, I gave myself daily
concerts, always playing the song that tells about the land of sunshine where
the sky is not cloudy all day. Later, when the cold grew more intense, my
phonograph, operated by a spring, froze up and wouldn’t go. I couldn’t even
play my favorite record, so I found myself breaking the loneliness by singing
“Home on the Range” against the cold, bleak darkness of the South Pole.2

Such sudden and world-wide success was probably never equalled
by another song. Then even more suddenly every radio station in
the United States was warned to take “Home on the Range” off
the air. A suit for infringement of copyright had been filed in the
courts of New York for half a million dollars against 35 individuals
and corporations, including the National Broadcasting Company
and many large publishing houses. The suit was brought in 1934
in the name of William and Mary Goodwin of Tempe, Ariz. They
claimed that Goodwin had written the words of a song entitled “An
Arizona Home,” and Mrs. Goodwin the melody, and that the copy-
right had been registered on February 27, 1905. This, they de-
clared, was the parent of “Home on the Range.” 3

The song at once ceased to be published or recorded or sung by
professional singers. The defense of the suit was taken over by the
Music Publishers Protective Association. Samuel Moanfeldt, a
New York lawyer, was employed to investigate the claimants and
to discover if possible the origins of the words and musie. This was
an assignment that started him on a three-months’ tour of nearly
every state west of the Mississippi.

At the outset, Moanfeldt discovered that all popular versions of
the song could be traced to 1910 and the researches of one man.
This was John Lomax, whose experiences as a collector of folk musie
are as fascinating as the songs he gathered.

Lomax grew up in Texas near the old Chisholm trail and as a boy
wrote down many of the cowboy songs. He attended the University
of Texas, where an English professor once told him the songs were
worthless. “Just another example of the crudity of America,” the
professor said. But later, at Harvard, their value was recognized
and Lomax was given a three-year traveling fellowship. This con-
firmed him in his career. For 40 years he combed America for its
native music: Through the cypress swamps of the South, in the
Kentucky mountains, among sailors on the Great Lakes, in peni-
tentiaries, saloons and lonely bunkhouses. The result is now in

2. Ibid., p. 2.
8. Ibid., p. 8.
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to sing,” said my friend.

That same afternoon I found my man behind his saloon shack with his
hat pulled down over his eyes, his head tilted back against a mesquite tree.
When I shook him awake and told him what I wanted he muttered, as he
looked at me with bleary eyes, “I’se drunk. Come back tomorrow and I'll
sing for you.”

I spent all the next day under the mesquite with this Negro. Among the
songs he sang for me was “Home on the Range,” the first time I had heard
the melody.

From the record I made that day down in the Negro red-light district
(they used stolen switch lanterns to advertise the trade), Henry Leberman,
a blind teacher of music at the State School for the Blind in Austin, a few
weeks afterwards set down the musie. Leberman used earphones and played
the record over and over again until he felt sure that he had captured the music
as the Negro saloonkeeper had rendered it. This musie, printed in the 1910
























































































