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WHO HE WAS

The Man Behind the Music
Huddie "Lead Belly" Ledbetter was more than a musician — he was a living archive of American

struggle, spirit, and song. Born in January 1888 in Louisiana, Lead Belly's powerful voice, 12-string

guitar, and storytelling made him a pioneer of folk, blues, and protest music. His songs captured the

truth of chain gangs, racial injustice, love, and resilience — echoes that still ring loud today.

With a legacy that influenced artists from Bob Dylan to Beyonce, Lead Belly remains one of the most

sampled, celebrated, and misunderstood figures in music history. This document honors his life, his

work, and the impact he continues to have on music and culture worldwide.

"It was Lead Belly first. I knew what it was all about from the very

front. I was right into the blues."

— Janis Joplin

Born Into the South

Huddie William Ledbetter was born on the Jeter Plantation near Mooringsport, Louisiana — the only

son of Wesley and Sallie Ledbetter, sharecroppers who would eventually become landowners in Bowie

County, Texas. That detail matters. Huddie came from people who refused to be defined by what the

world said they were worth. He spent his entire life doing the same.

By the time he was a teenager, he was already performing on Shreveport's Fannin Street — a stretch

of saloons, brothels, and dance halls where every musical tradition of the Deep South collided and

merged. Gospel. Blues. Work songs. Folk ballads. Cowboy songs. Children's songs. He learned them

all and made them his own.

The 12-String Guitar

While most guitarists of his time strummed six strings, Lead Belly's weapon of choice was the

twelve-string guitar — a larger, louder, and more resonant instrument that allowed him to cut through

the noise of street corners, juke joints, and prison yards alike. With it, he layered rhythm and melody

into something that felt at once percussive and harmonic. As Alan Lomax once said, "The twelve-string

guitar was like his orchestra. It gave his voice a power that reached through the microphone and shook

your bones."



THE ROAD HE TRAVELED

Prisons, Pardons & the Library of Congress
Huddie served multiple prison sentences — in Texas for murder, in Louisiana for attempted murder —

on chain gangs and prison farms designed by their very nature to break men's spirits. They did not

break Huddie Ledbetter.

In the Texas penitentiary he wrote a song pleading for clemency from Governor Pat Morris Neff. Neff —

who had publicly promised never to pardon a prisoner — broke that promise and set Huddie free in

1925. The music had done what the law would not.

Five years later he was back in prison at Angola Penitentiary in Louisiana — a prison farm named after

a slave plantation. It was here, in the summer of 1933, that folklorists John Lomax and his son Alan

Lomax arrived with portable recording equipment as part of a Library of Congress project to document

traditional American music.

They found Huddie Ledbetter. And everything changed.
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New York & The Folk Revival

Released from Angola in 1934, Huddie followed the Lomaxes to New York City — arriving, at the age

of 47, into a world that had never seen anything quite like him. He performed at universities, in clubs,

on radio. He moved in the circles of Pete Seeger, Woody Guthrie, Sonny Terry, and Brownie McGhee.

He recorded for the Library of Congress, Folkways, Capitol Records, and RCA Victor. In 1949, he had

his own radio program — Folk Songs of America — broadcast on WNYC in New York on Sunday

nights.

He never had a commercial hit during his lifetime. Six months after he died, 'Goodnight Irene' became

the first folk song to hit number one on the U.S. music charts. The Weavers' version sold two million

copies.



HIS REACH

From Chain Gang Songs to Stadium Stages
There are few artists in American music whose legacy spans genres, generations, and continents quite

like Huddie "Lead Belly" Ledbetter. More than seventy years after his passing, the ripple effect of his

sound can still be heard in folk, blues, rock, punk, and hip hop. This is not coincidence. This is legacy.

Bob Dylan

Bob Dylan once said it was a Lead Belly record that changed his life. "Somebody I'd never seen before

handed me a Lead Belly record with the song 'Cotton Fields' on it," Dylan recalled. "And that record

changed my life right then and there." Dylan's early playing mimicked Lead Belly's storytelling style,

mixing biting social commentary with unfiltered emotional truth.

Kurt Cobain & Nirvana

The late Kurt Cobain famously called Lead Belly his favorite musician. He closed Nirvana's MTV

Unplugged performance with a raw, aching cover of 'Where Did You Sleep Last Night?' — saying

before the performance: "I'd like to play a song by my favorite performer. Our biggest influence — Lead

Belly." Both men made music that didn't just entertain — it exposed.

The Beatles

George Harrison traced the Beatles' lineage directly back to Huddie. "If there was no Lead Belly, there

would have been no Lonnie Donegan; no Lonnie Donegan, no Beatles." Lead Belly's recordings

inspired Britain's skiffle movement, which produced The Beatles and many of the other rock artists who

defined the 1960s.

Beyonce

When Beyonce launched her Cowboy Carter tour in 2025, she wove Lead Belly's 'Looky, Looky

Yonder' into the show as a carefully curated interlude — a historic prison field recording placed in front

of tens of thousands of modern fans. She didn't sing it. She didn't cover it. She let it speak for itself. It

was a deliberate act of remembrance — connecting contemporary country music to its true origin story.

"Lead Belly made songs that outlasted their time. You don't just

cover them — you inherit them."



— Jack White



THE WORK CONTINUES

Preserving His Truth for Every Generation

The Authorized Documentary

Lead Belly: The Man Who Invented Rock & Roll is the only authorized documentary made by his own

family. Directed by Curt Hahn and produced by Alvin Singh II — Lead Belly's great-great nephew — the

film features rare performance footage, family archives, and interviews with B.B. King, Pete Seeger,

Joan Baez, Harry Belafonte, Odetta, Paul McCartney, and more. It stands as the most personal and

comprehensive portrait of Huddie's life and legacy ever committed to film.

"In naming Lead Belly 'the man who invented rock & roll,' it

repositions him not just as an influence but as a cornerstone. Rock &

roll was not born in the suburbs — it was born in the South, in fields,

in jails, in the voices of Black men who strummed stories into song."

— House of Lead Belly Estate

The Smithsonian Folkways Collection

Lead Belly: The Smithsonian Folkways Collection is the most comprehensive document of his music

ever assembled — 5 discs, 108 tracks, 16 previously unreleased recordings, and a 140-page

large-format book. Produced in coordination with the Lead Belly Estate, the John Reynolds

Collection/Lead Belly Society, and the National Museum of African American History and Culture.

The Lead Belly Museum — Marshall, Texas

In February 2026, Marshall, Texas opened a dedicated Lead Belly Museum room inside the Marshall

Texas Depot — the most focused tribute to his Texas legacy ever created. The family traveled from

Nashville to bless its historical accuracy. Lead Belly's great-great niece Terika Dean called it the finest

tribute to him she had ever seen.



THE ESTATE

Curated by Family. Carried Forward with
Intention.
The House of Lead Belly is the official digital home for Huddie Ledbetter's estate — curated by the

family and descendants of Huddie "Lead Belly" Ledbetter. Through archival materials, music, and

storytelling, the estate continues to preserve his truth, honor his contributions, and carry the work of

sharing his influence with the world.

The estate is co-managed by siblings Terika Dean and Alvin Singh II — Lead Belly's great-great niece

and great-great nephew — both based in Nashville, Tennessee.

TERIKA SINGH DEAN

Great-Great Niece | Co-Manager, Lead Belly Estate |

Chair, The Blues Foundation

Terika is a passionate advocate for the

preservation of blues music and a board

member of Folk Alliance International and the

Americana Music Association. She has

represented the estate at the Library of

Congress, the Kennedy Center, and

institutions across the country.

ALVIN SINGH II

Great-Great Nephew | Co-Manager | Director,

Lead Belly Foundation | Lead Archivist

Alvin oversees thousands of historical

items in the Lead Belly Archives and is the

Executive Producer of the authorized

documentary. He has spoken at SXSW,

the Library of Congress, and museums

across the country.
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