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He let's Libba try out the guitar, but shows her the 
right way to play it.



"This feels weird!" She says. She flips it upside 
down so it feels better in her hands, because she's 
left handed.

"That's not the right way to play it." Her brother scolds 



She keeps trying, and ends up 
breaking one of the strings.
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"If you can get your own guitar, I'll teach you. Can't 
have you break my only one."
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So Libba started saving every penny she earned.

She worked for a wealthy family, helping out wherever they 
needed it.

She can't wait to get her first paycheck, but when it comes 
she realizes she will be saving for a while. However, she thinks 
of playing with her brother and stays determined.



Finally, Libba gets her last few cents to 
afford the guitar.



She qoes to the store and buys it on her



But, she walks in the door to grim looks from 
her mother and brother

"What's going on? Look, I got my guitar!" 
She says.



Her brother sits her down and explains 
everything.

"Libba, I'm not gonna be able to teach you 
to play. Mom and I decided I need to take 
the train up north to find work. It's the only 
way I'm gonna make a living for us. The train 
takes off at 5 in the morning."

Libba burst into tears. She knew she was 
going to miss her brother very much.



They hugged and kissed, and Libba helped him pack 
for his train after she calmed down.
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In the morning, Libba woke 
up early to go with her 
brother to the train. Out of 
instinct, she grabs her new 
guitar.

They finally get to the train station, and it was time for her 
brother to leave. "I'll see you later! Dont you forget about 
fho oil li+or " "Mr> \a/o\/I" <o\/c I ilmlmo



As the train departed, Libba realized how much she 
would miss her brother. But there was still one part of 
him that she had to keep. So she used it as her voice. 
And it turned out, Elizabeth was speaking for miore than



People of all backgrounds found themselves in the words 
Elizabeth sang and the tunes she picked.Through folk 
music and the blues, Elizabeth passed down the stories of 
those who struggled to put them into words.

And of those who weren't there to tell it themselves.



A Note the Authors

Elizabeth (Libba) Cotten, born January Sth, 1893, is an African American 
songwriter and guitarist from Carrboro, NC. Her life and talents have left 
a lasting impact on the world of American Folk music, so much so that 
we were inclined to share her grace with the rest of the world through 
the medium of a picture book. While this kind of book has a remarkable 
ability to spread an idea to the masses, the unfortunate trade-off is that 
we cannot go into all the details about the amazing life of Elizabeth. So, 
for the fellow readers who cannot help but to wander farther into the life 
of our subject, we have included some notes on her life.

Libba was very musically inclined in her earlier years, beginning to learn 
songs on her brother's borrowed guitar at age 9. Because Libba was left 
handed, and the only guitar available to her was for right-handed 
individuals, she chose to hold the guitar on the opposite side than the 
typical guitar player would. This led to her herself an entirely new 
method of playing the guitar that would later come to be known as

"Cotten Picking" for the unique sound she created. Her self-teaching 
was quite successful, because by the age of 12 she was writing and 
playing her own songs.

Eventually, her brother told her that she needed to get her own guitar 
and stop using his. So, she saved up every last penny that she could and 
had her mother take her to the store to buy a brand new Sears and 
Roebuck guitar. They ended up buying the guitar for $3.75. This was not 
the price listed in the store, but Libba was short of some change and the 
cashier could tell she really wanted it and sold it to them.



> Sadly for Libba, as she got older, members of her church began scolding her for
• playing her non-secular tunes on the guitar. She was soon told that she was no 

longer allowed to play and gave up playing except for a few occasional church
• performances. Because of this, there was a wide musical gap in Libba's life. At the 
? age of 17 she was married to Frank Cotten and had a daughter named Lillie. They 
J would move around the eastern U.S before settling in D.C. After Lillie was

married, Libba divorced Frank and moved in with Lillies family.

It was not until Libba's later years as she was working in a department store 
i that she would rediscover her musical passion. A charming lady walked into her
> store that made Libba look twice and think about how nice this lady appeared. 
B Coincidentally, as Libba was tending the store, she would find a child who had
• been wandering the isles looking for her mother. This little girl happened to be

Peggy Seeger, daughter of Ruth Seeger, the same lady Libba had been admiring 
J earlier. After Libba returned the girl to her mother, in an act of what could have 
J only been pure destiny, Ruth asks Libba if she would like to come work for her. 
J Libba happily leaves her job and moves into the Seeger's house. There, she 

discovers that the Seegers are a very musical family with a deep passion for the 
art. She begins picking up their instruments to play, and when the Seegers hear 
her, they are amazed. They became determined to show the world her playing.

> Mark, Peggy's son, began recording her songs at home and Libbas popularity
> started to grow. Soon enough, she'd be putting out records and playing shows 
B like no other. She performed all the way through her life until her death in June,
• 1987.




