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WRVA Old Dominion Barn 
Dance: The History of a Radio 

Station, Sunshine Sue a 
Program and the Promotion  

of Hillbilly Music
By Dave Sichak 

Documenting the history of the 
WRVA Old Dominion Barn Dance and 
its iterations over the years includes 
some challenges. One is the history of 
the radio station from its inception. A 
second is how the show itself evolved 
over the years from “WRVA Barn 
Dance” to the name that became known 
and finally the “New Dominion Barn 
Dance” when it finally ended. The main thrust will be 
the time period (Or should we consider it an ‘era’?) when 
Sunshine Sue (Workman) was the “femcee” of the show 
and helped manage the roster. Then there is the venue 
where the show broadcast from - the studio, the Mosque 
Theater, the Lyric Theater that was later leased by WRVA 
and renamed the WRVA Theater as well as other places 
such as the Venus Theatre, John Marshall Hotel when the 
WRVA Theater was booked. Over the years, the reader will 
see that many country music legends graced the stage of 
this show. 
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The Radio Station — WRVA
The station was created and put on the air by the 

Larus and Brother Tobacco Company and began operating 
as the “House of Edgeworth”. The call letters were seen 
as a short abbreviation for Richmond, Virginia - WRVA. 

Local Richmond newspapers in the mid-1920’s 
covered the development of the new radio station, often 
with front page stories. The station’s first day of broadcast 
was at 9:00pm on November 2, 1925. The News Leader 
(Staunton, Virginia) reported on November 1 that the 
station was the best of its time and would have an initial 
power of 2,000 watts. It was to be broadcast on a wave 
length of 256 meters (1170AM). 
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The first week on the air, WRVA was only on the 
air on Monday night and Thursday night, with special 
(“elaborate”) programs.

Already on the air by WRVA’s November 1925 debut 
were such well known stations as KDKA in Pittsburgh, 
Pennsylvania; WSM in Nashville, Tennessee; WLW in 
Cincinnati, Ohio; WHO in Des Moines, Iowa; KPO 
in San Francisco, CA; KFI in Los Angeles, California; 
WGN, WJJD and WLS in Chicago, Illinois. 

The studio was located in downtown Richmond on 
Main Street between 21st and 22nd Streets. Its initial 
power was said to enable it to drown out the powerful 
signal from KDKA that was next to it on the radio dial. 

The Bee in Danville, Virginia reported on November 3 
how the initial broadcast was heard over the air in Danville. 
The reception was said to be good, but evidently the 
frequency was very near that of a station in Chattanooga, 
Tennessee that interfered with the broadcast at times. The 
paper reported that Governor Trinkle gave a “...warm 
eulogy of Virginia in his characteristic flamboyant style.” 
But Governor-elect Harry Flood Byrd was unable to attend 
in person and sent a message of regrets. 

The commerce department licensed the station to 
Larus and Brothers, Inc. on November 13, 1925. 

Reading some of the early program listings in the 
newspapers shows a mixture of entertainment. Country 
music was heard perhaps during the “Country Fiddlers” 
10-minute program at 10:35 on November 16, with 
Messrs. Wallace Sr. and Jr. performing. Also on the air 
was the Sabbath Negro Glee club, the Bedouins Orchestra 
and various piano, violin and tenor soloists. On another 
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air date, the station featured a string quartet from the 
Confederate Old Soldiers’ home and old-time camp songs. 
The station appears to end each broadcast day with the 
tune “Carry Me Back To Old Virginny”. 

The News Leader in Staunton, Virginia reported that 
the New Year’s Eve broadcast over WRVA in 1925 would 
feature the inaugural broadcast of the “Edgeworth Party 
Night.” The station wanted to provide three solid hours 
of dance music starting at 10:30pm and running through 
1:30am. The idea was to enable anyone who had a radio 
and could pick up the station to plan a party and be assured 
they would enjoy three hours of dance music. It was to be 
a regular feature each month going forward. One might see 
that the station was already beginning to see how such a 
‘live’ program could attract an audience. 

By February 1925, the new station in Richmond was 
capturing the mind set of reporters for newspapers who 
were seeing the possibilities of this new medium. The News 
Leader in Staunton cited a Richmond News Leader article: 

“it emphasizes anew the amazing interlocking of interests 
that have been wrought by the radio. From the narrow confines of 
a court or Senate chamber, the voice and personality of a leader is 
now spread to the farthest confines of his state. The whole country 
will soon be at the other end of the receiver, and we may well live 
to see the day when the world will be an audience.”

Snippets of music of a country style were seen in the 
WRVA program listings in early 1926. The Berry Blackwell 
String Band, who performed twice in one evening, caught 
our eye but we could not find any other information about 
this group. The Country Fiddlers returned one evening. On 
another day, a Ukulele artist got air time. The Smithers 
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Hawaiian Players appeared several times in April. Otto 
Kibler was a young harmonica player who appeared on 
the air several times and was said to be quite popular in 
the area. One of his tunes was “Wreck of the Old 97” 
that generated favorable response, both over the air and in 
personal appearances. J. Harold Lawrence, a blind piano 
player was another who was featured in several broadcasts. 

Early on, we read that the station in its earliest days was 
a “non-commercial” station. Studio Director of WRVA 
wrote the Staunton Chamber of Commerce about the 
station’s invitation to have the city featured on a WRVA 
broadcast with its local artists. Mr. Holtzle stated: 

“We do not sell time on the air; we do not charge for 
broadcasting, and in return we do not offer any financial com-
pensation to the artists, who broadcast on these programs. In fact, 
you can have no paid artists on the program as this is a strictly 
non-commercial station in every aspect and our license with the 
Authors’ and Composers’ association (ASCAP?) does not permit 
paid artists to broadcast.”

This type of featured broadcast caught the attention of 
other local cities. WRVA even heard from far away cities 
who wished to promote their locales. The cities of Newport 
News and Charlottesville, Virginia had their chambers of 
commerce plan for such a broadcast for their cities as well. 

On June 15, 1927, the station changed its frequency 
to 254.1 meters or 1180 kilocycles on the AM dial. The 
same news story indicated that the WRVA broadcast 
schedule was Monday, Wednesday, Thursday and Friday 
from 8:00pm to 12:00am (midnight). Also there were noon 
time programs aired. However, that move on the dial may 
not have helped as much as they thought. The Daily Press 
in Newport reported in November 1927 that a broadcast 
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featuring local acts received many compliments via 
phone, but reception in Newport News was not as good as 
hoped. It seems a station in Chicago, Illinois was causing 
interference with reception that night. The Bee in Danville, 
Virginia reported in February 1928 that the WRVA signal 
was not getting through to Danville during the day. It 
seems that AM radio reception was better at night, which 
is still true today. 

The News Leader in Staunton reported in October 
1928 that a decision had been made in Washington, DC 
to allow 24 radio stations to have “cleared channels” 
for their broadcasting full time. In the south, WRVA as 
well as WSB in Atlanta, Georgia and WSM in Nashville, 
Tennessee were given this status that was to be effective on 
November 28, 1928. In an interesting note, prior to this 
date, WSM was broadcasting on the 890 frequency on the 
AM dial. WRVA was moved to 1110 on the AM dial. 

The station saw some local groups get over the air 
exposure on multiple occasions. The local newspapers 
would write of their appearances and in a couple of 
instances provide information on the members of a group. 
One such group was “The Virginia Mountaineers.” The 
group was from Waynesboro, Virginia. A February 1928 
article mentions the group consisted of Mrs. Guy Wilson 
as pianist, Mr. Fred Calfee as banjoist and Mr. Frank 
Shifflett as harpist. This article mentions they had seen a 
demand for personal appearances due to their appearance 
over WRVA. In October of 1929, the group had a change in 
personnel. Fred Calfee was their manager. Other members 
were Miss Ethel Sandridge, Miss Bernice Sandridge, W. 
P. Vint. This 1929 article mentions some of the “popular 
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ballads and folk songs of the Virginia Mountains” the group 
performed: “Jessie James”, “Rock Candy”, “Who Will Be 
The Leader?”, “Little Brown Jug”, “Old Log Cabin In the 
Lane”, “Blue Ridge Mountain Home”, “Nellie Gray”, 
“Shenandoah”, “Waynesboro”, “Cairo”, “Home, Sweet 
Home”, “Maple On The Hill”, “Golden Slippers” and 
“Turkey In The Straw.” Mr. C. T. Lucy commented in 
a separate story about the quartet that stated the group 
was getting a lot of letters “commending the program” 
that aired over WRVA. The station got letters from all 
parts of the East Coast, as far south as Florida as well as 
Canada with letters from the Far West beginning to arrive. 
Mr. Lucy indicated the station would send the group an 
“applause memo” telling them that their performance over 
WRVA “...not only means a lot to Virginia, but are good publicity 
for Virginia throughout the entire country.” In December of 
1929, the group had introduced a new tune, “East Side 
Highway.”

In 1937, Ethel Sandridge had formed her own group, 
“Shenandoah Valley Hot Shots” and was to broadcast over 
WRVA on Saturday October 17, 1937 from 11:30am to 
noon. Her band consisted of Ruth Sandridge Burkholder, 
Nelson Burkholder, Jack and Sam Dodd and Fred Calfee 
was doing a guest appearance. She had been with the 
Virginia Mountaineers for eight years to that point. Bernice 
Sandridge quit the group also and took a position with 
radio station WCHV in Charlottesville, Virginia. 

On April 27, 1929, General Manager C. T. Lucy 
announced the immediate construction of a new 5,000 
watt transmitter to be located in Mechanicsville, which 
was about five miles outside of Richmond in Henrico 
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County. The FCC had just approved it and total cost was 
said to be about $100,000. The construction of the new 
transmitter was to be completed by August 1, 1929. The 
article stated that the existing 1,000 watt transmitter and 
auxiliary equipment, including the towers that were on the 

roof of Larus and Brothers Company’s plant at 22nd and 
Cary Streets would be sold. The 1929 article stated that 
there were several interests expressed for the equipment. 
The new transmitter ended up costing $125,000 and began 
airing programs on Friday, August 23, 1929. 

Another program that perhaps is hinting at things to 
come in terms of “live” programming was the return of 
the “Corn Cob Pipe Club” to WRVA on November 13, 
1929 at 9:30pm. A news article stated the show “...consists 
of a typical Virginia rural gathering, with old Virginia fiddlers, 
old time dance music, negro spirituals, anecdotes and comic 
specialities.” The host of the show was Anthony Endne who 
was said to be “...an old timer in every sense of the word.” The 
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“club” meetings or broadcasts proceeded “... in an extremely 
informal and extemporaneous fashion.”

In February ,1930, the station applied with the FCC 
to increase its power to 50,000 kilowatts. Approval of the 
application was expected in the following spring. The cost 
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of the new transmitter was estimated to be $500,000. Its 
location was planned to be about 20 or 30 miles outside of 
Richmond. Plans were pending approval of the application. 
The station wanted to boost its daytime coverage. Station 
General Manager C. T. Lucy stated coverage could extend 
as far as the middle western states.

In the early 1930’s, the newspapers in Danville, 
Staunton and Newport News, Virginia discontinued 
publishing the radio programming for WRVA and instead 
focused on a couple of stations in New York (WEAF, 
WABC, WJZ). 

The station struggled with getting reception to its 
audience, especially during the day as its signal would 
not reach long distances. At night, the struggle was with 
other stations at or near the same frequency causing 
interference. In May of 1935, the station ran ads touting 
its new transmitter. The signal was said to be increased and 
fading decreased. It was asking listeners to let the station 
know if they heard an improvement. 

Even in its early days, WRVA had notions of having 
a ‘barn dance’. A program listing from May of 1930 
shows a program airing on a Saturday night at 10:00pm 
called “WRVA Barn Dance”, featuring “Adventure Day 
Fiddlers.” Not much else can be found about this show, 
but one can imagine it was fiddle music similar to rural 
gatherings where dances were held. 

In April 1930, Richmond held an event called 
“Adventure Days” which featured a fiddlers contest on 
May 3, 1939 (“Play Day”), which was open to all fiddlers 
in Virginia. The winner would get a trophy along with an 
invitation to be part of a broadcast over WRVA. The event 
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was to be held at 3:00pm at the Byrd Park House. A 1930 
article spoke to fiddling in Virginia: 

“The place of fiddling as an ancient and honored art in 
Virginia has given it a place on the Adventure Days program, 
which depicts the history of the Commonwealth. Fiddlers for gen-
erations have scraped pleasing tunes at barn dances and halls, at 
weddings and around homely firesides in the wilderness to shut 
out the loneliness and long miles between homes.”

The year of 1931 saw the emergence of another local 
group that reached some popularity due to its appearances 
over WRVA — The Churchville Brier-Jumpers. This group 
broadcast a program of “string music.” The group consisted 
of Jesse MacManaway, Jesse Baylor, Wade Whitesell and 
G. W. Shull. 

Another group that may have been another of the rural 
string bands that were appearing now and again on WRVA 
was the Grand Caverns String Band. Band members 
included C. W. Morrison, violin; C. H. Morris, banjo; and 
AviaEakle, guitar. It appears that Mrs. C. H. Morris was a 
vocalist with the group. 

In the 1930’s, many stations were joining the networks 
that were growing at the time. Some point out that it was 
of financial necessity due to the economy in the 1930’s. 
WRVA joined the CBS Network in November of 1936. The 
initial contract was for five years and would have WRVA 
broadcasting 25 hours of network programming a week. 

During the 1930’s, newspapers began to only carry 
the network program listings instead of individual radio 
stations. This included those newspapers in Staunton, 
Newport News and Danville that previously listed much 
of WRVA’s programming. 
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On March 15, 1939 at 
8:00pm, WRVA dedicated 
a new 50,000 watt radio 
transmitter with a seven 
hour broadcast marked 
with special programming 
for the occasion. It 
was the only station in 
Virginia broadcasting with 
that kind of power. The 
station was then a part of 
the Columbia and Mutual 
networks. 

In researching some 
of the names or acts 
found in WRVA program 
listings one can find some 
interesting tidbits. In 
April 1939, Burt Repine 
was doing a show called 
“WRVA Swing Club” 
at 10:00pm. He would later become music director for 
WRVA for a time, then he was the personal manager for 
Janis Martin while she was at WRVA in 1956. Emcee for 
Burt’s show was Ward Adams, who would also later be 
emcee on the WRVA Old Dominion Barn Dance shows. 

December 1939 - Old Dominion Barn Dance Begins

By the late 1930’s, WRVA had become a CBS network 
affiliate and was broadcasting many network shows. The 
station also began to broadcast more local, live shows. 
One of them was the WRVA Old Dominion Barn Dance. 
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Prior to the start of that 
program, the station had 
brought in a couple of 
new acts to become part 
of their broadcast lineup. 

One was a group that 
Hoyt “Slim” Bryant’s was 
working with at the time, 
the Georgia Wildcats 
that was led by Clayton 
McMichen. Hoyt would 
later move on to KDKA 
in Pittsburgh with his 
own group, the Wildcats. 
We are privileged to have 
access to correspondence 
between Hoyt Bryant 
and Phil Collins (son of 
fiddler Curley Collins). 
In a letter to Phil dated 
October 7, 2002, he 
writes that when they 
started the Old Dominion 
Barn Dance, the show 
had many guests that 
appeared. These included 
such acts as the Sons of 
the Pioneers, Carson J. 

Robison, the Harmonica Rascals and Sunshine Sue. The 
show started in a high school gym (see the accompanying 
ad from January 1940). But the show was proving to be 
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too popular. The show had 
to be moved to the Mosque 
Theater where the crowds 
were 2,000 to 3,000 every 
Saturday night. The show 
was then broadcast on the 
Mutual Network. Hoyt told 
Phil that Ward Adams was 
the emcee of the show. He 
also noted that Pat Binford 
was one of the original 
cast members of the barn 
dance. 

Slim had come to 
Richmond in the late 1930’s 
with Clayton’s group and 

indicated they were playing on the Old Dominion Barn 
Dance. (Published radio logs in newspapers have only 
shown the January 1940 show as the first one seen). Slim 
indicated that Clayton left the group and went back to 
Kentucky - he preferred a more big band sound. Hoyt, 
though, liked the low overhead of a small string band 
and stayed in Richmond. By this time Hoyt’s brother, 
Raymond (Loppy) Bryant was playing bass in the band but 
sometime during 1940, there was a union work stoppage. 
Hoyt traveled back to western Pennsylvania to visit with 
his wife’s family. During that visit, he had a meeting with 
the program director of KDKA, George Heid, who was 
also an old friend of Hoyt’s. Mr. Heid offered Hoyt a job. 
On August 10, 1940, Slim Bryant and His Wildcats began 
a 20 year stint with KDKA radio and television. 
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Also on the scene at WRVA during the same time was 
a group known as the Tobacco Tags. In 1938, that group 
consisted of Luke “Looney Luke”(Beucom), Reid “Roly 

Poly Reid” (Summey), Bob (Hartsell?) and Harvey “Hash 
House” (Ellington?). They also appeared on the Virginia 
Farm and Home Hour show regularly. 

There was also an act known as the Domino Hillbillies 
that had a show on Tuesday and Thursdays from 2:00pm 
to 2:15pm. Presumably the group was named for one of 
the cigarette brands of the tobacco company that owned 
the station.

From November 1939 through the end of May 1940, 



– 24 –

International Country Music Journal 2019

there was a version of the Old Dominion Barn Dance that 
aired over WRVA and was on the Mutual Broadcasting 
Network. The show was not always staged in Richmond. 
The Daily Press in Newport News, Virginia published 
a detailed WRVA program listing in that year and that 
included where the show was being held on Saturday 
nights. 

The first program aired on November 11, 1939 and 
was held at the Bainbridge Junior High School Auditorium 
in Richmond. WRVA must have foreseen the popularity of 
the show because they scheduled two performances in one 
evening expecting a large turnout. 

The RichmondTimes-Dispatch did include an interesting 
tidbit about one of the acts, Jake and the Boys. They were 
on the WRVA “reliable list” due to their Thursday night 
shows with Pat Binford as their emcee but the article 
notes that Pat had tried his best and well, “...they make 
no particular point of finishing a tune together. They’re 
individualists, each a temperamental artist in his own right, 
so it really doesn’t matter...” Pat was there to keep them in 
line or was that wishful thinking? 

That first show was indeed a hit. The station received 
numerous requests from the attendees and from others 
who could not get in. The next show was immediately 
scheduled. A new article notes that the cast “...put on one of 
the most entertaining performances ever enjoyed in this area.” It 
was reported that nearly 400 persons could not attend that 
first show due to seating capacity. More seats were added 
for the second show. What is interesting to note is that the 
“profits” from the show went to the South Side Athletic 
Club, who endeavored to help the welfare of the youth. 
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The Richmond Times-Dispatch continued to gush over 
this new live broadcast and provides even more details 
about acts that were on the shows. A November 23, 1939 
article mentions that one act was the Goule Sisters, who 
were on the second show and had been booked for the 
third show. It also mentions they were initially directed 
by Larry Drinard (Poky of Smoky and Poky) when they 
first started doing radio work. In addition, it was reported 
that the Georgia Wildcats, along with Smoky and Poky, 
were being sponsored by a local tobacco manufacturer to 
do electronic transcriptions of programs that were to be 
distributed to 20 different cities. 

The momentum continued for the show and a fourth 
show was booked. A December 2, 1939 article mentions 
that the cast was the same as previous shows but “an 
entirely new routine has been arranged.” 

A look at the WRVA Dialog of April 1940 shows that 
the Carter Family had a one hour show Monday through 
Saturday from 6:00am to 7:00am. The Georgia Wildcats 
were on for 15 minutes from 7:00am to 7:15am. They 
would perform again between 3:00pm and 3:15pm on 
Monday, Wednesday and Friday. The Tobacco Tags were 
on from 8:00am to 8:15am. 
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Date Venue City Stars Listed in  
Ads or Articles

11/11/1939 Bainbridge 
Junior H. S.

Richmond Georgia Wildcats; Tobacco 
Tags; Domino Hillbillies; 
Smoky and Poky; Jake and 
the Boys; Ward Adams; Pat 
Binford

11/18/1939 Bainbridge 
Junior H. S.

Richmond Georgia Wildcats; Tobacco 
Tags; Domino Hillbillies; 
Smoky and Poky; Jake and 
the Boys; Little George; 
Goule Sisters; Ward Ad-
ams; Pat Binford

11/25/1939 Bainbridge 
Junior H. S.

Richmond Georgia Wildcats; Tobacco 
Tags; Domino Hillbillies; 
Smoky and Poky; Jake and 
the Boys; Doris Andrews; 
Goule Sisters; Wonder Val-
ley Boys; Ward Adams; Pat 
Binford

12/2/1939 Bainbridge 
Junior H. S.

Richmond Georgia Wildcats; Tobacco 
Tags; Domino Hillbillies; 
Smoky and Poky; Jake and 
the Boys; Doris Andrews; 
Goule Sisters; Wonder Val-
ley Boys; Ward Adams; Pat 
Binford

12/9/1939 South Norfolk 
H. S. 

South Nor-
folk

Georgia Wildcats, Tobacco 
Tags, Smokey and Pokey, 
Ward Adams, Pat Binford

1/6/1940 Bainbridge 
Junior H. S.

Richmond Guest Stars: Southside 
Ramblers; 
Cast: Georgia Wildcats; 
Tobacco Tags; Domino 
Hillbillies; Jake and the 
Boys; Johnny Hughes; Do-
ris Andrews; Johnny War-
ren; Little George; Smoky 
and Poky;

WRVA Old Dominion Barn Dance -
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1/13/1940 Bainbridge 
Junior H. S.

Richmond Georgia Wildcats; Tobacco 
Tags; Domino Hillbillies; 
Ward Adams’ Gang; Little 
George; Smoky and Poky; 
Doris Andrews; Johnny 
Warren; Johnny Hughes; 
Little Mary Latimer; Pat 
Binford

1/20/1940 Bainbridge 
Junior H. S.

Richmond Georgia Wildcats; Domino 
Hillbillies; Tobacco tags; 
Ward Adams’ Gang; 
Smoky and Poky; Little 
George; Doris Andrews; 
Johnny Hughes; Sunrise 
Hillbillies

1/27/1940 Bainbridge 
Junior H. S.

Richmond Georgia Wildcats; Tobacco 
tags; Domino Hillbillies; 
Jack and the Boys; Ward 
Adams’ Gang; Little Mary 
Latimer; Smoky and Poky; 
Little George Haab; Doris 
Andrews; Johnny War-
ren; Johnny Hughes; Pat 
Binford

2/3/1940 Bainbridge 
Junior H. S.

Richmond Guests: Sunrise Hillbillies; 
Cast: Georgia Wildcats; 
Tobacco Tags; Domino 
Hillbillies; Jake and the 
BOys; Ward Adams’ Gang; 
Smoky and Poky; Doris 
Andrews; Johnny War-
ren; Johnny Hughes; Little 
George Haab; Pat Binford

2/10/1940 Bainbridge 
Junior H. S.

Richmond Guest: Sunshine Sue and 
Her Rangers (first appear-
ance); 
Cast: Georgia Wildcats; 
Tobacco Tags; Domino 
Hillbillies; Jake and the 
Boys; Smoky and Poky; 
LIttle Georgie; Doris 
Andrews; Johnny Hughes; 
Johnny Warren
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2/17/1940 Bainbridge 
Junior H. S.

Richmond Tobacco Tags; Georgia 
Wildcats; Domino Hill-
billies; Ward Adams; 
Sunshine Sue and Her 
Rangers; Smoky and 
Poky; LIttleGEorge; Doris 
Andrews; Johnny War-
ren; Johnny Hughes; Pat 
Binford

2/24/1940 Bainbridge 
Junior H. S.

Richmond Guest: Sunshine Sue and 
her Rangers; 
Cast: Georgia Wildcats; 
Tobacco Tags; Domino 
Hillbillies; Jake and the 
Boys; Smoky and Poky; 
Doris Andrews; Little 
George; Johnny Warren; 
Johnny Hughes; Ward 
Adams; Pat Binford;

3/2/1940 Bainbridge 
Junior H. S.

Richmond  

3/9/1940 Bainbridge 
Junior H. S.

Richmond  

3/16/1940 Mosque Audi-
torium

Richmond Guests: Sons of the Pio-
neers; 
Cast: Georgia Wildcats; 
Tobacco Tags; Sunshine 
Sue and Her Rangers; 
Smoky and Poky; Doris 
Andrews; Little George 
Haab; Johnny Hughes
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3/23/1940 Mosque Audi-
torium

Richmond Guest stars: Sunrise Hillbil-
lies with Bill Stell from 
WRNL; Rural Rhythm 
Boys of Harrisonburg; 
Fiddling Contest: Emory 
Stroop versus Kenny New-
ton of Ga. Wildcats; 
Cast: Georgia Wildcats; 
Tobacco Tags; Sunshine 
Sue and Her Rangers; 
Smoky and Poky; Doris 
Andrews; Johnny Warren; 
Bob Dyson; Little George 
Haab; Pat Binford; Ward 
Adams

3/30/1940 Mosque Audi-
torium

Richmond Guest Stars: Sunrise Hill 
Billies with Bill Stell of 
WRNL; Jerry Montana 
and Her Boys; Jake Tyler’s 
Gang; 
Band Contest: Jerry Mon-
tana’s Band versus Sunrise 
Hillbillies; 
Cast: Georgia Wildcats; 
Tobacco Tags; Sunshine 
Sue and Her Rangers; 
Smoky and Poky; Doris 
Andrews; LIttle George; 
Bob Dyson; Ward Adams; 
Pat Binford

4/6/1940 Mosque Audi-
torium

Richmond Guest star: Carson J. Ro-
bison; 
Cast: Georgia Wildcats; 
Tobacco Tags; Sunshine 
Sue and Her Rangers; 
Smoky and Poky; Little 
George; Doris Andrews; 
Everett Baughman; Bob 
Dyson; Johnny Warren

4/13/1940 Mosque Audi-
torium

Richmond Big Laff Show; Swingbilly 
Wedding

4/20/1940 Mosque Audi-
torium

Richmond  
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4/27/1940 Mosque Audi-
torium

Richmond Sunshine Sue and her 
Rangers; Tobacco Tags; 
Georgia Wildcats; Ward 
Adams’ Gang; Pat Bin-
ford; Smoky and Poky; 
Little George Haab; Bob 
Dyson; Doris Andrews; 
Everett Baughman; Danc-
ing Famerettes; Fred 
Jackson; Comedy: Mock 
Court Scene: Newlyweds 
Delphinia and Luke air 
trials and tribulations to 
Judge Slim Bryant; Smoky 
gets “chicken disappearing 
charge”.

5/4/1940 Petersburg 
Highschool

Petersburg Sunshine Sue and her 
Rangers; Tobacco Tags; 
Georgia Wildcats Bob 
Dyson; Doris Andrews; Pat 
Binford

5/11/1940 Newport News 
H. S.

Newport 
News

Sunshine Sue and her 
Rangers; Tobacco Tags; 
Georgia Wildcats; Ward 
Adams; Pat Binford

5/18/1940 Petersburg 
Highschool

Petersburg Sunshine Sue and her 
Rangers; Tobacco Tags; 
Georgia Wildcats; Bob 
Dyson; Doris Andrews; Pat 
Binford

5/25/1940 Mosque Audi-
torium

Richmond Guest stars: Rouse Broth-
ers; 
Cast: Sunshine Sue and 
Her Rangers; Georgia 
Wildcats; Tobacco Tags; 
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6/1/1940 Mosque Audi-
torium

Richmond Guest star: Harmonica 
Rascals; 
Cast: Georgia Wildcats; 
Tobacco Tags; Sunshine 
Sue and Her Rangers; 
Smoky and Poky; Ward 
Adams; Pat Binford; Joe 
Brown’s Junior Hillbillies; 
Broad Rock Hillbillies; 
Jerry Richardson (3yr old 
tap dancer); Otie Bridg-
man (14 yr old yodeling 
cowboy);

6/8/1940 Mosque Audi-
torium

Richmond Guest stars: The Musical 
Aces of Tidewater, Virginia 
Cast: Georgia Wildcats; 
Tobacco Tags; Sunshine 
Sue and Her Rangers; Bob 
Dyson; Doris Andrews; 
Little George; Ward Ad-
ams; Pat Binford; 
Feature Night: (1)Battle 
of the Sexes: Bass Fiddle 
Contest: Pearl McMullen 
of Aces versus Loppy Bry-
ant of Wildcats; (2)”The 
Great Western Love 
Scene” with Roly Poly 
Reid (as Prairie Nell), Loo-
ney Luke (as great cowboy 
lover) and Slim Bryant (as 
domesticated husband)

6/15/1940 Mosque Audi-
torium —Final 
Show

Richmond Guest stars: Kid Smith 
and the Smith Sisters of 
WFVA; Joe Brown’s Junior 
Hillbillies; Rio Valley 
Rangers of WMBG; 
Cast: Georgia Wildcats; 
Tobacco Tags; Sunshine 
Sue and Her Rangers; 
Smoky and Poky; Ward 
Adams; Pat Binford;
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1940 - Sunshine Sue Arrives At WRVA - First Time 
Sunshine Sue made her first appearance on the Old 

Dominion Barn Dance on February 10, 1940. An article 
in the “Southside Supplement” of the Richmond Times-
Dispatch noted that her group “...met with such warm response 
that they have been engaged for this week’s show (sic, February 
17, 1940).” The article further noted that though they had 
only been on WRVA for a short time, they had already 
gained “considerable popularity” and were seen to have 
promise as one of the highlights of the show’s cast. 
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In his presentation at the International Country Music 
Conference in May of 2015, author Dr. Wayne W. Daniel 
touched upon the beginning of Sunshine Sue’s musical 
journey. He pointed to an article in the old WLS Stand-
By publication dated October 17, 1936. Prior to WLS, 
she was part of a family group that was performing over 
KRNT in Des Moines, Iowa as the Rock Creek Ramblers 
and Sunshine Sally. While in Chicago one Saturday night, 
Harold Safford auditioned them between shows of the barn 
dance. Harold liked what he heard and wanted George 
Biggar to hear them, so the group went back on stage after 
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the barn dance was over. But since WLS already had a 
group named the Prairie Ramblers, the group’s name was 
changed to Rock Creek Rangers to avoid confusion. WLS 
also had to performers named “Sally”, so Sunshine Sally 
became Sunshine Sue, a name which she was known as 
for the rest of her musical career. The group consisted of 
the three Workman brothers, Sam, George and John (who 
was married to “Sue”). 

The February 15, 1940 article includes a hint of the 
growing popularity of the show. Management had to 
arrange for additional seating at the Bainbridge School and 
in the event of bad weather, also arranged for ample space 
indoors for those waiting to get in for the second show. 
The February 17, 1940 show was sponsored by the South 
Side Athletic Club, which was “active in welfare activity in 
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South Richmond.” The club was putting together a boxing 
team for an upcoming Golden Gloves tournament. 

Sunshine Sue was first mentioned in the March 1940 
WRVA Dialog. Her first over the air appearance was a 15 
minute program on Monday, February 5, 1940. As you 
will see, she would later become the Old Dominion Barn 
Dance ‘femcee’. In April she had a 15 minute show from 
12:15pm to 12:30pm that aired on Monday, Tuesday, 
Wednesday and Friday. On Thursday, her show was on at 
9:15am. The publication mentioned that Sunshine Sue and 
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Her Rangers came to Richmond from radio station WHAS 
in Louisville, Kentucky. 

While that 1939-1940 edition of the Old Dominion 
Barn Dance ended it does not mean that WRVA gave up 
on the idea of a ‘live’ entertainment program of that type. 

Research shows that the Old Dominion Barn Dance 
name was used to advertise personal appearances in the 
Richmond area that featured acts that were part of that 
show. In February 1941, ads show the Old Dominion 
Barn Dance being held on Thursday and Friday nights at 
the Riviera Tavern. The ads promoted a “complete floor 
show.” The Tobacco Tags and Blackie (Blacky) Skiles and 
His Lazy K Ranch Boys appeared to be the headliners and 
driving forces behind those shows. 

In one picture seen of Blackie’s group, the band 
included Harold Hensley on fiddle (Harold later joined 
Cliffie Stone’s Hollywood Barn Dance show) and Joe 
Maphis on bass. The show in February included Smoky 
and Poky, Johnny Whitaker, the Shapiro Twins (skate 
dancers) and Gwynn Lewis who was billed as the “Mistress 
of Songs” for appearances on February 20 and 21, 1941. 
A week later, the Riviera Tavern was promoting dances on 
Wednesday, Friday and Saturday nights. The Barn Dance 
show was held on Thursday night but the Richmond Times-
Dispatch radio log for the day does not show WRVA (or 
WRNL or WMBG) broadcasting the show. 

The familiar faces of the barn dance continued to put 
on shows in Richmond. Another example was a “Dixie 
Jamboree” that was held at the Mosque on Saturday March 
1 and offering two shows - 7:30pm and 9:30pm. Sunshine 
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Sue was the headliner. Also appearing were the Lazy K 
Ranch Boys, the Tobacco Tags (who were returning to 
Richmond) as well as Roger Hickey and Sally Flowers. 

Research shows a “Virginia Barn Dance Jubilee” being 
staged on the Petersburg Fair Grounds in Petersburg, 
Virginia in June of 1941. That show featured the Tobacco 
Tags and Sally Flowers with Joe Brown as Master of 
Ceremonies. It was following the barn dance practice of 
two shows on Saturday nights. A June ad said the show 
was every Saturday night, but no other ads for the show 
were seen after June. 
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The only “barn dance” show being broadcast in 
Richmond in the summer of 1941 was the network show 
for the WLS National Barn Dance. 

Starting on Saturday night, November 22, 1941, the 
WRVA program listings in the Richmond Times-Dispatch 
were showing the Virginia Barn Dance on Saturday nights. 
A Newport News newspaper indicated that Sunshine Sue 
was a part of the show. But the show was not running any 
ads in the local paper. It also appears that this version of 
the show may have been held in a venue other than the 
Mosque or Lyric (later, WRVA Theatre). 

In January, 1942, an ad suggests the show was only 
doing one performance each night. Sunshine Sue seemed 
to be the headline act and “Crazy Joe” would be Joe 
Maphis. An April 11, 1942 ad provides an indication of 
who was a part of the show, which was at the Mosque. It 
was promoted as a two hour stage show and part of it was 
to be broadcast. 

Wanda Saylor of the Saylor Sisters recalls working 
at WRVA. The sisters had their own show after school 
from November 1941 to February 1943. In one of her 
emails, she mentions there was a late afternoon show with 
a large group of entertainers. There was Grandpa Jones 
and Ramona Riggins who was called “Juanita” at the time 
and billed as the little Indian Girl and was led by Sunshine 
Sue who played accordion and her husband John. Wanda 
said she was paid one or two dollars to come to the WRVA 
studios after school to play accordion on the show so 
Sunshine Sue could handle the emcee chores and sing 
unencumbered. She was only thirteen at the time and it 
made her feel proud.
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August 1942 - Sunshine Sue Leaves WRVA
It appears that the run of the barn dance show was 

not successful because no further broadcasts were seen in 
the remainder of 1942. In fact the end of the summer 
saw more changes at WRVA. Saturday, August 29, 1942, 
appears to have been Sunshine Sue’s last show during this 
particular stint with WRVA. She was moving to Cincinnati 
to become part of the WLW staff. 

Sunshine Sue and Her Rangers initially had a 15 
minute broadcast over WLW. The station had quite a few 
well known acts on their program schedule. A look at the 
Saturday morning programs for September 12, 1942 shows 
Curly (Fox), (Texas) Ruby and Jim Day; the Golden West 
Girls; and The Drifting Pioneers (which included Merle 
Travis). On Saturday evening, the Boone County Jamboree 
was aired. 

When Sue left WRVA for WLW, one might want 
to know who was in her group the “Rangers.” Research 
shows that she made her first appearance on the WLW 
“Boone County Jamboree” on the evening of August 29, 
1942. The Cincinnati Enquirer had a photo accompanying 
this announcement. In the picture was: Ramona Riggins 
(she was cast as an Indian at WRVA). Ramona would 
later meet Grandpa Jones and get married in October of 
1946. John Workman, Sue’s husband was in the group as 
well as Sam Workman. Other members were Joe Maphis 
and another female singer, Jane Allen. The three female 
performers in the group were billed as the Happy Valley 
Girls. Sue and her group would be on the air Monday 
through Friday between 5:00am and 6:00am. 

One starts to think that she was gathering business 
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insight into what it takes to run a successful live jamboree 
or barn dance show during her tenure at WLW and 
previously at WLS earlier in her career. Other acts on 
the Boone County Jamboree when she joined included 
Bradley Kincaid, Grandpa Jones, Merle Travis, Curly Fox 
and Texas Ruby, Happy Hal O’Halloran, Dolly Good, the 
Prairie Sweethearts, Hugh Cross, Pa and Ma McCormick, 
Roy Starkey, the Delmore Brothers, Buddy Ross, the Boone 
County Buccaneers (who were also known as Captain 
Stubby and the Buccaneers), Grand Pappy Doolittle as 
well as Sunshine Sue and Her Rangers and her female trio, 
the Happy Valley Girls. 

In the months 
subsequent to Sue’s 
departure, it appears 
WRVA was undergoing 
programming changes. 
Little hillbilly music 
programming seemed to be 
on the air in the radio logs. 
Joe Brown’s Radio Gang 
seems to have survived. 
Perhaps the war time 
effort was impacting the 
availability of performers. 
An ad for Miller & Rhoads 
asked for readers to turn 
in their “Junk Jewelry” 
because it could help the 
soldiers serving in the Asian 
and African war zones. 
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September 18, 1944 - Sunshine Sue Returns to WRVA
A preview of the return of familiar entertainment to the 

Richmond area was seen when the Carter Sisters (Helen, 
Anita and June) and Mother Maybelle were promoting a 
Labor Day appearance at Red Water Lake. Then, a couple 
weeks later, another familiar face and voice returned. 

On September 17, 1944, the Richmond Times-Dispatch 
had an ad from WRVA touting the return of Sunshine Sue 
to WRVA with a daily show at 3:30pm, Monday through 
Friday but it did not seem to herald any new live “barn 
dance” type shows yet. 

Perhaps it was just the beginning and planting seeds for 
what was to come. Sue had by that time experience with 
successful shows at WLS in Chicago, WLW in Cincinnati 
and WHAS in Louisville. 

The WRVA program listings through the end of 1944 
do not show any other acts that one might term hillbilly 
or country music. 

Towards the end of 1944, Rufe Davis brought a “Barn 
Dance Revue” to the Mosque. It received an article in the 
local paper telling readers of who would be a part of the 
revue. 

One also finds the marketing efforts of Sunshine Sue 
as ads appear promoting her personal appearances. 

November, 1944, saw John Lair bring his Renfro 
Valley Barn Dance show to Richmond as part of city’s 
participation in buying war bonds. The show was held on 
November 21, 1944 at the Mosque. Tickets were based 
upon the amount of the bond purchased at local theaters. 
If a $100 bond was bought, that would get a person a seat 
in the front part of the orchestra or a loge seat.
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If one bought 
a $50 bond, a seat 
in the rear of the 
orchestra or in the 
front part of the 
mezzanine was to be 
had. Finally, a $25 
bond got one a seat 
in the rear of the 
mezzanine or in the 
balcony. 

The article 
promoting the show 
stated that it was 
customary for all 
War Bond shows in 

the city to reserve a portion of the Mosque for Negro 
bond buyers, who purchased their bonds and tickets at the 
Negro theaters. 

Appearing on this show would be the Coon Creek 
Girls, Lilly May, the Turner Brothers, Slim Miller, Jerry 
and Elsie Behrens and others. 

The article states the overall quota for Richmond for 
the “Sixth War Loan Campaign” that was to run from 
November 20 through December 16 was $39,850,000. The 
quota for E Bonds was $5,550,000 and only people that 
bought the E Bonds were eligible for tickets to the Renfro 
Valley show. 

The day after the show, the Richmond Times-Dispatch 
headlined an article, “2,246,900 In Bonds Sold At Mosque.” 
Individuals who bought the E Bonds purchased $246,900 
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worth; $2,000,000 was purchased by the Life Insurance 
Company of Virginia. They turned over their box seats to 
wounded veterans at near-by camps and hospitals. 

The theater was reported near capacity for the show 
and fans kept the Renfro Valley group on stage until 
the show had to be brought to an “abrupt end” so the 
performers could catch their train back to Kentucky. The 
article noted that the favorites of the audience seemed 
to be Slim Miller, 83-year old Granny Harper, Lonnie 
Glosson with his ‘talking harmonica’, Jerry Behrens who 
did a version of “Look Down That Lonesome Road” as 
well as six foot four Little Eller. 

During 1944, one 
of the early familiar 
voices had moved 
elsewhere. “Crazy” Joe 
Maphis had moved to 
Chicago and was part 
of the WLS National 
Barn Dance. He was 
part of a group called 
the “Corn Crackers” 
that included Lee 
Lunsford, Eli Haney 

and Curley Covard. Joe was shown playing the fiddle for 
that group. 

World War II was having its impact on country music 
entertainers as many well known names were serving their 
country. In 1945, Cowboy Music World listed many of the 
artists who were in various branches of the service. Its 
November 1945 issue indicated that names such as Gene 
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Autry, Bob and Randy Atcher, Georgie Goebel, Floyd 
Tillman, Blaine Smith, Ken MacKenzie, Ray Little, Rusty 
Gill, Joe Maphis, Buddy Durham, Big Jim DeNoone, Cy 
Williams (Milo Smick), Jimmie Pierson Chuck Harding 
and others were in the United States Army. In the United 
States Navy were Kenny Roberts, Olivio Santoro, Bud 
Bailey, The York Brothers, Joe Barker, Eddie Peabody, 
George Long and others. The United States Marines 
counted Doye O’Dell, Bill Nettles, Jack Shook and Texas 
Jim Robertson as part of their ranks. The Coast Guard 
included Sleepy Jeffers and others. 

Early 1945 seems to show that country entertainment 
over the radio was coming back to Richmond. March 
program listings show that the Carter Sisters and Sunshine 
Sue each had their own programs on radio stations 
WRNL and WRVA respectively. Jim Hall and His Radio 
Mountaineers had a program on radio station WMBG and 
were promoting their performances in the area as well, 
using the term ‘radio barn dance’ perhaps to evoke an 
image of past shows seen in the area. 

In the summer of 1945, the Tobacco Tags were playing 
on radio station WPTF in Raleigh, North Carolina. 

In the fall of 1945, 
another attempt was 
made to revive a barn 
dance type of show. This 
one was called “Old 
Virginia Barn Dance” 
and was advertised as 
being every Friday night 
beginning September 14, 
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1945. It was to be held at Grand View Beach. Pete Fraiser 
and his Smoky Mountain Boys was the band offering up 
the music. Round and Square Dances were to be featured. 

The nation was still raising funds with War Bond 
drives and Sunshine Sue and her Rangers were featured in 
some of those efforts. 

In October of 1945, the Manchester Lions Club held 
their Ninth Annual “Roaring Revue” over three nights at 
the Bainbridge Junior High School. Proceeds from these 
shows were to go to the city’s underprivileged children for 
food and medical care. The Thursday night show included 
Jim Hall and His Radio Mountaineers. 

The Friday night show was emceed by Harvey “Juke 
Box” Hudson of WRVA. Acts that performed that night 
were Burt Repine (who later became personal manager for 
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Janis Martin) and his orchestra featuring Kitty Breeze as 
vocalist, the Sunrise Hillbillies and the Rangers’ Quartet 
among others. 

Saturday night’s show had Joe Brown and Harvey 
Hudson of WRVA sharing emcee chores. On the program 
that night were Sunshine Sue and Her Rangers, the Carter 
Sisters with Mother Maybelle Carter, Snowball Crump, a 
well-known Negro dancer as well as other acts. The veteran 
hillbilly performers associated with WRVA appeared on 
more than one occasion with Snowball Crump, which raised 
some eye-brows of the local audiences and promoters, but 
Phil Collins, son of Curley Collins indicated that his father 
told him that if they had to exclude Snowball, there would 

be no show. The 
“hillbilly” performers 
were remembered 
for their support at 
Snowball’s funeral. 

In March of 
1946, WRVA began 
airing a program 
called the WRVA 
Barn Dance that ran 
Monday through 
Friday at 3:15pm. It 
would star Sunshine 
Sue and Her Rangers. 
Also on the show 

would be the Tennessee Ramblers with Jack Gillette. A 
“new singer” named Jimmy Gould would also be a part 
of the half-hour show. Jack’s group had a program called 
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“Dixie Hayride” that aired at 4:30pm for a half-hour. Not 
much else was said about this show and presumably Jack 
Gillette’s group did not stay long at the station. 

Changes started happening at WRVA. On June 15, 
1946, the Richmond Times-Dispatch reported that “WRVA 
Signs Lease for Lyric”. C. T. Lucy, general manager at 
WRVA indicated that it was a long term lease (“number of 
years”). The article outlined the “policy” of how WRVA 
would manage the old Lyric Theater, located at Ninth 
and Broad Streets in downtown Richmond. The first 
change was renaming it the WRVA Theater. The approach 
would be an “aggressive live show” policy. They wanted to 
maximize the number of bookings at the theater. WRVA 
had already begun contacting various booking agencies, 
including concert and musical booking bureaus. 

Management stressed that while there would be 
some changes to modernize the theater and make it more 
comfortable, an effort would be “made to preserve the 
nostalgic charm the old house has for Richmond theater-lovers 
and old-timers of the stage.” Mr. Lucy envisioned that they 
would merge the “oldest of the entertainment arts, the 
stage, ...[to] join hands with the newest, radio.” 

WRVA was to take over the theater operations in the 
fall of 1946 and had started with renovating the theater 
and get its new name up in neon to ‘brighten’ the corner 
of Ninth and Broad. 

Times-Dispatch columnist Edith Lindeman discussed 
the plans that Jack Stone and Barron Howard of WRVA 
had for the theater. Neither gentleman had ever run a 
theater but were aware of the local audiences who wanted 
a variety of theater presentations. The two indicated they 
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needed to make the theater “presentable and comfortable” 
so large expenditures would be made for refurbishing 
and decorating. Alluding to the need to make performers 
comfortable, a good deal of effort would be made behind 
or below the stage area that performers used for changing. 
In the past, that could have meant freezing or sweltering 
or rushing to get their costumes away from water from 
sudden rains and repairing the stairs that led to the stage. 

The gentlemen indicated that “We’d like to have the 
house alive every night of the week. Perhaps we can’t 
arrive at that goal during the first year of operation but 
we keep mulling over possibilities.” They wanted to revive 
the theater experience in Richmond where it would have a 
reputation as a “good” theater town. 

Mr. Stone was quoted as stating, “In the days of the old 
Academy, only a few Richmonders felt it necessary to go away for 
their annual dose of drama and comedy. We’d like to bring those 
days back. We have the theater and we have the enthusiasm. We’ll 
get the plays or die trying.”

Perhaps Ms. Lindeman was not quite convinced. 
She told readers at the end of this article, “For future 
developments, watch this—and the obituary— column. 

Sep 14, 1946—Sunshine Sue Leads New Era of WRVA Old 
Dominion Barn Dance

The transformation of the old Lyric Theater to 
the WRVA Theater was complete. Opening night was 
to feature two performances—7:30pm and 9:30pm.  
Ticket pricing was simple, 60 cents for adults and 30 cents 
for children. The Richmond Times-Dispatch ran an ad for the 
show on September 12, 1946 that would be the beginning 
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of an ad appearing each week for the show through the 
departure of Sunshine Sue in June 1957. 

The following day, the local newspaper provided a 
review of that first show. Governor Tuck and “approximately 
2,500 other devotees of hill-billy music” enjoyed the two 
shows. The unnamed reporter, (only the initials E.L. were 
given at the end of the article, perhaps that was Edith 
Lindeman who was unsure of the happenings when she did 
her interview just a few weeks earlier) indicated that the 
show generated a warm reception which was a good omen 
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for the show that was to be done each Saturday night going 
forward. 

“Youngsters who ganged up on the first rows squealed with 
delight, whistles, applause and yowls of approval echoed from the 
galleries, babies gurgled and grandma and grandpa tapped their 
feet and grinned behind their bifocals as old favorite folk tunes 
and mournful new cowboy ballads rolled off the tongues and out 
of the instruments of the tireless cast. For the hill-billy fans, it was 
their night to howl, and howl they did in no uncertain terms.”

A fifteen minute portion of the first show was broadcast 
over the air to give listeners a sample of what was to come 
in the future. The WRVA radio programming list in the 
local paper that day shows a fifteen minute portion from 
9:15 to 9:30pm. A full hour broadcast was done from 
10:00pm to 11:00pm. Governor Tuck was introduced to 
the audience by Sunshine Sue on-stage in the second 
show. The Governor, who enjoyed hillbilly music, made a 
request to Sunshine Sue. And she and her band complied 
and did “Red River Valley.”

The reporter introduces the performers she saw in her 
own editorial fashion. There was Pappy Ridgeway “who, 
in less bewhiskered moments, is WRVA’s Scott Jarrett.” 
Then she notes Cousin Joe Maphis”was imported from WLS’s 
National Barn Dance” and made a guest appearance. Perhaps 
she did not know of Joe’s previous stints at WRVA prior 
to his move to WLS. The audience would see and hear a 
familiar voice. She noted Joe “was received as if he were the 
Sinatra of the sagebrush.”

Then there was Chester Atkins; he “plucked a wicked 
electric guitar.” She noted that Curley Bradshaw, known as 
King of the Harmonica, “blew out a reasonable facsimile of 
a fox chase complete with barking dogs and snarling foxes.” She 
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goes on to note that Loony Luke and his Tobacco Tags 
were back in Richmond by popular request. Cousin Elmer 
“supplied much of the hayseed humor.” The show featured the 
debut of Claire and Arlene, two young singers from the 
Richmond area. The team of Lilly and Curly “teamed up 
for backwoodsy love songs and lonesome ballads.”Curly’s real 
name was Sloan Kimbler; Lily’s name was Lily Pickens. 

“Corn and ham blended with “gittars”, bull fiddling and 
yodels to make the evening a happy occasion for the followers of 
the Old Dominion Barn Dance.”

The opening proved to be a success and the show 
began its run of Saturday night shows. In the early ads in 
this iteration of the show, Sunshine Sue was the main star 
and WRVA was promoting as “the thing to do Saturday 
night.” The WRVA Theater began to see new bookings 
besides the Barn Dance as the managers wanted other 
productions. On October 18, 1946, the Musicians Club of 
Richmond was to feature a recital by Maryla Jonas (a pianist 
from Warsaw, Poland) who had received instruction from 
Paderewski. However, only club members could attend 
and there were no guest cards nor were tickets sold. In 
December of 1946, The Barter Theatre gave a presentation 
of Noel Coward’s “Blithe Spirit” play. What is interesting 
to note is the contrast in ticket prices. The barn dance was 
charging 90 cents for reserved seats, 60 cents for adults 
and 30 cents for children. The ticket prices for the play’s 
evening performance were $2.40 for Boxes and Orchestra, 
$2.40 and $1.80 for Balcony and $1.20 for the Gallery. 

Sidebar: Chester / Chet Atkins
While doing research, one becomes aware of things or 

aspects that have been discussed about this show or are in 
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question. One aspect is the time that Chester / Chet Atkins 
was with the WRVA Old Dominion Barn Dance. History 
shows that he was part of that first show in September 1946 
but history does not give a definitive answer as to when 
he left. His biography indicated he was fired by Sunshine 
Sue but when Chet’s biography was released, the local 
Richmond newspaper interviewed Sunshine Sue to get her 
take on Chet’s tenure and departure from the Barn Dance. 
Her interview was discussed in the May 26, 1974 issue of 
the Richmond Times-Dispatch by Norman Rowe. Chet’s book 
mentions his departure in this review / interview by Mr. 
Rowe. He had just gotten married, was out of work and 
wanted to be on a national radio show. He was homesick 
for Nashville and also noted that the WRVA gig “did not 
excite him.”  

Sunshine Sue offered her perspective of Chet’s tenure 
at WRVA and said she thought then and still did that he was 
“one of, if not the best guitar players in the country.” Her 
thoughts were that he was with the show about six months. 
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Sue then went into some detail about how personnel 
decisions were made. Sue and her husband, John Workman, 
were hired by WRVA to “secure talent.” They reported to 
Sam Carey, then program manager and Barron Howard, 
general manager and Jack Stone, publicity manager” and 
“All decisions were either made or approved by them.” 

Sue indicates the decision was not hers alone and 
“certainly not for lack of ability.” One gets the impression 
that perhaps Chester’s / Chet’s stage persona was a part 
of the decision; as he himself noted he was a bit shy but 
one cannot argue what the body of Mr. Atkins’ career 
eventually morphed into and eventually a part of the 
Country Music Hall of Fame. 

Further research indicates it may have been much less 
than six months. Juanita Milligan wrote in her column 
“South of the Mason-Dixon Line” in the December 
1946 issue of Mountain Broadcast and Prairie Recorder that 
Chester was playing guitar for Red Foley on WSM back 
in Nashville. 

Back to Our Story
The beginning of this new version of the barn dance 

did not mean that competition would not be on the scene. 
On September 29, 1946, the “Ole Virginny Jamboree” was 
going to be held at the Mosque Ballroom, offering four 
hours of entertainment and square dancing. A local radio 
act, The Sunrise Hillbillies, were providing the music, with 
Fred Lauterbach calling the dances. Between sets, Dickie 
Radford’s Orchestra would be providing entertainment. 
This show included broadcasting a 15 minute portion over 
WRNL. 

As a geographical point of reference, the WRVA 



– 55 –

International Country Music Journal 2019

Theater was located at 9th and Broad Streets in Richmond. 
The Mosque was at the corner of Laurel and Main Streets 
in Richmond, just over one and a quarter miles from the 
WRVA Theater. The Bainbridge Junior High School, that 
was often used as venue in earlier years, was located at the 
corner or near Bainbridge and Cowardin Streets in South 
Richmond. The school was closed in 1975. 

In early 1947, WRVA added a Saturday afternoon 
matinee show for the Old Dominion Barn Dance that 
started at 2:30pm. 

WRVA also developed a network of Virginia radio 
stations to widen the listening audience for the show. The 
Virginia Electric and Power Company sponsored an ad in 
January 1947 listing the stations. 

WRVA Old Dominion Barn Dance Radio Network

Station City State AM Frequency

WRVA Richmond Virginia 1140AM

WGH Newport News Virginia 1340AM

WFVA Fredicksburg Virginia 1230AM

WCHV Charlottesville Virginia 1240AM

WKEY Covington Virginia 1340AM

WLPM Suffolk Virginia 1450AM

WTON Staunton Virginia 1400AM

WCNC Elizabeth City North Carolina 1400AM

WCBT Roanoke Rapids North Carolina 1230AM
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As the show continued to grow in popularity, 
research starts to see milestones. The station was keen to 
promote the popularity of this show and would brag about 
attendance when it reached certain totals. One such show 
was on August 2, 1947 when they were to celebrate the 
100,000th attendee. To ensure it was a real celebration, 
WRVA advertised that the show would include a “Hillbilly 
From Mars! He arrives on a Flying Saucer!” One could 
only wish a picture existed of such events and antics. 

Virginia’s Governor William Tuck was a fan of the 
show and the music. On Saturday night, August 9, 1947, 
he was going to be on both shows and crown or coronate 
Sunshine Sue as the “Queen of the Hillbillies”. As a 
special giveaway that night, fans were to get a recording of 
Sunshine Sue and Her Rangers doing an arrangement of 
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“Red River Valley” (the Governor’s personal favorite) and 
on the other side, “Barn Dance Boogie.” An article touting 
the coronation mentions some of the musical numbers 
fans were to hear. The Tobacco Tags were going to sing 
“Honey, Do You Think It’s Wrong.” June Carter was 
going to do a “comedy version” of the song “Temptation.” 
Crazy Joe Maphis was going to do his composition, “Barn 
Dance Boogie.”(Note: This is possibly the record on the Astra 
Record label—number 1215)

It Was Hillbilly Music and People

One of the aspects that stand out in this review and 
research on the WRVA Old Dominion Barn Dance was its 
“affectionate” use of the term “hillbilly” in various ways to 
sell the program. Catherine C. Morris wrote a dissertation 
that touched upon this aspect a bit in her chapter she titled 
“It Was A Hillbilly Operation”. While she did write that 
WRVA shied away from network programming to adopt 
hillbilly and other types of rhythm music versus rock and 
roll, this author would politely point out that rock and roll 
did not happen until the mid to late 1950’s. 

She attempted to identify this “hillbilly” persona that 
was a part of the country music culture in that 1940’s and 
1950’s era. 

“When WRVA decided to use the hillbilly to secure WRVA’s 
position in an increasingly competitive media market, it was as yet 
unresolved whether the hillbilly was an asset or an embarrassment 
(or both) to either a modern America or a modern South. WRVA’s 
programming would cast the hillbilly in a nostalgic light, as the love-
able and perhaps heroic ambassador of a better way of life, now lost. 
Simultaneously a character of derision and respect, of repul-
sion and longing, the American hillbilly was a vehicle for 
Americans to come to terms with rapid change throughout the 
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twentieth century. Hillbillies lived in this world, but seemed to 
follow rhythms of a parallel world, in which industry and com-
merce were largely invisible, if not altogether absent; in which 
religion, family, and the land played the largest roles in peo-
ple’s lives. There were, of course, no real hillbillies, but that 
did not stop people from applying and acquiring the label.  
The American hillbilly was hard to define but easy to identify by 
the time radio had become a mass medium in the 1930’s. Hillbil-
lies, according to popular culture, were people of Anglo-Saxon 
descent, living in remote rural areas (especially in the southern 
mountains), with only a passing acquaintance with education or 
the trappings of modern America. The hillbilly was always white, 
and almost always male. HIllbilly entertainers feigned confusion 
with city ways, and peddled heavily in nostalgia. As such, they 
were depicted as keepers of the past even as they were derided 
for being ridiculously and maybe even pathologically backwards. 
They thus held the dubious honor of simultaneously being held up 
as national heroes and hopeless hicks.” 

Mary Jean Shurtz wrote in her “One Hillbilly Fan To 
Another” column that Toby Stroud was to start at WRVA 
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on February 25, 1949. He had been working at WDAE in 
Tampa, Florida. 

Wedding Bells Were Ringing On Stage in March 1949
Sunshine Sue seemed to have a knack for promoting 

the show and generating interest. One such occasion 
occurred in March, 1949, when the show and WRVA 
promoted the on-stage “live” wedding of Ruey (Curley) 
Collins to Kathleen (Kaki) Williams. 

First there was a show themed around “Curley’s 
Bachelor Party” on Saturday night, March 12, 1949. It 
was also billed as “Dallas Ketcham” night. Then, for the 
actual wedding, the show moved to the larger capacity 
Mosque auditorium on March 19, 1949. There was to be 
only one show that night. 
Thus, the wedding was 
to be the featured part of 
the program and would 
not be re-done. Country 
Music fans will recall that 
Hank Williams married 
Billie Jean Horton on 
the KWKH Louisiana 
Hayride show twice in one 
day, but they had actually 
gotten married prior to 
those shows. The ticket 
prices did not change for 
this special wedding night 
program. 

The Best Man was 
at this wedding was Red 



– 60 –

International Country Music Journal 2019

Murphy, who was a comedian on the show. Since Curley 
always worked with Benny Kissinger, one might ask where 
he was. Benny was actually playing the wedding music for 
the ceremony. Curley recruited Red for the barn dance 
cast but after Red left the Barn Dance and started working 
with Blaine Smith and the Atlantic Barn Dance, Red took 
exception to the fact that Curley did not also work with 
him on the new show. Curley lost a good friend and was 
deeply distressed, according to Curley’s son, Phil. 

The marriage laid the groundwork for a third show - 
the return from their honeymoon. That show was on March 
26, 1949. That night, the cast was to give the newlyweds a 
wedding shower. 

Since WRVA published weekly ads for the show from 
the beginning of the last great Sunshine Sue era, let us take 
a look at how the “hillbilly” theme worked its way into the 
promotion of the show. We will later see that even when 
Sunshine Sue tried 
to take the show to 
Broadway under the 
name of “Hayride”, 
the urban reviewers 
could not help but 
draw back on their 
perception and bias 
about “hillbilly.” 

It can be seen 
in a couple of ways 
like the use of the 
term “hillbilly” in 
some way or in the 
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terminology or verbiage used in the ads to promote the 
shows. From a historical perspective, this show was unique 
and set apart from other well known shows such as the 
WLS National Barn Dance or the WSM Grand Ole Opry, 
which while appealing to a rural audience, did not push 
the “hillbilly” aspect as much. 

Let us take a look at the terminology in the ads that 
seem to be “hillbilly” in nature. 
• Button Buster and Britches Splitter

• Hee-haw like a mule in a cool pool at that fool—Crazy Joe!

• The Biggest Hill-Hollerin’ Splinter-Kickin’ Barn-Shaker You 
Were Ever On!

• Come On Down To The Barn Shakin’ Hoe Down!

• Shingle Rattling Comedy Night

• Hitch Up and Drive Over! It’ll Be A Splinter Kicker and a 
Shingle Rattler!

• Hitch Up Your Mule and Come Over!

• Prepare To Laugh With the Craziest Shindig and Shingle-
Rattler You Ever Attended

• Hitch Up And Drive In For a Passle of Fun and Music!

• A Side-Splitter and a Button-Buster! A Stageful of Fun Not One 
Serious Second

• Whoopin’ Holler School

•  Saddle The Horses and Tune Up The Shootin’ Irons!

• New Year Show—A Real Shingle Rattler

•  A Bushel and a Peck of Fun and Music

•  Then there is the use of “Hillbilly” in some way in the 
promotional ads. 

•  Genuwine “Russian Hillbilly”
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•  Genuwine “Siamese Twin” Hillbillys

•  Genoowine French Hillbilly - Ooh-La-La and Wee-Wee

• Aahuabemehula The Hawaiian Hillbilly

•  Hillbilly Tarzan With His Entire Family and “Screaming 
Meemie”

• Spotlighting Those Two Hillbilly Balladeers

• Hillbilly From Mars! He Arrives On A Flying Saucer!

• Queen of the Hillbillies

• Hillbilly Wedding Night Plus Hillbilly Santa

• Hillbilly Easter Parade

• The Hillbilly Who’s Who

• Male Beauty Contest - Come And Vote For Your Favorite 
Hillbilly!

• Hillbilly Christmas Party—Crazy Kris Kringle Joe Maphis and 
the entire case welcome the Hillbilly Santa

• Beloved Hillbilly Lady of Song Back On The Stage

• Romance for a Hillbilly Valentine!

• Hillbilly Easter Parade

• Mr. Hillbilly of 1949

• Hillbilly Holiday Doin’s

• Rib-Tickling Tunes Everything In The Hillbilly Screwball 
Manner

• Songwriter’s Night—Hear The Nation’s Hillbilly Hits of the 
Future

• The One And Only Hillbilly Midget Band

• Santa Claus Workshop, Hillbilly Style

• Hillbilly Xmas Party!
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• Happy New Year Party—You have fun! It’s VERY informal! It’s 
hillbilly!

• 17 Famous Hillbilly Stars Singing and Playing Their Way Into 
Your Heart

• Don’t Miss the Irish Hillbilly Show

• America’s Top Hillbilly Comic! (Quarantine Brown) Ugliest 
Man In Radio — He Says

• School Mam Sue and Her Hillbilly School Kids

• Hillbilly Goblins, Ghosts and Witches

• A Hillbilly’s New Year’s Show Tonight!

Another aspect is to look at the milestones in terms of 
attendance that WRVA promoted for the Old Dominion 
Barn Dance: 
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100,000 — August 2, 1947
200,000 — July 3, 1948
300,000 — June 18, 1949
400,000 — September 30, 1950
500,000 — February 2, 1952
600,000 — August 1953 (not specifically mentioned;  

     July 25 mentioned 594,368.
700,000 — Not Advertised
800,000 — January 14, 1956
In August of 1949, Red Murphy, known as a hillbilly 

comedian who also played the harmonica and tap danced, 
celebrated his second anniversary with the show. Late in 
1949, a new, competing show arrives on the scene, the 
Atlantic Barn Dance. The first ad for the show appeared 
on December 3, 1949. The show was held at the Atlantic 
Rural Exposition Grounds. It advertised 3,000 seats and 
“new heat” along with free parking. Admission prices 
were 50 cents for adults and 25 cents for children. Frank 
Porter of WLEE’s “Country Stars” was to be the Master of 
Ceremonies. Advertised acts included Clyde Moody and 
His Carolina Woodchoppers and, Smiley Wilson and His 
Range Pardners. That first show was to be held Friday and 
Saturday nights. 

The following week, there was only the one show on 
Saturday night. Red Murphy was now the headline star of 
the show and Frank Porter was still emcee. Other names 
seen previously on the WRVA show were Nita Lynn, Bill 
and Arlene. The show was promoting square and round 
dances on a “new floor surface” after the show with a 
veteran caller and set leader. In addition, special buses 
were to run from 8th and Broad Streets to the Barn Dance 
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starting at 7:00pm. Keep in mind that the WRVA Theater 
was at 9th and Broad Streets. One can envision a bit of 
the large crowds gathered in downtown Richmond and 
deciding which show to attend. 

The competition must have been pretty robust. The 
promotional ads for each show were larger than past ads 
the WRVA show had used. Weekly ads for both shows 
were seen up until about July of 1950. Had the Atlantic 
Barn Dance ended? In November of 1950, a new ad for 
the show was seen, but the new headline act was “Brother 
Slim Williams”. The ad mentions that “Brother” Williams’ 
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comedy preaching is a riot and he uses a telephone directory and 
catalogue for his inspiration.”

At the end of July 1950, the local newspaper was 
reporting that the WRVA Old Dominion Barn Dance had 
signed Merle Travis to a lengthy contract. At the time, 
he was working with Cliffie Stone on the Hollywood 
Barn Dance. He was to make his first appearance on the 
Saturday night show on July 29, 1950. Jack Stone, the 
theater manager of WRVA Theater, said Merle would fly 
back to the west coast to wrap up his business then settle 
in. Mr. Travis indicated that Richmond suited him just 
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fine and he wanted to trade a Hollywood bungalow for 
some ground in the area with a house on it. 

Things did not work out for Mr. Travis and his tenure 
on the show was perhaps less than two months. 

The September 1952 WRVA Dialog (a monthly 
publication) mentions that the Old Dominion Barn Dance 
was on the CBS Network again the past summer and was 
under the sponsorship of Dr. Pepper. The fifteen minute 
show was heard on Saturday mornings at 10:15am on 55 
radio stations, mainly in the south and southwest. The 
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show was heard in Kentucky, Missouri, South Carolina, 
North Carolina, Georgia, Tennessee, Mississippi, Alabama, 
Louisiana, Florida, Oklahoma, Texas and Arkansas. 

The quarter hour show was recorded every Saturday 
night from the WRVA Theater where the show was held, 
at 7:30pm and 9:30pm. Harry Monroe was the announcer 
for the network show while Ray Kennedy was the producer 
and director. 

On Saturday night, November 8, 1952, the WRVA 
Old Dominion Barn Dance was broadcast on the CBS 
radio network as part of a new series called “Saturday 
Night Country Style.” The Richmond Times-Dispatch told its 
readers that the new show had “been set so as to originate 
in a number of the country’s leading hillbilly centers.” The 
WRVA show in Richmond was selected to start the series. 
Six “live” programs were to rotate each Saturday night. 
The November 7, 1952 article mentions that a subsequent 
broadcast would occur on December 20, 1952. The network 
broadcast portion would occur during the second show 
of the night between 
10:30pm to 11:00pm. 

This article 
also states who the 
performers would 
be and the tunes 
they would perform. 
Sunshine Sue would 
do “Smiles Are Made 
Out of Sunshine” and 
“Molly Malone,” Zag 
(The Ozark Mountain 
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Boy) Pennel would do “Jambalaya,” Benny Kissinger 
would do “Yodelin’ Ranger” and Mary Klick would be 
making her first appearance since her return from a USO 
trip to Korea. Sonny Day and his accordion would be on 
the show as well as Lennie Jones and his guitar and Cousin 
Elmer with his harmonica. 

C.E. Butterfield, a radio columnist for the Associated 
Press (AP), was quoted as stating, “It was a pleasant example 
of what this veteran program can supply under the guidance of 
Sunshine Sue Workman.” Lester Gottlieb, the vice-president 
in charge of Network Programs for the CBS Radio Network 
was also quoted, “Thanks for getting ‘Country Style’ off to a 
rousing start. Thought first show was top flight and will set high 
standards for others to follow.”

The six programs that would be in the weekly rotation 
of Saturday Night Country Style would be: 

The Old Dominion Barn Dance (WRVA - Richmond, 
Virginia)

The WWVA Wheeling Jamboree (WWVA - Wheeling, 
West Virginia)

The Louisiana Hayride (KWKH - Shreveport, Louisiana

The Tennessee Barn Dance (WNOX - Knoxville, 
Tennessee)

The Big “D” Jamboree (KRLD - Dallas, Texas)

The Old Kentucky Barn Dance (WHAS - Louisville, 
Kentucky

The show gained in popularity and CBS gave it even 
more exposure. In April 1953, the show would be featured 
on the CBS network twice a week (Tuesdays and Thursdays) 
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at 3:45pm. The “live” network broadcast would be played 
later over WRVA at 5:30pm the same day. 

The Old Dominion Barn Dance not only got 
recognition from being on the network, but also from 
several magazines. In 1950, Radio Album gave them an award 
for “Outstanding Contribution to American Folk Music in 
Radio and Theater Entertainment.” In 1952, Who’s Who 
in TV & Radio magazine (published by the Dell Publishing 
Company) highlighted her with a picture and biography 
among hundreds of radio personalities. She was the only 
radio person from Virginia cited. The WRVA Dialog of 
November 1952 reports that the show was featured in Part 
III of a “First Road of the Land” which traced Route 
1 from Washington, DC through Georgia. A 500 word 
portion devoted to Richmond in featured Sunshine Sue 
and the barn dance show. 

Last, but not least, each week, a half of the show was 
recorded on tape, then flown from Westover Air Force 
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Base in Massachusetts to Africa where it was then re-
broadcast via the Armed Forces Radio Service network. 

In June of 1953, Fred Rose of the Acuff-Rose 
Publishing Company and Howie Richmond made a trip to 
Richmond to record sides with the Westernaires and also 
with Sunshine Sue. The recordings were released on the 
Decca record label. On June 28, 1953, Edith Lindeman 
told readers of a recording session by Sunshine Sue in her 
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article, “Sunshine Sue and Westernaires Work Hard For 
Day of Recording Their First Folk Ballads”.

One of the songs recorded was “Blackberry Winter.” 
Ms. Lindeman wrote that the tune was given a thorough 
analysis “before that canny song-doctor Rose got through with it. 
He took the first two verses and pulled out the first lines of each to 
make one verse. She quoted Rose, “I couldn’t get the song out of 
my mind, but it worried me because it took too long to get to the 
point. You have to hit the main theme right off if you want to sell 
records.”

Readers learned that Sunshine Sue had made the 
recordings in a four hour session the previous week. 

The songwriter credits for “Blackberry Winter” on 
Decca Records 29156 were Edith Lindeman and Carl Stutz 
so, while Fred Rose seemingly did some magic with the 
composition, he did not take any songwriter credit on the 
song. But Ms. Lindeman did not tell readers she was one 
part of the songwriting team. Further research shows that 
she was co-writer again with Carl Stutz of Willie Nelson’s 
“Red-Headed Stranger.” 

Research of this program shows that sometime in 
1954, a pair of brothers, the Newton Rascals appeared on 
the barn dance. The brothers were natives of Richmond 
and at the time were nine and eleven years old. They were 
Wayne Newton and Jerry Newton. By summer of 1954, 
they were working with Bob Gallion and being heard over 
WCLT out of Newark, Ohio. A few years later, the family 
moved to Phoenix, Arizona. The boys were then calling 
themselves the Rascals of Rhythm. 

September 1954 - The Barn Dance Goes To Broadway
The local Richmond newspaper told readers of the 
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upcoming events for the Old Dominion Barn Dance. The 
weekend, of September 10, 1954, the show was going to 
celebrate its Eighth Anniversary under the guidance and 
leadership of femcee Sunshine Sue and on the following 
Monday, the premiere of “Hayride” was to occur on 
Broadway in New York City. 

At that time, the WRVA Old Dominion Barn Dance 
was one of six shows alternating each week on the “Saturday 
Night Country Style” radio program heard coast-to-coast 
on the CBS network. The Richmond newspaper notes that 
in the decade prior to this, “hillbilly music has come out of 
the hills to ramble around the big cities and kick up its heels on all 
musical best-seller lists.” It further noted that the trend was 
so big that the U. S. Congress had designated May 26 as 
the annual National Hillbilly Music Day. 

It was reported that the first night was sold out and 
there were solid ticket sales in the week following the 
opening. 

The New York Times announced to its readers on 
September 12, 1954 that on September 13, 1954 at the 
48th street theater, a “hillbilly show with a cast headed by 
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Sunshine Sue” was to open. Curtain time was 8:00pm. 
On September 13, a J. P. Shanley wrote of this new 

show in his “Hot Time Tonight For 48th Street” column. 
The show was called “Hayride”; he put it simply that its 
premise was to be a hillbilly folk musical. He indicated 
that he would describe it in “ordinary language,” showing 
once again the disdain urban reporters had for such shows. 
He indicated the show was sponsored by Barron Howard 
and Jack Stone. The cast would include 25 performers led 
by Sunshine Sue. 

What price did the urban audience pay to see 
“Hayride”? The ad included here shows that prices were 
$2.95 and $1.85 per seat for matinee performances (at 
2:40pm) on Wednesdays and Saturdays as well as evening 
performances Monday through Thursday. For Friday and 
Saturday evening performances at 8:40pm, prices were 
$4.05, $2.95 and $1.85. Per the show’s ad in the New York 
Times, there were shows Monday through Saturday in the 
evening at 8:40pm. Matinee shows were held at 2:40pm on 
Wednesdays and Saturdays. 

The writer tried to inject humor into his article written 
for the New York City urban dwellers, telling them that 
“pickin’ and singin’ is a ‘term’ for a musical performance 
and a “shingle lifter” was a lively party. 

The author notes that the “Hayride” would use material 
“that originates in the Southern hills, the Western plains, bayous, 
plantations and crossroad stores.”

On September 14, 1954, the New York Times reviewed 
opening night. The article lists the cast which included: 

Sunshine Sue

Cousin Joe Maphis and Rose
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Lester Flatt and Earl Scruggs

 Foggy Mountain boys (Paul Warren, Jake Tulloch, 
Curly Seckler)

 Coon Creek Girls (Lily May, Rosie and Black-Eyed Susan)

 Trail Blazers (Ray Smith, Roy Horton, Johnny 
Newton)

Eddy (Texas) Smith

Quincy Snodgrass

Mary Klick

Zeb Robinson

Sonny Day

Fiddlin’ Irving

Zag (The Ozark Mountain Boy)

Gene Jenkins

Jody Carver

The writer of the review kind of indicates a bias when 
we read “The whoopin’ and hollerin’, however, were not for a 
masterwork of the drama by a newly discovered genius but rather 
for the pickin’ and singin’ of a hillbilly musical revue called 
“Hayride.”

Then the reader is told that the performers on stage 
seemed to enjoy the renditions by their fellow performers 
to the extent as if it were the first time they had seen and 
heard them. The writer further comments, “Indeed, it is 
doubtful whether a band of more informal and earnest entertainers 
ever has graced a local professional stage.”

The writer then seems to get into more of an objective 
analysis of what was seen and heard. Each performer 
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seemed to “...do just about anything with a mandolin, guitar, 
harmonica, bass fiddle, fiddle or accordion.” 

The one that got his attention was Cousin Joe Maphis, 
who was described as a “tall, pleasant-mannered fellow.” 
Joe played a half dozen instruments but his trick fiddling 
was such that it could “make a city slicker’s eyes pop.” 
The writer observed Joe played the fiddle (note the term 
fiddle and not violin) under his chin, under his arm, on 
his back, under his legs and just about any way a human 
could pull the bow. 

Sunshine Sue did “some pleasant ballads” but Lester 
Flatt and Earl Scruggs, backed by the Foggy Mountain 
Boys, “couldn’t do anything wrong as far as the balcony was 
concerned.”

The reviewer concluded his review with this comment: 
“Reckon those folks who like this sort of thing ought to get 
themselves over to the Forty-Eighth Street Theatre. This “city 
square” although not unreceptive to hillbilly music, found a full 
evening of it somewhat enervating.”

One of the national columnists, Dorothy Kilgallen, 
wrote a condescending sarcastic few paragraphs about the 
show before it even opened. In her syndicated column that 
appeared in newspapers across the country, one headline 
seen was “You’d Better Head for the Hill, Billy” in an 
Indianapolis, Indiana newspaper. She notes in her first 
paragraph: 

“For New Yorkers who cannot abide corn except on the 
cob, the most frightening event of the theatrical season will oc-
cur September 13 when a divertissment called “Hayride” — de-
scribed as the first hillbilly show ever to open on Broadway — ar-
rives from Richmond, Va., and settles into the 48th Street Theater.”  
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“On opening night the playbill will strive to assist the uneducated 
by providing a glossary of hillbilly terms (Example: a chili dipper 
is a ukulele and a mandolin is a tater bug) and as if that were not 
enough to curl your toes the whole proceeding will be m.c.’d by a 
gal known as Sunshine Sue.” 

She went on to sarcastically note that the musicians 
played without musical score because they play their 
instruments by ear “...and couldn’t read the music sheets 
if there were any.” In another version of the column, a Dayton, 
Ohio newspaper she says, “It has not been announced, but 
presumably there will be a dramamine concession in the lobby.” 
One supposes she was writing to her city slicker audience 
in that particular column. 

Billboard published an editorial column in its 
September 4, 1954 issue entitled “Misguided Columnist” 
offering a rebuttal to Ms. Kilgallen’s column. 

“To use the words of the lateHank Williams: ‘Hey, Good 
Looking!’In this way might Williams good-naturedly blow the 
whistle on columnist Dorothy Kilgallen who this week drew a 
bead on country music. Commenting on the expected arrival of 
“Hayride” at the 48th Street Theater, Miss Kilgallen calls this 
a ‘frightening even to New Yorkers, who cannot abide corn ex-
cept on the cob.’ In succeeding paragraphs Miss Kilgallen by 
crude attempts to belittle the country field, succeeds wonder-
fully well in highlighting her own snobbism and ignorance. 
For only the iignorantcan be unaware of the important con-
tribution country music has made to American entertain-
ment, and—in a larger view—to American culture. And only 
a snob could suggest that the performance of “Hayride” 
would be alleviated by a dramamine concession in the lobby. 
The scheduled advent of Sunshine Sue and company at the 48th 
Street Theater is not frightening. It will either prove a flop or a 
success. What is frightening is Miss Kilgallen, who, despite her 
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years of exposure to show business, can yet express with such 
consummate bad taste her lack of knowledge of one of its major 
forms.” 

The Playbill web site indicates the show opened 
September 13, 1954 and closed on October 2, 1954 after 
24 performances. Perhaps the timing of the show was good. 
On August 23, 1955, the theater suffered damage when a 
10,000 water tank fell through the roof. This was seen in a 
news photo for auction on eBay. 

The New York Times reported in August 1955 that 
the wooden water thank fed the fire sprinkler system and 
stood atop a similar tank that provided the regular water 
for the theater. Both tanks were mounted on the roof over 
the stage. The orchestra pit and first seven rows of seats 
were destroyed and the roof had a 50 by 100 foot hole. The 
article noted that about 200 of the theater’s 917 seats were 
destroyed. The theater had opened in 1912. 

A week later, Sam Zolotow reported in the New York 
Times that due to the extent of the damage, the site was 
potentially going to be turned into a parking garage. The 
theater was under the control of the Joseph Leblang estate 
which was represented by three daughters. The sisters were 
said to have had a “theatrical heritage” and were not ready 
to part with the property. But the offers were perhaps too 
good to ignore. The insurance money would not have 
been enough to repair the theater and also increase seating 
capacity to improve bookings. But a theater contractor 
who was willing to help noted that there was not enough 
room to enable any proposed expansion for seating. 
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Zag Pennel garnered quite a bit of publicity from his 
Broadway appearance. A syndicated columnist named Inez 
Robb wrote a feature about him that was carried in many 
newspapers around the country. But what was interesting 
was the different column “headlines” that newspapers used 
to publish Ms. Robb’s column. Some examples: 
• Zag, Hillbilly With A Song 

Detroit Free Press (Sep 24)

• Ozark Mountain Boy is Broadway’s Latest Idol Daily News 
(Lebanon, PA) (Sep 25)

• Ozark Hillbilly LIghts Broadway Horizon Austin American-
Statesman (Sep 24)

• Broadway’s New Idol Clarion-Ledger (Jackson, MS) (Sep 24)

• Broadway’s Hog-Wild Over Hillbilly Who’s “Pure Pleasure” on 
Stage 
Miami News (Sep 24)

• Alright, Let’s Face It Zag’s New Matinee Idol 
News-Journal (Mansfield, OH) Sep 26

• New Broadway Idol Is Boy From Creek in Ozark Hills 
El Paso Herald-Post (Sep 25)

• Zag, Ozark Mountain Boy, Current Flash On Broadway; But 
Can’t Stay Up Late 
Honolulu Advertiser (Sep 27)

One cannot omit how this show was sold or presented 
to the audiences attending the musical. The Playbill for 
the show tries to define the type of music and its roots to 
the urban audience. On the one hand it says it is the first 
musical to bring “new folk music in the making and the old folk 
music which has stood the test of time.” 

From the Playbill for the Hayride, “The Genesis 
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of the ‘Country Style’ 
Musical”: 

“The people of the 
mountains were more de-
pendent on their own re-
sources than those on the 
rivers and plains because 
of poorer communications. 
Due to this isolation, they 
preserved more of their 
forebears’ (English) songs, 
and contributed more of 
their own. This, of course, 
is where the term “Hillbil-
ly” enters into the picture. 
The true hillbilly musician 
is an untrained entertainer, 
usually both an instrumen-
talist and a vocalist. As 
a rule, he writes his own 
songs about the things he 

experiences and the events he’s heard about, or interprets the 
songs other hillbillies have composed. It is rare indeed if he has 
any formal knowledge of music or verse form. He is, in every sense 
a ‘primitive’ “. 

Sidebar: Abbie Neal and Her Ranch Girls

But is the story of the run on Broadway over? In 
January 1955, it was announced that Abbie Neal and 
Her Ranch Girls were going to join the cast of the Old 
Dominion Barn Dance. Abbie’s group had just returned 
from an overseas tour in Greenland. But the January article 
also told readers that Sunshine Sue had auditioned the 
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group in August of 1954. She was so impressed, she signed 
them to appear in the “Hayride” musical on Broadway. It 
was stated that their popularity in that show prompted Sue 
to invite the group to join the WRVA cast as soon as their 
schedule allowed it. The Playbill listing of the cast does 
not mention Abbie Neal and her Ranch Girls at all. The 
review of the musical by the New York Times does not 
mention them. The local Richmond newspaper provided a 
story of the show opening, but was based on wire service 
reports and did not go into cast details. An October 1954 
Billboard article mentions that her group had recently visit 
Wonderland Ranch in Ontario, Canada. 

Not wanting to leave any stone unturned, further 
research revealed another newspaper article about Abbie 
Neal in this Broadway series. Harold V. Cohen wrote in his 
“The Drama Desk” column in the Pittsburgh Post-Gazette 
on September 27, 1954 that the group was to appear in the 
show starting September 27, 1954, a Monday. But due to 
a previous contractual obligation, they were flying back to 
Pittsburgh to appear at the Daughters of America banquet. 
Mr. Cohen stated that is the only way they would agree 
to appear in the Broadway production and still be able to 
fulfill their commitment. Based on research, the musical 
closed on October 2, 1954, likely meaning that Abbie Neal 
and Her Ranch Girls did not fly back to New York. 

WRVA and Sunshine Sue went all out to promote the 
arrival of Abbie Neal and Her Ranch Girls. One local item 
of note related to the group was that one of the members, 
Mary Belle Darden, was from Portsmouth, Virginia. The 
weekly promotional ads were very different than other Barn 
Dance ads and featured Abbie’s group as the headline act. 
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WRVA advertised a 
good-bye show for Abbie 
and her group for the 
February 26, 1955 show. 
But research shows the 
group was brought back 
by popular demand for the 
April 2, 1955 show. She 

also did five more weeks in 1956. 
As a point of observation, was this show ahead of its 

time, doing something different that other shows were not 
doing? First, take into account that the show was led by a 
female star for several years, going back to 1946, at least 
three years before Kitty Wells started recording. Then, in 
early 1955, the show doubles down and features another 
female headline act, an all-female band at that with Abbie 
Neal and Her Ranch Girls. 

In 1955, history sees the show is on the down hill of 
its run with Sunshine Sue. The weekly ads continue, but 
one starts to see a shift. New acts are advertised in the 
ads throughout the year. The names seem more bluegrass 
oriented. Acts such as The Stanley Brothers (March), Carl 
Story and His Ramblin’ Mountaineers (April), Charlie 
Bailey and his Happy Valley Boys and Girls (March), 
Hack Johnson (May), Ray Morris and the Morris Family 
(June), Mitchell Sisters (June), Buz Busby and his Bayou 
Boys (July), The Cavaliers Quartet (November), and 
Curley Howard and the Farmhands (November). Nancy 
Mitchell Hanson wrote in an email that their appearance 
on the barn dance was one of the highlights of their career.

But the ads show some shift in how the show was to 
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be promoted. A September 10, 1955 ad touts “Virginia’s 
Famous Folk Music Show.” But the October 15, 1955 
ad shows “Music and Fun—Hillbilly Style”. An add from 
October 22, 1955 touts “A shingle Rattler and A Splinter 
Kicker ... More Fun Than a Corn Shuckin’”. 

Some of the new acts that were showing up became 
popular enough to become seemingly permanent members 
of the cast. Mac Wiseman and his Country Boys and Don 
Reno and Red Smiley and the Tennessee Cutups were two 
such acts. In fact, Reno and Smiley would have another 
link to the show’s history when they began another version 
of the show for WRVA in 1957. Porter Wagoner made a 
guest appearance on the show. Other Opry acts such as 
The Carlisles, Hawkshaw Hawkins, and Arlie Duff also 
appeared as guests. 

Mac Wiseman stayed with the show for several years 
and had a morning show as well. A July 1955 article 
indicated he was quite popular while at WRVA. During 
one morning broadcast, he told listeners he would send 
them a picture upon request. Mac got over 2,350 responses. 

Don Reno and Red Smiley joined the cast and they 
brought the Tennessee Cut-Ups with them. The Cut-
Ups were Mack Magaha, who played fiddle, and John 
Palmer, who played bass. The act also provided some 
comedy routines as well. Mack and John were known as 
Jeff Doolytater and Mutt Highpockets. Reno and Smiley 
would participate in comedy roles as Chicken Hot Rod 
and Pansy Hot Rod. 

Jim Wilson was also part of the show for a time. 
Jim had spent three years in Nashville on Eddy Arnold’s 
“Checkerboard Jamboree” show. He then moved to 
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Orlando, Florida after getting his health back and began 
writing poems. One he wrote in tribute to Thanksgiving 
was called “Thank You Lord For The Dinner” and did it as a 
recitation over the air. Response was such that he did more 
and he recorded one with his daughter for the Mercury 
label called “Daddy, You Know What?” In a December 1956 
article that featured Jim, we also learn a bit of the inner 
workings of the show. The article mentioned Jim liked 
getting back to his role on the show due to the efforts 
of Burt Repine. The article stated that it was Burt’s, “...
understanding guidance, and his intelligent and even-
tempered handling of details, all shows flow smoothly and 
everyone is always in a happy frame of mind.” 

Janis Martin caused quite a stir with audiences and 
some articles suggested she was another “Elvis”. She 
started performing at an early age and had her own show 
over station WHEE in Martinsville, Virginia. By the time 
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she was 15 years old, she had her own stage show at the 
Realto Theater in Danville, Virginia. That got WRVA’s 
attention and she then became the youngest member of 
the cast when she joined the show. 

Sidebar: Did Elvis Appear on the Old Dominion Barn Dance?

In 1955, a young singer was touring with Grand Ole 
Opry acts such as Hank Snow and His Rainbow Ranch 
Boys and Cowboy Copas. His name was Elvis Presley. 
On Monday, May 16, 1955, a show was at the Mosque. 
The headline act was Hank Snow. Other acts on the bill 
were Martha Carson, Slim Whitman, Davis Sisters, Onie 
Wheeler and Jimmie Rodgers Snow. The same show was 
held at the Municipal Auditorium in Norfolk, Virginia on 
Sunday, May 15, 1955. On Tuesday May 17, 1955, the 
troupe was in Asheville, North Carolina. 

Elvis was to return to Richmond in September 1955. 
He was booked on another “Grand Ole Opry” show at the 
WRVA Theater on Sunday, September 18, 1955 for shows 
at 2:30pm and 8:30pm. The ad promoting the appearance 
shows how the billing had changed. The Louvin Brothers 
and Cowboy Copas received top billing, but Elvis is now 
shown as “Special Guest” and his picture is included in 
the ad along with the hit records he had up to that time. 
A photo in the September 11, 1955 Richmond Times-
Dispatch said that Elvis would ‘...head a country-singing 
show at the WRVA Theatre. One might say he performed 
on the ‘stage’ where the Old Dominion Barn Dance was 
held each Saturday, but no clear cut evidence shows he 
actually appeared on the barn dance. One would presume 
that if he did appear, a promotional ad would have 
mentioned his appearance. 
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The same show that appeared in Richmond on the 
18th, moved on to Danville Fairgrounds in Danville, 
Virginia on Tuesday, September 20, 1955. 

On Saturday, June 30, 1956, Richmond music lovers 
had an interesting choice. Appearing at the Mosque at 
5:00pm and 8:00pm was a future legend, Elvis Presley and 
his stage show. He was the sole act mentioned in the ad. 
At the WRVA Theater, the barn dance show was holding 
fort with shows at 7:30pm and 9:30pm. Featured on the 
WRVA show, were the Webster Brothers, Janis Martin, 
Jim Wilson, Reno and Smiley, Shirley Vaughn, Zag of 
the Ozarks, Sunshine Sue and Bob Stone and the Green 
Valley Boys. One notices the staggered show times. One 
also wonders, how many fans might have taken in both 
shows that day. 

June 1957 - Sunshine Sue Era of Old Dominion Barn Dance Ends
On June 8, 1957, Sunshine Sue would make her last 

appearance on the show that she had headlined since 
September 14, 1946. Attendance had dwindled. Television 
was coming of age. The rock and roll era was taking hold. 
The last show was to include Jim Wilson, Janis Martin, 
Zag Pennell, Shirlee Hunter, Pete Pike and a group known 
as the Georgia Mountain Boys. The promotional ad for 
that last show was a far cry from the creative, artistic ads 
that the show was known for over the eleven year run. 
The local newspaper did not contain any feature article of 
Sunshine Sue and her pending retirement from the show. 

Maybe it is a piece of trivial information. But what 
were the ticket prices for the show at its start in 1946 
compared to the show’s wrap in June of 1957? Ticket prices 
as advertised in September 8, 1946 ad: Adults 60 cents; 
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children 30 cents. Ticket prices as advertised on February 
13, 1957 ad: Orchestra 95 cents; mezzanine 65 cents. 

The new version of the Old Dominion Barn Dance was 
to begin the following weekend on June 15. The Richmond 
Times-Dispatch tried to drum up enthusiasm and even 
perhaps evoking that rural hillbilly characterization by 
stating “...An entirely new cast will do the singin’ and pickin’, the 
plunkin’ and cavorting.”

WRVA was bringing in Pee Wee King from Louisville 
and Little Eller Long (“...popular in the hillbilly comedy 
set...”)as the headline acts. An old familiar face would be 
returning with the new cast, Red Murphy, who had spent 
a few years in Nashville on the Grand Ole Opry. From 
Detroit, Casey Clark would bring his band. Finally the 
Blue Grass Champs from Washington, DC would round 
out the cast. 
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Burt Repine was now the manager of the WRVA 
Theater. The June 1957 article stated that unlike the 
past eleven years, each show was to feature a different 
headline act, brought in from around the country. As for 
the presence of local acts, “...performers who have found favor 
with local fans will be included in the lineup.”

Apparently this new attempt did not go over well at 
the box office. One sees that a bit of the spirit of the show 
was missing from the promotional ads for the new version 
of an old familiar show. Without the audience connection 
to familiar faces each week, the show appeared to be just 
a package show of touring acts coming through town for 
Saturday night. There was no show on Saturday June 29 
that we could find. But that did not mean this type of 
show would go away without future efforts to find the old 
or maybe a new magic. 
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October 1957 — New  
Dominion Barn Dance Begins

A few months went by 
without any shows being 
promoted. On October 18, 
1957, an ad for “Reno and 
Smiley’s New Dominion 
Barn Dance” was seen, 
promoting a new version 
of the show with some 
familiar names from the 
old show. The promoter of 
the show it was later found 
to be Carlton Haney. It was 
going to be at the WRVA 
Theater, but only one show 
from 8:00pm to 10:30pm. 
On the bill of performers 
were Don Reno and Red 
Smiley and the Tennessee 
Cut-Ups, Pete Pike, Bill 
Haney and the Dixie 
Buddies, Ronnie Reno and 
an act named “Chicken 
Hot Rod”. Ticket prices 
were simple: adults 95 
cents, children 50 cents. It 
was advertised that it would 
be every Saturday night. 
The following week showed 
no ad, but the WRVA radio 
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programming listing on October 26 does show a half-hour 
broadcast at 9:30pm for “Barn Dance”. 

The show did not run weekly ads during this time. 
Some of the other performers listed in other ads seen were 
Grandpa Jones and Ramona, Clyde Moody, the Blue 
Grass Champs. 

Over the course of the year, Reno and Smiley left the 
show, but came back for its second anniversary in October 
1959. Ads that appeared featured Carlton Haney’s name 
in early August 1958. By then the cast had grown to 40 
performers and the show would usually bring in Grand Ole 
Opry stars for guest appearances. 

Some of the cast members in 1959 were Dewey 
Ritter, the Country Cavaliers, the Cripple Creek Boys, 
Gene Boggs, Chief Powhatan, Donna Gaye, Rusty (Koko 
the Hobo) Adams, the Trailblazers, Joe Stone and Bobby 
Adkins, and, the Mitchell Sisters. 

In 1961, the WRVA Theater was reverting to its 
previous name as the Lyric Theater. The non-profit group, 
Old Lyric Theater Corporation, was going to operate the 
show. Burt Repine was said to stay on as manager of the 
theater. The theater was owned at that time by the Life 
Insurance Company of Virginia. The goal of the new 
corporation was to provide a venue for local groups to 
perform. But the group would also try to bring in touring 
companies with professional plays. The theater would also 
undergo refurbishing and redecorating. 

It is not our intent to cover in too much more detail 
about this “New Dominion Barn Dance”. This research 
effort was primarily focused on WRVA, its growth as a radio 
station, the use of “hillbilly music” in its programming 
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and its early and continued efforts to develop a live ‘barn 
dance’ show. 

The most successful of those attempts was when 
Sunshine Sue embarked on the show starting with the 
premier at the WRVA Theater on Saturday night, September 
14, 1946 and its run through Saturday night, June 8, 1957. 
Doing the math, the show was aired 561 Saturday nights 
during that time period. 

Sunshine Sue would enjoy one last bow on the stage of 
the Old Dominion Barn Dance. She had retired in 1963, 
but on March 23, 1975, she would grace the stage one 
last time for two shows. Some of the familiar acts would 
grace the stage with her that day - Mother Maybelle Carter 
(along with daughter, Helen and three grandchildren), 
Grandpa Jones with his wife Ramona, as well as Joe and 
Rose Lee Maphis. Her daughter who had become known 
as Sunshine Sue Jr. (Ginger Workman Stanley) was the 
master of ceremonies for the show. In fact, Sunshine Sue 
said that what got her to appear this one last time was 
Ginger. “Whatever Ginger wants, she gets, if I can possibly do it.”

Original cast member Irving Gurganus was said to be 
a committee of one to roundup many of the old-timers 
who had worked with Sue over the years. 

Other former cast members who were on the show 
included Curley Collins, Buster Puffenbarger who 
performed with three of his daughters as sisters Bonnie 
and Bee could not be there, Benny Kissinger, Mary 
Klick, Pokey Kersey, Zeb Robertson, Lennie Jones, John 
Workman and Sam Workman. 

One of Nashville’s legends was also there on stage, 
Ernest Tubb, appearing with Ernest Tubb, Jr. 

One of the highlights of the show was Ginger (Sunshine 
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Sue Jr.) getting to perform on stage with her mom and dad 
for the first time. 

The show closed with all the performers doing three 
songs, “Auld Lang Syne”, “For She’s a Jolly Good Fellow” and 
“You Are My Sunshine.” The reception she got touched Sue. 
She got a standing ovation and the audience sang along on 
the last two tunes. She said: 

“To me, it was one of the happiest days of my life . . . it was 
just wonderful — a wonderful reception. I really can’t get over it. I 
got a little weepy there at the end, but I loved every moment of it.”

On June 13, 1979, Sunshine Sue’s life came to end 
due to complications of a heart attack at the age of 67. She 
was born Mary Arlene Higdon and married her childhood 
sweetheart John (Sugarfoot) Workman at the age of 17. 

Her death closed a chapter in country music (or can 
we say hillbilly music) history. She was unique in that 
she was a female who led a weekly, live barn dance show 
for over a decade. The show was heard coast to coast 
over the CBS network. She used that network broadcast to 
lobby for a congressional declaration of National Hillbilly 
Music Day that became the Memorial Celebration to 
Jimmie Rodgers. Country Music Hall of Famers graced 
the stage of the Old Dominion Barn Dance. Her husband, 
affectionately known as Sugarfoot, died in 1986. Both are 
buried in Hanover, Virginia. 
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C.T. Lucy was 
instrumental in obtaining 
the lease for the Lyric 
Theater in Richmond. 
The theater was renovated 
and renamed the WRVA 
Theater. This then 
became the home for the 
WRVA Old Dominion 
Barn Dance starting on 
September 14, 1946.

Barron Howard 
worked with Jack Stone 
when WRVA took over 
the Lyric Theater and 
worked to book not only 
the WRVA Old Dominion 
Barn Dance program 
on Saturday nights, but 
other theater and stage 
attractions. Hit Broadway 
plays were brought to the 
theater

Curtain Call
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As promotion manager 
for WRVA, he and 
Barron Howard worked 
to develop the business 
for the WRVA Theater 
when it opened with the 
WRVA Old Dominion 
Barn Dance show on 
September 14, 1946.

Burt Repine was the 
Music Director at WRVA. 
In addition, he had his 
own orchestra over the 
years that performed in 
the Richmond area. He 
became the program 
manager of the Old 
Dominion Barn Dance. 
He was also the manager 
of Janis Martin, Shirlee 
Hunter and other artists. 
During the run of the New 
Dominion Barn Dance, 
Burt was the manager of 
the theater as he was for 
many years at the Lyric 
and WRVA Theaters.
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Scott Jarrett was a 
reporter, announcer and 
said to manage one of 
the Old Dominion Barn 
Dance radio shows. He 
also was active locally 
and research has shown 
he produced stage 
presentations. He also 
played a character known 
as Pappy Ridgeway and 
was said to be quite the 
philosopher. He had his 
own radio show in the 
early morning on WRVA.

Carlton Haney was 
said to be recruited in 
the fall of 1957 to start 
the New Dominion Barn 
Dance on WRVA along 
with (Don) Reno and 
(Red) Smiley. Carlton 
was their manager. 
He later took over the 
management of the show 
until 1964. On Labor Day 
weekend in 1965,he is 
credited with starting the 
Bluegrass Festival concept 
at Fincastle, Virginia. He 
was inducted into the 
Bluegrass Hall of Fame in 
1998.
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• The Bee; September 17, 1955; Danville, VA 
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• Richmond Times-Dispatch; October 14, 1955; Richmond, VA 
• Richmond Times-Dispatch; October 22, 1955; Richmond, VA 
• Country & Western Jamboree; June 1956; Maher Publications, 

Inc.; Chicago, IL
• Richmond Times-Dispatch; June 30, 1956; Richmond, VA 
• Country & Western Jamboree; November 1956; Maher 

Publications, Inc.; Chicago, IL
• Billboard; November 10, 1956; Billboard; Cincinnati, OH
• New York Times; August 24, 1955; "Water Tank Falls Through 

Roof of 48th Str. Theatre and into Empty Seats"; New York, NY
• New York Times; August 31, 1955; "48th Str. Theatre Facing 

Last Act - by Sam Zolotow"; New York, NY
• Rustic Rhythm; Vol. 1 No. 2; May 1957; Rustic Rhythm, Inc. 

New York, NY
• Richmond Times-Dispatch; June 1, 1957; Richmond, VA
• Richmond Times-Dispatch; June 8, 1957; Richmond, VA
• Richmond Times-Dispatch; June 15, 1957; Richmond, VA
• Richmond Times-Dispatch; June 22, 1957; Richmond, VA
• Richmond Times-Dispatch; October 9, 1959; Richmond, VA
• Richmond Times-Dispatch; November 4, 1961; Richmond, VA
• Richmond Times-Dispatch; November 23, 1963; Richmond, VA
• Richmond Times-Dispatch; May 26, 1974; "Atkins New Book 

Has Local Overtones" by Norman Rowe; Richmond, VA
• Richmond Times-Dispatch; March 24, 1975; Richmond, VA
• Richmond Times-Dispatch; June 14, 1979; Richmond, VA
• Richmond Times-Dispatch; March 16, 1986; Richmond, VA
• The Old-Time Herald; "The Varied Musical Career of Slim 

Bryant—93 Years Young"; John Lilly; Fall 2002; Copy courtesy 
of Phil Collins

• Letter to Phil Collins from Hoyt Bryant; October 7, 2002; Copy 
courtesy of Phil Collins

• The “Voice of Virginia”: WRVA and Conversations of a Modern 
South; Caroline C. Morris; Dissertation; William and Mary 
University; Williamsburg, VA

• Country Music's First and Only Radio Barn Dance Femcee; 
2015; Dr. Wayne W. Daniel; Presentation at International 
Country Music Conference; Nashville, TN
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• 25th Anniversary WRVA Virginia’s Premier Radio Station 
(booklet); 1950; Richmond, VA

• Saylor Sisters Email Exchanges with Wanda (Saylor) Heisel and 
author 2018 and 2019

• Mitchell Sisters Email Exchanges with Nancy Mitchell Hanson 
and author.
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“A Hot Rod Ford and a Two 
Dollar Bill”: Cars and Country 

Music c. 1945-1960
Tim Dodge 

Auburn University

Cars have been a topic of country music both before 
1945 and after 1960.  However, the immediate postwar 
years appear to have been a period when the connections 
between country music and cars became particularly 
close.  After first enduring the Great Depression when car 
ownership was out of reach for many due to economic 
hard times and then enduring the privations of World 
War II that included gasoline rationing and the complete 
cessation of non-military motor vehicle manufacturing 
for close to four years, the American public was ready 
to celebrate cars once the war ended in 1945. The car 
companies prepared to meet the pent-up demand for new 
vehicles.  Hank Williams’s (1923-1953) declaration that he 
had “a hot rod Ford and a two dollar bill” in his cheerful 
1951 hit, “Hey, Good Lookin’,” suggests something of 
this postwar optimism concerning cars and a connection 
to the country music audience.  It is interesting to note 
that Williams refers to a hot rod in his invitation for a date 
further suggesting that the country music audience may 
have viewed cars as something more than merely a means 
of transportation from here to there.

   The purpose of this project is to investigate the 
connection between cars and country music during the 
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period 1945-1960 and, in particular, to see what this says 
about the significance of cars to the country audience of this 
era.  Aside from consulting sources such as Joel Whitburn’s 
Top Country Singles 1944-1988, the SecondHandSongs web 
site, and Youtube, the author also systematically went 
through his large collection of records and compact disks 
in order to identify and listen to country songs relating 
to automobiles.  It was not enough to simply identify 
obvious titles of country songs that mentioned cars, such 
as “Automobile Baby” by Jimmie Osborne (1923-

1958) recorded for the King label in 1952 or “Hot 
Rod Race” by Arkie Shibley (James Lee Shibley, 1914-
1975) and his Mountain Dew Boys for the Gilt-Edge label 
in 1950.  Equally important was to identify country songs 
that mentioned cars in the song lyrics even if the theme 
of the song was not necessarily about cars as such because 
this would also help inform the listener of the significance 
of cars and how they fit into the plot or the story of the 
song lyrics.  Songs such as the famous “Detour” first 
recorded by Jimmy (Ernest E.) Walker (1915-1990) with 
Paul Westmoreland (1916-2005) and his Pecos River 
Boys on the Coast label in 1945 and most famously by 
Spade (Donnell Clyde) Cooley (1910-1969) for Columbia 
in 1946 or “Lonesome Highway” first recorded by Leon 
Payne (1917-1969) for the Bullet label in 1948 and most 
famously by Hank Williams and his Drifting Cowboys for 
M-G-M in 1949 have not been included because there is 
no mention of cars in the lyrics and neither song really 
requires mention of a car to make sense to the listener.  Both 
of these songs are really more of a philosophical statement 
concerning the results of making bad life decisions than 
actually about driving or going down the road.
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   Before proceeding with this investigation, it might 
be useful to note a few statistics concerning economic 
conditions and cars in the immediate postwar years to set 
the context for what follows.  Bearing in mind that the 
privations of the Great Depression had recently ended 
only to be followed by four difficult years of American 
participation in World War II, the period of 1945-1960 
was truly a time of growing prosperity for most Americans.   
Personal income rose from $117.5 billion in 1945 to $147.2 
billion in 1950 to $212.1 billion in 1955, to $272.8 billion 
in 1960.1   Not everyone benefited, of course, and there 
was a significant recession in late 1957 into 1958, but, 
generally, this was an era in which an increasingly large 
number of people had disposable income that could be 
spent on automobiles among other things.

Indeed, automobile sales reflected the growing 
prosperity of this era.  Passenger car sales were a paltry 
69,500 in 1945 but this was, of course, due to the fact that 
until late 1945, American automobile manufacturers had 
been engaged entirely in war-related production.   Car 
sales rapidly increased to meet the pent-up demand of an 
increasingly prosperous population.   By 1950 passenger car 
sales total 2.149 million and by 1955 this had skyrocketed 
to 7.920 million vehicles.  The recession of 1957-58 had 
a serious impact with only 4.258 million passenger car 
sales but rebounded so that by 1960 sales had reached 
6.675 million vehicles.2  These increasing passenger                                                            
car sales (1957-58 recession aside) were reflected in the 
significant growth in automobile registrations.                                                                                                                                  

Vastly more Americans hit the road during this era.  
There were 31.035 million automobile registrations in 
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1945.   Just five years later this had jumped to 49.162 
million and in 1955 to 62.689 million registrations, more 
than doubling within just 10 years.   In 1960 registrations 
had increased again to 73.858 million.3

   Increasing prosperity, increasing passenger car 
production, and an increasing number of automobile 
registrations provide a context for what was happening in 
American society during the 15 years following the end 
of World War II. It is not surprising that cars made a 
noticeable appearance in country music during these 
years. Certainly cars made an appearance in other genres 
of American popular music of this time too including blues 
and rock ‘n’ roll.   However, the connection between cars 
and country music was, perhaps, a bit different from these 
other genres, as will be seen.

Out of the 92 country songs identified for this project 
that either mention cars or that feature cars as the main 
topic, 30, or nearly one-third concern hot rods.  This is 
significant and is significantly different from other genres 
or styles of popular music for this time period.  The term 
“hot rod” has no precise definition but it appeared during 
the 1940’s and is perhaps derived from the term “hot 
roadster.”4  Essentially, a hot rod is a car that has been 
modified so that its engine is made more high-performance 
than is found in the typical factory-made car and often 
the body has been modified both for stylistic effect and 
to reduce weight and wind resistance.  The roots of hot 
rodding go back to the 1910’s but the 1940’s is when the 
concept really took hold, especially in California.  While 
the archetype of the hot rod is a pre-World War II Ford, 
typically with its fenders removed, there is, in practical 
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terms, no single make or model or even era, that limits 
the designation of what is a “hot rod.”  The key concept 
is that the car has been modified for higher performance, 
i.e., faster speed and better handling.5

Although the first identifiable country recording here 
that refers to hot rods dates from 1947 (former Light Crust 
Doughboy vocalist Dick Reinhart’s (1907-1948) “Hot 
Rod Baby” on Columbia with his Lone Star Boys), the 
true detonator of country’s infatuation with hot rods dates 
to 1950 with the highly influential “The Hot Rod Race” 
by Arkie Shibley and his Mountain Dew Boys on the 
Gilt-Edge label.  The record hit Billboard’s country charts 
(Jukebox Folk and Jockeys charts) in December 1950 and 
reached the number five position in early 1951.6 In short 
order five other country covers of “The Hot Rod Race” 
appeared, three of which charted in early 1951:  Ramblin’ 
Jimmie Dolan (1916-1994) on Capitol; Red (Clyde Julian) 
Foley (1910-1968) on Decca, and Tiny (Harry Lawrence) 
Hill (1906-1971) on Mercury.  Oddly, all three versions 
reached the same number seven position on the charts.7  
Perhaps because of his big band fame, Tiny Hill’s version 
also hit number twenty-nine on Billboard’s Best Selling 
Records (pop) chart in January 1951.8  Neither the version 
by Arthur (Guitar Boogie) Smith (1921-2014) and his 
Cracker-Jacks on M-G-M from 1951 nor the version by 
Bob Sandy and the International Cowboys on Tops from 
1952 charted.  As if this was not enough, Arkie Shibley 
himself recorded no less than four follow-up or answer 
records on Gilt-Edge all in 1951: “Hot Rod Race #2,” 
“Hot Rod Race #3:  Arkie Meets the Judge,” “Hot Rod 
Race #4:  The Guy in the Mercury,” and “Hot Rod Race 
#5:  The Kid in the Model A.”



– 108 –

International Country Music Journal 2019

The original “Hot Rod Race” is a fast-paced guitar 
boogie featuring Shibley on spoken vocals much in the style 
popularized by Tex (Paul) Williams (1917-1985) and his 
Western Caravan’s 1947 hit on Capitol, “Smoke! Smoke! 
Smoke that Cigarette.”  The song proceeds to briskly tell 
the story of a man and his wife and his brother Joe taking 
a ride starting in San Pedro, California in his hot rod Ford 
(equipped with twin exhaust pipes, two carburetors, and 
an overdrive) only to encounter a fellow in a Mercury 
who challenged him to a race.  The two cars proceeded 
to race each other while Shibley’s wife turned blue in the 
face and his brother’s face grew pale with fright.   Despite 
the extreme speed, both Shibley’s Ford and the competing 
Mercury were left in the dust as a teenager roared past 
them in “a hopped up Model A” Ford.  (The Model A 
was a very popular low-priced Ford in production from 
1927 through 1931, hence, a relatively old and common 
car by 1950).  Obviously, this Model A was “hopped up” 
and made into an even higher performance hot rod than 
Shibley’s own and presumably more recent vintage Ford.  
This exhilarating song is, essentially, rockabilly or rock ‘n’ 
roll in its sound.   

One curiosity for the twenty-first century listener is 
the phrase, “Now along about the middle of the night, we 
were rippin’ along like white folks might.”  Most likely, 
Shibley used this verse as a rhyming placeholder and not 
necessarily as a racial statement, since enthusiasm for fast 
driving was by no means limited to white drivers only.  In 
fact, one of the most iconic fast car songs was released on 
Chess Records in 1951 by Jackie Brenston (c. 1930-1979) 
and his Delta Cats:  “Rocket 88,” extolling the joys of 
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“cruisin’ and boozin’ along” while celebrating the powerful 
Rocket V-8 engine that had recently been developed by 
Oldsmobile.  This blistering rocker reached number one 
on the Billboard Rhythm & Blues chart in May 1951.9  The 
group’s real identity was Ike Turner (Izear Luster Turner, 
Jr., 1931-2007) and his Kings of Rhythm but renamed for 
this recording session.   Brenston took the vocals on this 
recording but otherwise served as one of the saxophone 
players in the group.  While hot rodding was not as much 
of a presence on the rhythm and blues charts of the era, 
the hobby was not unknown to African Americans.   Oscar 
McLollie (1924-2008) recorded the exciting and humorous 
“Roll, Hot Rod, Roll” as the flip side to his sentimental 
ballad hit, “Convicted,” on the Modern label in 1955.  
Perhaps “Roll, Hot Rod, Roll” was recorded as a nod to 
the fact that Modern was located in Los Angeles, a center 
of hot rodding activity.

   Listeners to “Hot Rod Race” will be struck by its 
strong resemblance to the much better known “Hot Rod 
Lincoln.”  The original version of “Hot Rod Lincoln” was 
recorded in 1955 by Charley Ryan (1915-2008) and the 
Livingston Brothers on the Souvenir label.  Ryan explicitly 
references the earlier “Hot Rod Race” and declares that 
he was “the kid that was drivin’ that Model A.”  In this 
song, his hot rod is a Model A Ford but the engine comes 
from a 12-cylinder Lincoln with a four-barrel carburetor, 
among other enhancements.  Like Arkie Shibley in “Hot 
Rod Race,” Ryan starts off his road adventure leaving San 
Pedro.  While going along at a very high rate of speed, he, 
in turn, gets passed by an even faster Cadillac.  Eventually, 
Ryan passes the Cadillac only to experience a mechanical 
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breakdown – and the appearance of the police complete 
with the sound of a siren just as happens in Oscar McLollie’s 
R. & B. recording from the same year, “Roll, Hot Rod, 
Roll.”  Both hot rodding adventures end in arrest by the 
police.  

While neither McLollie’s nor Ryan’s recordings hit the 
charts in 1955, Ryan’s “Hot Rod Lincoln” was rereleased 
in 1959 as by Charlie [sic] Ryan and the Timberline Riders 
on 4 Star and, this time, it did hit number fourteen on 
the country chart and number thirty-three on the pop 
chart in 1960.10  Meanwhile, Johnny Bond (1915-1978) 
released his own version of “Hot Rod Lincoln” in 1960 
on Republic and enjoyed a number twenty-six pop hit. 
Oddly, Bond’s version did not make the country charts 
– despite his being a fairly big country star since the mid-
1940’s.11  Bond’s version is quite similar to Ryan’s, the 
main difference being his use of an echo effect.   He also 
changes the number of cylinders in the car engine from 
twelve to eight.

Hot rod cars continued to be a popular theme within 
country music throughout this period.   A rather delightful 
attempt to cash in while also latching onto the success of 
Tennessee Ernie Ford’s (1919-1991) Capitol hit record, 
“The Shotgun Boogie,” is Tillman Franks (1920-2006) 
and his Rainbow Boys’ “Hot Rod – Shotgun Boogie” on 
the Gotham label recorded in 1951.   The record employs 
an identical melody to Ford’s “The Shotgun Boogie” and 
relates a tale of a hot rod car that kept breaking down 
only to be revived when he put Hadacol in the gas tank. 
Ultimately, the song becomes a paean to the alleged 
restorative powers of Hadacol.   Of course, this is also 
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a reference to the Bill Nettles (1907-1967) number nine 
hit, “Hadacol Boogie,” recorded for Mercury in 1949.12  
Hadacol was a patent medicine with a heavy alcohol 
component, developed and marketed by Louisiana state 
senator Dudley LeBlanc (1894-1971).   After making 
several million dollars in sales, the venture collapsed in 
scandal as investors who had bought the patent from 
LeBlanc discovered it was actually in debt and the Federal 
Trade Commission declared the product was misleading 
and false in its advertisement as a medicine.13  Several 
rhythm and blues artists made other recordings relating to 
Hadacol while both pop and country artists participated 
in Hadacol “goodwill tours” organized by LeBlanc to 
market the product (and also to indirectly support his 
candidacy for governor of Louisiana).   LeBlanc organized 
the Hadacol Caravan in 1951, a truly massive national-
level travelling medicine show that featured a number of 
major entertainers, pop music singers, and country stars 
including Hank Williams.  Unfortunately, due to financial 
mismanagement and ongoing investigations into Hadacol’s 
medicinal value and LeBlanc’s business practices by 
the Federal Trade Commission and the Food and Drug 
Administration, the Caravan collapsed several months later 
leaving Williams and numerous other entertainers with 
nothing but bounced checks and unfilled engagements.14

Hank Williams was one of several country artists 
who made mention of hot rods in a song even if the song 
was not per se about hot rods.   His famous “Hey, Good 
Lookin’” from 1951 on M-G-M invites the object of his 
admiration on a date by stating, “I’ve got a hot rod Ford 
and a two-dollar bill…”  As always, Williams identified 
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with the common person and it is interesting to note that 
his appeal to a good looking woman for a date involves a 
hot rod rather than, say, a Cadillac.  He is not trying to 
impress the woman with his putative wealth but instead is 
showing that he is a regular guy who is up-to-date with his 
choice of automobile.  Many, if not most, hot rod drivers 
served as their own mechanics so “Hey, Good Lookin’” 
also suggests this is a man who knows how to work on cars.  
He is practical and works with his hands, i.e., is a regular 
guy with whom the country audience was able to identify. 

While the primary focus of country music concerning 
cars during this era appears to have been on hot rods, it 
also was not slow to address the utility of cars in the pursuit 
of romance.  Obviously, cars and romance were not a new 
theme in popular music, in fact, the first American recording 
concerning cars dates to 1905 when vaudeville singer Billy 
Murray (1877-1954) recorded “In my Merry Oldsmobile” 
on the Victor label.   This song’s lyrics definitely make 
the connection between cars and romance clear.   There 
were many later versions of this same song including a 
country version by Cowboy (Lloyd) Copas (1913-1963) 
on the King label recorded in 1947.  Still, car ownership, 
especially among the young and generally less affluent, was 
not nearly as common during the first few decades of the 
twentieth century as it became during the postwar years, 
so country music’s use of the theme of cars and romance 
now became something with which the everyday person 
of driving age could identify.  Certainly, Hank Williams’s 
“Hey, Good Lookin’” already makes plain the connection 
between dating and driving.

A record that makes explicit the connection between 
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cars and romance – including sex – is the obscure but 
delightful “Lovers Hill” by Trice Garner recorded on Gulf 
Records in 1957.   Unfortunately, Garner is so obscure it 
proved impossible to locate biographical information on 
him.  Nonetheless, his up tempo novelty country record 
provides some wonderful commentary on the topic.  The 
lyrics relate how Garner had a friend from Tennessee who 
was looking for privacy, so Garner recommends parking 
on Lovers Hill.  He directs his friend to “Drive on out 
before it gets too dark or you won’t find a place to park.”  
In an era before the sexual revolution, locating privacy for 
intimate encounters was perhaps not as easy as it is for 
present day couples.   The song relates how crowded with 
cars Lover’s Hill becomes.   The sexual connotations are 
made plain:  “If this old hill could only talk a lot of folks 
would leave, they wouldn’t walk.  They’d catch a plane 
or speedy train and never come back this way again.”  
“Motel Time,” recorded by Eddie Miller (1919-1977) and 
his Oklahomans for 4 Star in 1949, is similarly suggestive.  
Featuring some very bluesy steel guitar and appealingly 
distorted electric guitar work over boogie woogie piano, the 
song opens up with Miller asking a fellow the time.   Miller 
relates, “He looked at his girlfriend but not at his watch, 
he said that “It’s motel time.  Baby, it’s motel time.”  The 
song then relates how a bald bartender leaves work early 
because it is “motel time” and that a 99-year old woman 
seated in the rear of the bar yells out, “Honey, it’s motel 
time!”   Miller then wonders, “How old does the human 
race have to get to get that stuff off their mind?”  Although 
cars are never mentioned explicitly in “Motel Time,” cars 
are what makes this possible.   Motels or “motor hotels” 
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developed out of “motor camps” in the 1920’s.  The first 
so-named establishment was the Milestone Mo-tel which 
opened in 1926 in San Luis Obispo, California.15  Motels 
expanded as a low-cost lodging option during the 1930s 
and enjoyed their heyday in the thirty years or so following 
World War II.  

   Perhaps Eddie Miller’s greatest claim to fame is 
that he was the co-composer of and the first to record the 
country standard, “Release Me,” on the 4 Star label in 
1949. Many other artists have covered this beautiful ballad 
including Ray Price (1926-2013) for Columbia in 1953 
and British pop singer Engelbert Humperdinck (Arnold 
Dorsey, 1936- ) for the Parrot label in 1967 which was a 
hit in both the United States and Great Britain.  Esther 
Phillips (1935-1984) recorded a lovely bluesy soul version 
of the song in 1962 on the Lenox label as well.

The theme of elopement has to be one of the oldest 
in both popular music and in literature, not to mention 
folklore, so it is not surprising that eloping via car was a 
theme found in country music too.  An excellent example is 
a rockabilly recording by Janis Martin (1940-2007) on the 
RCA Victor label from 1956, “Let’s Elope, Baby.”  Martin 
elopes with her boyfriend one night only to be suddenly 
caught in the headlights of a Model A Ford.   At first she 
panics, thinking it is her father, but upon discovering it is a 
friendly stranger who offers to provide transportation to the 
young couple, she happily accepts the ride.   Interestingly, 
in real life, Janis Martin eloped around this very same 
time.  Keeping the marriage a secret, her husband was 
in the U.S. Army and stationed in Europe.   In late 1957 
Martin went on a tour of American Armed forces bases 



– 115 –

International Country Music Journal 2019

and enjoyed a conjugal visit with her husband resulting in 
pregnancy.  RCA Victor dropped her shortly thereafter as 
a recording artist.16

“Tennessee Border,” recorded first by Jimmy Work 
(1924-  ) and his Border Boys on the Alben label, proved 
to be a very popular elopement song.   In addition to 
Work’s original, seven other country artists recorded the 
song, all except one in 1949 including Tennessee Ernie 
Ford on Capitol; Red Foley on Decca; Bud Hobbs (1919-
1958) and his Trail Herders on M-G-M; a pre-rock ‘n’ 
roll Bill Haley (1925-1981) and his Four Aces of Western 
Swing on the Cowboy label; Bob Atcher (1914-1993) 
on Columbia; Jimmie Skinner (1909-1979) and Hank 
Williams and his Drifting Cowboys on M-G-M – this 
latter version  recorded in 1949 but not released until 1960.  
Of these, only three charted with Red Foley’s version 
going the highest at number three followed by Tennessee 
Ernie Ford’s at number eight and Jimmie Skinner’s at 
number fifteen.17  Jimmy Work’s original version did not 
chart at all.  Ernest Tubb (1914-1984) recorded the song 
for Decca in 1956 but it did not chart.  Technically, the 
motor vehicle involved is not a car but a pick-up truck, but 
“Tennessee Border” has been included because a pick-up 
truck is not truly a truck and truck driving songs, beginning 
with “Truck Driver’s Blues” by Cliff Bruner’s (1915-2000) 
Texas Wanderers on Decca in 1939, are a definable and 
separate genre within country music.  The lyrics, sung to 
a catchy and vaguely Latin-sounding melody, tell how the 
singer “picked her up in a pick-up truck” in order to elope 
over the opposition of the young lady’s mother and father:  
“But we got married on the Tennessee border.”
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  A few country songs make the connection between 
cars and romance, perhaps, a little too close by, in effect, 
conflating cars with women or women with cars.  “Moblin’ 
[sic] Baby of Mine” by Eddie Marshall (1925-  ) on the 
RCA Victor label presents this fantasy.   Sung in a mellow 
Alabama drawl this cheerful ditty praises his “mobilin’” 
(i.e., automobiling) baby:  “She’s got a chassis like a Ford 
V-8, a Duco finish and a nickel plate.  Her eyes keep a 
winkin’ like a sealed beam light…she honks her horn as she 
pulls out of sight, that mobilin’ baby of mine.”  Just in this 
verse alone, the automotive metaphors abound..  A Duco 
finish refers to an automotive paint lacquer developed by 
DuPont in the 1920’s that enhanced multicolor paint jobs, 
certainly adding to the appeal of early 1950’s automobiles.  
In addition to chrome, nickel plate was used to add shine 
and sparkle as trim on car bodies.  Cars of this era definitely 
were characterized by a lot of bright work.    Comparing 
her eyes to a sealed beam light, Marshall  refers to the 
development of automobile headlights with a parabolic 
reflector and filaments and a glass lens sealed into a single 
unit.   These were standard on American automobiles from 
1939 through 1984.   In this song automotive and female 
charms appear to be interchangeable.  Gene O’ Quinn 
(1932-1978) recorded his own version of the now correctly 
spelled “Mobilin’ Baby of Mine” in a nasal Texas twang for 
Capitol in 1952.  An interesting sociological observation is 
made by both Marshall and O’ Quinn in that the woman/
car in question is described as “a rich man’s baby and a 
poor man’s dream.”  Perhaps this automobile is a luxury 
car although the brand is never specified.  Apparently, the 
original version of “Mobilin’ Baby of Mine” was recorded 
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in 1951 by Rodney Morris but information as to record 
label or even about Morris himself has proved impossible 
to find as of this writing.

Luke McDaniel’s (1927-1992) lively “Automobile 
Song,” recorded on the King label in 1954, features some 
fine steel guitar playing as he too appears to conflate 
women and cars with the opening lyric, “Well, you need 
to be just like my automobile, streamlined body and big red 
wheels and I think of you as I’m rollin’ along.”  He also 
references the hot rod theme when he urges his woman to 
show more energy like a car with “a souped up motor.”  In 
this case, the song is more about wishing for the woman 
to be like an automobile than actually comparing her to 
one (favorably) as do Eddie Marshall and Gene O’Quinn, 
above.

Another noticeable theme within the 92 identified 
car-related songs might be called “rising prosperity and 
rising aspirations.”  Nine songs, nearly ten percent of 
the total, directly concern or mention Cadillacs, three 
concern Oldsmobiles, and several mention “fancy cars” 
or “limousines.”  An example of an aspirational song is a 
wonderful Western Swing recording by Bob Wills (1905-
1975) and his Texas Playboys’ “Cadillac in a Model 
‘A’” on the M-G-M label from 1954.  Featuring much 
younger brother Billy Jack Wills (1926-1991) on lead 
vocals, this jaunty, bluesy record relates how, after a hard 
week of working on the farm, he plans to go to town, 
pick up his “sweet, sweet, sweet,” enjoy some romance, 
and that he plans to “Cadillac to the altar in my Model 
A.”  Throughout this song, Billy Jack Wills uses the name 
Cadillac as a verb much as Jimmie Rodgers (1897-1933) 
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did in his autobiographical “Jimmie the Kid” from 1931 
on the Victor label.

   Tall, thin banjo playing Stringbean (David Akeman, 
1915-1973) ventures into the surreal with his “Herding 
Cattle in a Cadillac Coupe de Ville” recorded for Starday 
circa 1960.  The cheerful song, featuring vigorous banjo 
work, concerns Stringbean’s prosperity (“I’m doing very 
well”).   Not only does he herd his cattle in a Cadillac but 
he makes mention several times of the fact that the car is 
air conditioned.  The image of a 1959 or 1960 Cadillac, 
the most garish models made with the highest reaching 
tailfins, being used for the purposes of herding cattle is 
absurd but it fit into his constructed image of being a 
musical comedian.   However, on occasion, Stringbean 
could also perform serious songs such as “Twenty Cents 
Cotton and Ninety Cents Meat” (Starday, 1961).

   Perhaps the most notable Oldsmobile country 
song of this era is “Rocket 88” by Bill Haley and the 
Saddlemen released on the Holiday label in 1951.  It was 
simultaneously released on the Essex label as by Bill Haley 
and Haley’s Comets marking the first use of the name 
“Haley’s Comets” and, accurately, heralding the start of 
Haley’s pioneering work in the genre of rock ‘n’ roll.  The 
original version of this lively song was recorded slightly 
earlier in 1951 and discussed, above, in connection to 
hot rods.  Although a remake, Haley’s version is different 
enough from the Jackie Brenston/Ike Turner original to 
demonstrate genuine creativity and it is still identifiably 
country in its sound.  After starting off with a tooting 
horn and screeching tires, this country boogie number 
immediately gets rocking with excellent boogie piano 
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overlaid with thumping string bass, relaxed clattering drums, 
vigorously strummed rhythm guitar by Haley himself, and 
then superb and slightly distorted electric guitar and steel 
guitar before Haley then takes the vocals to start bragging 
about his powerful new car, “You women have heard 
about jalopies.  You’ve heard the noise they make, well, 
let me introduce you to my Rocket 88.”   The lively song, 
which really is an intriguing combination of country and 
very early rock ‘n’ roll, extols the fun of fast driving and, 
perhaps unwisely, drinking.   The instrumental breaks are 
hot featuring exciting pounding piano work by Johnny 
Grande (1930-2006). Beautiful bluesy and slightly distorted 
steel guitar is provided by Billy Williamson (1925-1996) 
while hot electric guitar work was performed by occasional 
group member, Danny Cedrone (1920-1954).  Cedrone 
was also featured on the hot guitar solos heard in Haley’s 
seminal “Rock Around the Clock” recorded for Decca in 
1954.   Sadly, Cedrone died shortly thereafter, falling down 
a flight of stairs, never knowing his guitar solos would be 
immortalized on one of the most significant rock ‘n’ roll 
songs of all time.

While Bill Haley’s version of “Rocket 88” was not 
original, he truly made the song his own but the question 
of originality is almost irrelevant in some ways.   As it turns 
out the original “Rocket 88” by Jackie Brenston and his 
Delta Cats (Ike Turner’s band with Ike on piano) was itself 
a remake of sorts since it strongly resembles melodically 
and somewhat lyrically an earlier rhythm and blues number, 
“Cadillac Boogie,” by Jimmy Liggins (1918-1983) and his 
Drops of Joy on the Specialty label.  “Olds 88” is a country 
curiosity recorded by Rocky Jones and his Texas Jacks on 
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the Trumpet label in 1951.   Melodically and lyrically this 
is a different record from “Rocket 88” but it most clearly 
is an attempt to latch on to the success of the latter.  Jones 
was a white country singer as his vocals clearly indicate 
but the Texas Jacks, a temporarily assembled studio group, 
were African Americans playing heavy rhythm and blues.  
This early attempt to blend country and R. & B. did not 
find success but it is an intriguing and enjoyable record.   
The Trumpet label was primarily devoted to recording 
African American blues and gospel and is perhaps most 
notable for being the label to make the first recordings of 
slide guitarist and singer Elmore James (1918-1963) and 
the second Sonny Boy (Aleck or Rice Miller) Williamson 
(c. 1912-1965), harmonica player and singer, two major 
blues artists of the twentieth century.

   Just as songs about motels celebrated the rise of 
this new form of lodging brought about by the automobile 
so too is the appearance of a few songs concerning drive-
in restaurants.   Like motels, the origins of drive-in 
restaurants were a pre-war development but they saw their 
full flowering and development in the postwar era.  In the 
1910’s soda fountain operators carried out “curb service” 
orders to automotive customers.   The first restaurant 
proper to offer curb service was the Pig Stand Company 
in Dallas, Texas in 1923.18 Several country songs identified 
for this project make direct reference to the drive-in 
restaurant theme including Hawkshaw (Harold Franklin) 
Hawkins (1921-1963) with his “Car Hoppin’ Mama” 
(RCA Victor, 1955) who declares, “I want to be a papa 
to a car hoppin’ mama, a certain little gal that I know.” 
Johnny Hicks (1918-1997) and his Troubadours recorded 
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the lively and charming “Hamburger Hop” for Columbia 
in 1950 that extols the convenience of driving in to a 24-
hour hamburger stand.  An intriguing bluegrass recording 
by the Lonesome Pine Fiddlers on RCA Victor in 1954 
is titled “No Curb Service” but, in this case, the drive-in 
theme is intended to be a metaphor for a broken romance.   
The singers declare, “Don’t blink your lights, don’t blow 
your horn, there’s no curb service anymore” meaning that 
the romance is off.  The banjo picking on this record is 
very appealing.

Interestingly enough, there appears to be only one 
country song from this era that concerns the other big 
drive-in phenomenon of the times:   the drive-in movie.   
Simply titled “Drive In,” Mack Vickery (1938-2004) 
recorded it for the Sun label in 1957.   This is a competent 
but otherwise unremarkable rockabilly offering concerning 
teenagers romancing at the drive-in.

   There are a number of one-off titles that address the 
topic of cars with titles that suggest some of the headaches 
as well as joys of cars, for example, “Used Car Blues” 
by the Delmore Brothers (Alton Delmore, 1908-1964 
and Rabon Delmore, 1916-1952) (King, 1947), “Woman 
Driver”  by the Carlisles (Mercury, 1952) – as sexist as its 
title implies, or “Motor City Boogie” by the York Brothers 
(George Muddleduck, 1910-1974 and Leslie Muddleduck, 
1917-1984) on King  in 1950, a celebration of Detroit 
that also references their earlier “Hamtramck Mama” first 
recorded for the Universal label in 1939 and then for the 
Bullet label in 1947.    Hamtramck is located very close 
to Detroit.

The connection between cars and country music was 
quite close during the period 1945-1960, the immediate 
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postwar years when a rising personal income, a rising 
rate of car production, and a rising number of passenger 
car registrations reflected the development of the United 
States as a car-centered society.  It is likely there were 
more country songs concerning or mentioning cars than 
the 92 identified for this project but the basic themes 
identified here are likely still the same:  hot rods (by far 
the most popular subject of country car songs of this era), 
new or expanded romantic possibilities made available by 
widespread car ownership, and cars as symbols of prestige 
and societal aspiration.  Smaller sub-themes appear too 
such as drive-in restaurants.  Obviously, cars and country 
music have connections going back much earlier than 
1945 and much more recent than 1960 and, perhaps, can 
be investigated in a future study.   Social and economic 
and even political influences need to be considered. 

Certainly, country music over the decades has had 
connections to other types of motor vehicles such as trucks 
and pick-up trucks.   While pick-up trucks like sports utility 
vehicles are not exactly cars, they are not exactly trucks 
either.  The only pick-up truck related song considered 
here was “Tennessee Border” with the vehicle serving the 
same purpose as a car did for investigating the theme of 
cars and romance (elopement).  The fact that there were 
eight versions of this song recorded between 1948 and 
1956 suggests that this song resonated with a lot of people.   
Likely, Jimmy Work’s use of the pick-up truck in his song 
was more for the purposes of witty rhyming (and punning) 
than an actual reflection on the pick-up truck as such:  “I 
picked her up in a pick-up truck”  Pick-up trucks are quite 
ubiquitous in contemporary country and, perhaps, serve as 
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an assertion of rural identity, for example, Brad Paisley’s 
(1972- ) “Mud on the Tires” (Arista Nashville, 2003) or 
Kip Moore’s (1980- )“Somethin’ about a Truck” (MCA 
Nashville, 2011).  Starting with Cliff Bruner’s “Truck 
Driver’s Blues” in 1939 and going to Dave Dudley’s 
(David Pedruska, 1928-2003) “Six Days on the Road” 
(Golden Wing, 1963), and Red Sovine (Woodrow Wilson 
Sovine, 1917-1980) who made a career out of recording 
truck-related country songs in the 1960’s and 1970’s, and 
going beyond, trucks have been a popular theme in country 
music as well.

   Country music had something to say about the place 
of cars in American society during the period 1945-1960.  
This exploration also suggests country music had much 
to say both prior to and after this era as well. There is 
room for further exploration of the connections between 
cars and country music.  Perhaps Bob Wills and his Texas 
Playboys said it best with their 1954 M-G-M release, “I’ve 
Got a New Road under my Wheels”:

“I’ve got a new road under my wheels
In my heart there’s a new little song
My blues and my worries are over
From now on I’m travelling along.”
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An Initial Checklist of Recordings for “’A Hot Rod Ford and a 
Two Dollar Bill’*:  Cars and Country Music, c. 1945-1960”
Compiled by Tim Dodge for Presentation at the International 
Country Music Conference, Nashville, Tenn., May 31, 2018

© 2018
*Title quoted from verse in Hank Williams,  

“Hey, Good Lookin’” on MGM recorded 1951.

Artist Title Label Date

Atcher, Bob “Tennessee Border” Columbia 1949

Bernard, Rod  
and the Twisters “All Night in Jail” Carl 1958

Bond, Johnny “Headin’ Down the Wrong Standard 1944- 
 Highway” Transcriptions 1945

Bond, Johnny “Hot Rod Lincoln” Republic 1960

Bond, Johnny “Hot Rod Jalopy” London 1960

Brady, Howard W.  “Hot Rod Boogie” Flagship 1957 
and the Phil Ellis

Orchestra “Hot Rodders Dream” Hent 1960 
Burden, Ray

Carlisles “Woman Driver” Mercury 1952

Carlisles “Dangerous Crossing” Mercury 1955

Carlisles “Business Man” Mercury 1957

Carroll, Jimmy “Big Green Car” Fascination c. 1958

Cash, Johnny “Ballad of a Teenage Queen” Sun  1957

Cash, Johnny “Hey, Good Lookin’”  Sun 1958
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Artist Title Label Date

Copas, Cowboy “In my Merry Oldsmobile” King 1947

Davis, Rocky  “Hot Rod Baby” Blue Sky 1959  
and the Sky Rockets 

Delmore Brothers “Used Car Blues” King 1947

Dolan, Ramblin’ Jimmie  “Hot Rod Race” Capitol 1950

Dolan, Ramblin’ Jimmie “Hot Rod Mama” Capitol 1952

Earl, Little Billy “Couple in the Car” Goldband 1958

Fagan, Dick and the Scores “I Got a Ticket” Sarg 1957

Farr, Little Joey “Big White Cadillac” Band Box 1960

Foley, Red “Tennessee Border” Decca 1949

Foley, Red “Hot Rod Race” Decca 1950

Ford, Tennessee Ernie “Tennessee Border” Capitol 1949

Ford, Tennessee Ernie  “Country Junction” Capitol 1949

Ford, Tennessee Ernie and “Rock City Boogie” Capitol 1951 
the Dinning Sisters

Ford, Tennessee Ernie and “Hey, Good Lookin’” Capitol 1951 
Helen O’ Connell

Franks, Tillman  “Hot Rod – Shotgun Boogie” Gotham 1951 
and his Rainbow Boys

Frizzell, Lefty “If You’ve Got the Money,  Columbia 1950 
 I’ve Got the Time”

Garner, Trice “Lovers Hill” Gulf 1957

Gordon, Curtis “Draggin’” Mercury 1956

Green, Joyce “Black Cadillac” Vaden 1959
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Artist Title Label Date

Haley, Bill and  “Tennessee Border” Cowboy 1949 
the Four Aces of Western Swing

Haley, Bill and  “Rocket 88” Essex 1951 
Haley’s Comets 
Alt.:  and the Saddlemen  Holiday  1951

Harlene, Evelyn “I Wanta Be Free” Sage 1957

Hawkins, Hawkshaw “Car Hoppin’ Mama” RCA Victor 1955

Hicks, Johnny and his “Hamburger Hop” Columbia 1950 
Troubadours

Hill Orchestra, Tiny “Hot Rod Race” Mercury 1951

Hobbs, Bud and his  “Tennessee Border” M-G-M 1949 
Trail Herders

Jones, George “Hey, Good Lookin’” Mercury 1960

Jones, Rocky and his  “Olds 88” Trumpet 1951 
Texas Jacks

Lewis, Jerry Lee “End of the Road” Sun 1956

Lonesome Pine Fiddlers “No Curb Service” RCA Victor 1954

Luman, Bob “A Red Cadillac and a Imperial 1957 
  Black Mustache”

Marshall, Eddie “Moblin’ [sic] Baby of Mine” RCA Victor 1951

Martin, Janis “Let’s Elope, Baby” RCA Victor 1956

McDaniel, Luke “Automobile Song” King 1954

Miller, Eddie and “Motel Time” 4 Star 1949 
his Oklahomans

Mitchum, Robert “Ballad of Thunder Road” Capitol 1958

Moore, Merrill “Hard Top Race” Capitol  1953
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Artist Title Label Date

Morris, Rodney “Mobilin’ Baby of Mine” ? c.1951

O’ Quinn, Gene “No Parking Here” Capitol 1951

O’ Quinn, Gene “Mobilin’ Baby of Mine” Capitol 1952

Osborne, Jimmie “Automobile Baby” King 1952

Perkins, Carl “Hey, Good Lookin’” Columbia 1958

Presley, Elvis “Baby, Let’s Play House” Sun 1955

Presley, Elvis “Santa Claus is Back in Town” RCA Victor 1957

Reinhart, Dick and “Hot Rod Baby” Columbia 1947 
his Lone Star Boys

Robbins, Marty “Maybelline” [sic] Columbia 1955

Ryan, Charley [sic] and the “Hot Rod Lincoln” Souvenir 1955 
Livingston Brothers

Ryan, Charlie [sic] and the  “Hot Rod Lincoln” 4 Star 1959 
Timberland Riders 

Sandy, Bob and the “Hot Rod Race” Tops 1952 
International Playboys

Shibley, Arkie and his “The Hot Rod Race” Gilt-Edge 1950 
Mountain Dew Boys

Shibley,  Arkie and his “Hot Rod Race #2” Gilt-Edge 1951 
Mountain Dew Boys

Shibley, Arkie and his “Hot Rod Race #3: Gilt-Edge 1951 
Mountain Dew Boys Arkie Meets the Judge”

Shibley, Arkie and his “Hot Rod Race #4:  “The Guy  Gilt-Edge 1951 
Mountain Dew Boys in the Mercury”

Shibley, Arkie and his “Hot Rod race #5:  The Kid Gilt-Edge 1951 
Mountain Dew Boys in the Model A” 
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Artist Title Label Date

Simmons, Gene “Peroxide Blonde and a Hopped Sun 1957 
  Up Model Ford”

Skinner, Jimmie “Tennessee Border” Radio Artist 1949

Smith, Arthur (Guitar Boogie) “Hot Rod Race” M-G-M 1951 
and his Cracker Jacks

Smith, Warren “A Red Cadillac and a Sun 1956 
 Black Mustache”

Stewart, Wynn “Long Black Limousine” Capitol 1958 
      [not released until later]

Stogner, George “Hard Top Race” Rockin’ 1952 
 also “Stock Car Boogie” and Fairview 

Stringbean “Herding Cattle in a Cadillac Starday 1960? 
 Coupe de Ville”

Thompson, Hayden “Fairlane Rock” Sun 1957

Tubb, Ernest “Tennessee Border” Decca 1956

Tyler, Johnny “Devil’s Hot Rod” Ekko 1951

Vickery, Mack “Drive In” Sun 1957

Vincent, Gene “Race with the Devil” Capitol 1956

Vincent, Gene “Cruisin’” Capitol 1956

Vincent, Gene “Pink Thunderbird” Capitol 1957

Vincent, Gene “Hey, Good Lookin’” Capitol 1958

Westmoreland, Paul “Hot Rod Rag (Dig that Hot Rod)” 4 Star 1954 
and his Band

Williams, Hank and his  “Tennessee Border” M-G-M 1949 
Drifting Cowboys                   rel. in 1960

Williams, Hank and his  “Hey, Good Lookin’ M-G-M 1951 
Drifting Cowboys
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Artist Title Label Date

Williams, Tex “Ballad of Thunder Road” Decca 1958

Wills, Billy Jack and his “Rock City Boogie” World c. 1953 
Western Swing Band Radio Transcriptions

Wills, Bob Wills and his “Cadillac in a Model A” M-G-M 1954 
Texas Playboys feat. Billy Jack Wills

Wills, Bob and his “I’ve Got a New Road Under M-G-M 1954 
Texas Playboys My Wheels”

Work, Jimmy and  “Tennessee Border” Alben 1948 
his Border Boys   rel. 1949 

York Brothers “Motor City Boogie” King 1950

Young, Faron “Hey, Good Lookin’” Capitol 1959

Young, Faron “Hey, Good Lookin’” Capitol 1959

Sources:

Whitburn, Joel.   Joel Whitburn’s Top Country Singles, 1944-1988:  
Compiled from Billboard’s Country Charts, 1944-1988.  Menomonee Falls, 
Wis.:  Record Research, Inc., 1989.

SecondHandSongs (web site) at https://secondhandsongs.com/ 

Youtube (web site) at https://www.youtube.com/

Record and Compact Disc Collection:   Tim Dodge, Camp Hill, Ala.
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Humor and Religion  
in Hillbilly Recordings

Daniel M. Raessler 
Randolph College 

Sacred songs occupy a cherished place in country 
music. One measure of their popularity during the first 
two decades of commercial recordings may be seen in the 
length of the “Religious Songs” section of Guthrie Meade’s 
Country Music Sources, which spans 135 of the book’s nearly 
900 pages, or 15%. In contrast to that, a very different type 
of song, one that makes fun of the failings of the seemingly 
faithful, was considerably less popular. Fewer than one 
dozen such songs were recorded during the “hillbilly” 
era (that is, from the early 1920s until southwestern 
stylistic elements and greater commercialization gained 
the ascendency in the late 1930s). Their texts, rather than 
moralizing about the vanity of the ignorant or gloating 
over the mighty who have fallen, present a light-hearted 
look at people who turned out to be not quite as immune 
to temptation as their calling in life would lead one to 
believe that they should have been (a list of the songs is 
included at the end of this article). In some songs, such 
as “The Preacher and the Bear,” the whole text is about 
a transgression and its consequences, while in others, 
such as “Deep Ellum Blues,” the situation is distilled to 
a couplet. That small repertoire is then contrasted with 
another indigenous southern music—the blues—and with 
southern literature, where criticism of leaders in the church 
is noticeably sharper. Finally, Appalachian Mountain 
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religion is then considered in order to find the reason why 
songs making fun of hypocrisy and clerical missteps held 
so little appeal in that culture’s music traditions.

With just one exception, the repertoire of light-hearted 
hillbilly recordings about the transgressions of church 
leaders draws from the blues and the minstrel show or 
black-face tradition. The exception is the familiar Don’t 
You Hear Jerusalem Moan, with its litany of the weaknesses 
that preachers of specific denominations succumb to, as 
described in the following couplets:

Oh, the Methodist preacher, you can tell ‘im where 
he goes, . . . 

He never let a chicken get as big as a crow. . . .
Oh, the Hardshell preacher, well he never takes the 

blues, . . .
He chews his own terbaccer an’ drinks his own booze, . . .
Oh, the Presbyterian preacher, well he lives in town,...
His neck’s so stiff can’t hardly look around, . . .
Oh, the Baptis’ preacher, you can tell ‘im by his coat, . . .
Has a bottle in his pocket that he couldn’t hardly tote. 
Oh, the Holy Roller preacher well he tore outta sight, . . .
He’ll get them all a-rollin’ an’ he’ll kick out all the lights. . .
The remaining songs parody black culture, which is 

significant because they buffered white performers from 
criticism: it was not the traditions and practices of whites 
about which they were singing, but those of blacks. The 
printed editions of The Preacher and the Bear (1904) and 
Pray for the Lights to Go Out (1916), for example, feature 
caricatures of African-Americans on their covers. This 
group also includes two mock sermons that take a light-
hearted look at Black sermonic styles. The earlier of 
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the two, Bascom Lamar Lunsford’s Speaking the Truth 
(1930),juxtaposes the pretense and lack of sophistication 
associated with rural black preaching. The following 
excerpt from his parody shows how words and phrases 
conflated from several different books of the Bible are 
misunderstood and misapplied:

Brethern and sistern, I do not come before you 
this evenin’ to engage in any grammar talk or college 
highfalutin, but I come to prepar’ a pervarse generation 
for the day of wrath, and my text when you find it you’ll 
find it somewhere a’ twixt the lids of this old Bible from 
the first chapter of Second Chronicles to the last chapter 
of Timothy-Titus and when you find it you’ll find it in 
these words: “And they shall gnaw a file and flee into the 
mountains of Hepsidam where the lions roareth and the 
whang-doodle mourneth for its first-born. . . .

The “preacher” concedes that in New Orleans “a 
strange woman once took up your beloved teacher and 
bam-boozled him out of 127 plunks, in three jerks of the 
eye, or a twinkling of a sheep’s tail, but she can’t do it 
again. Hallelujah!”  And with that affirmation of victory, 
the “sermon” come to an end.

Wade Mainer’s Another Alabama Camp Meeting (1938)
similarly relies on misunderstood words:

“Now the discourse o’ my sermon that I’s a gwine to 
preach on this evening is to go ye fops and tell the devil 
that your grandfather eats sour grapes and put his teeth on 
edge. Now all you good brothers and sisters . . .”

After imploring the congregation to move closer, he 
begins his gentle pitch for the collection, which becomes 
the recurrent theme of his “sermon.”  Eventually he 
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phrases his request in a way that guarantees that everyone 
will come forward: 

 “Now all you good brothers and sisters in this here 
house that ain’t stole a chicken in the last week come up 
here and put a dollar on the table in the name of the Lord. 
Now come right on up here, now, don’t sit down on the 
Lord’s money like that.  You know the Lord wouldn’t like 
that, if you know this He wouldn’t have it done at all, no 
sir, come right on up now.” 

Following the collection and the end of the service, he 
and the deacon simply go to the back of the building and 
count the offering.

Among the remaining songs, the most frequently 
recorded is the familiar The Preacher and the Bear. The 
transgression (a preacher who goes hunting one Sunday 
morning) is slight, the outcome (the preacher is treed, then 
nearly squeezed to death by the bear’s hug) is comical, and 
the wrong-doer (he broke a commandment) becomes the 
victim of his misdeed.

Although not as well known, TheDeacon’s Calf (1928) 
tells about a deacon who also broke the Sabbath. His 
fine clothes are ruined when the frisky calf kicks the milk 
bucket on him—his punishment for feeding the animal on 
a Sunday. By song’s end the deacon, unlike the preacher 
and his bear, has the upper hand: he takes the calf by the 
head and threatens: “But for religion in my heart, I’d slit 
your measly chines apart.”

Drinking and/or seductive women are a common 
element in the remaining songs. Among them, Pray for 
the Lights to Go Out and The Preacher Got Drunk and Laid His 
Bible Down come from the minstrel tradition, while the 
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country songDeep Ellum Blues and Preacher Blues reflect 
a blues influence.Pray for the Lights to Go Out suggests the 
joys the congregation experienced when the lights went 
out during a service (“All that he could hear way down 
there in the dark Was baby, Honey, turtle dove.”) while 
the title of The Preacher Got Drunk and Laid His Bible Down 
[“Told his congregation that he’s Alabama bound. ”] tells 
us all we need to know as to why the preacher strayed. 
Deep Ellum Blues, dating from the early 1930s, describes 
the corruption and promiscuity that were a way of life in 
Dallas’ Ellum district during that time. Some recordings 
include the following verse in which the cause of the 
preacher’s downfall is left to one’s imagination:

Once I knew a preacher, he knew the Bible through 
and through.

He took a trip to deep Ellum, now his preaching days 
are through.

Finally, Preacher Blues points to a woman as the reason 
a preacher sets morality aside:

Preacher Johnson was a preacher, he preached that 
Bible loud and strong,

‘Til a red-headed mama come to church, now that 
preacher’s done gone wrong.

Unlike the caution with which white performers 
broached hypocrisy, early bluesmen (outside the Highland 
tradition) freely expressed their disdain for the church. They 
criticized not only their preachers—whom they denigrated 
as lazy, cheating, and thieving—but their profligate “dirty 
deacons” and elders along with the seductive sisters who 
led members of the flock astray. Frank Stokes’ You Shall 
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(1927) presents a litany of grievances against his preacher, 
from having reneged on a personal loan, to stealing, to 
slipping into his bed. Others who sing similar laments 
include Papa Charlie Jackson (Alabama Bound, 1925),  
Luke Jordan (Church Bell Blues, 1927), Pigmeat Pete and 
Catjuice Charlie (The Gin Done Done it, 1929), Son House 
(Preachin’ the Blues, 1930), Hi Henry Brown (Preacher Blues, 
1932), Kokomo Arnold (Sissy Man Blues, 1935), and Bo 
Chatman (Who’s Been Here, 1938). To these blues, one may 
add such recordings as the Rev. J. M. Gates Deacon Board 
Meeting and Brother Fullbosom’sSermon on a Silver Dollar. 

While the language and accusations regarding clergy 
and church officers that one finds in the blues are anathema 
in the hillbilly tradition, Daryl Cumber Dance reminds 
us that since the time of slavery the minister has been 
the object of humor in African American culture, being 
presented “not only as an egotistical, vain leader, but also 
as an ignorant lover of big words, a hypocrite who chases 
women and loves booze, an avaricious materialist who 
covets Cadillacs and fine clothes, and a glutton who causes 
concern in the barnyard whenever he comes to dinner.” 
Dance suggests that these assaults are not personal, but 
teasing, even gossipy. The point, as he and others have 
observed, is to have fun by drawing attention to the failures 
of leaders who enjoy positions of moral authority. And it is 
individuals rather than the institutional church who served 
as lightening rods for the bluesmen.

There may be an additional reason for the more 
frequent and open criticism that one encounters in 
the blues, however, one that is rooted in the hypocrisy 
that blacks saw in many slave- and reconstruction-era 
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Christians. It was only natural for many to regard with 
disdain the Christianity whose adherents, particularly 
in the South, invoked religion and the name of God to 
justify and perpetuate the subjugation of black people. 
Jon Michael Spencer, in his Blues and Evil argues that 
the blues, far from deserving the familiar designation “the 
devil’s music,” are deeply spiritual and that the wrongs 
sung about were grievances meant to be taken seriously.

Literature provides equally acerbic criticism. To the 
mid-nineteenth-century Southwest humorist, the goings 
on at camp meetings proved irresistible. The good-
natured fun everyone has at a camp meeting, such as is 
described in Methodist Pie, for example, is undermined by 
George Washington Harris’ SutLovingood Yarns, Johnson 
Jones Hooper’s Adventures of Captain Simon Suggs,and Pete 
Whetstone’s [Charles F. M. Nolan] “Letters” to the Spirit 
of the Times. Sut, an early example of what became the 
stereotypical southern hard-drinking prankster with a well-
developed sense of ethics, made it a point to embarrass 
the insincere religiosity of circuit riders and camp meeting 
preachers. Hooper’s Simon Suggs, in one of his escapades, 
feigned a dramatic “conversion” during a camp meeting in 
order to create his opportunity to escape with the offering, 
a tale that found a parallel around twenty years later when 
the “King” worked a camp meeting in Mark Twain’s The 
Adventures of Huckleberry Finn.  From Whetstone we learn 
that not only were souls saved during a camp meeting, but 
a number of them were conceived there, as well:

Changing the subject, there has been a heap of scandal 
started in the rattlesnake neighborhood, all growing out of a 
camp-meeting they had about six months ago.  Old Aunt 



– 140 –

International Country Music Journal 2019

Peggy Sims told me t’other day, with a sorter of smile, 
that the rattlesnake gals had out-fattened anything she ever 
saw; and, says she, what else could be expected when they 
make a circuit rider of such a handsome young fellow.  Let 
me tell you one thing.  

 “Pete,” says she, “I am now seven-and-seventy years 
of age. I have been used to camp-meetings all my life, and 
I never knew it to fail, that nine months after them there was 
three times as many babies born as at any other time of the 
year.

The cheerful atmosphere and carnal intimacy of camp 
meetingsas portrayedby these humorists, however, is at 
odds with what one may read in some of the literature 
from around the middle-third of the nineteenth century. 
Although neither of these incidents is placed in the South, 
it is likely that what they describe was not limited to a 
particular region. Frances Trollope, in Domestic Manners of 
the Americans (1830) portrays clergy as preying on attractive 
young women at camp meetings, while Catherine Williams, 
in Fall River (1832), expresses outrage over the fate of 
Mary Cornell, whose pregnancy resulted from her alleged 
seduction by a Methodist minister at a camp meeting. 
Williams argued that Cornell’s death by hanging was not a 
suicide, but a murder perpetrated by her minister, who was 
later judged innocent of any wrongdoing.

Writings of a more serious nature, such as Frederic 
Douglass’ Narrative of the Life of a Slave and, nearer the time 
of the hillbilly recordings, Mark Twain’s Letters from the 
Earth stand out because they are especially forceful in their 
condemnation of Christianity. William Faulkner’s Light in 
August and Erskine Caldwell’s God’s Little Acre and Deep 
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South describe characters—real and imagined—whose beliefs 
disfigured or, at the very least, impaired their humanity.
James W. Hall cast a wide net concerning how writers 
treat religion when he observed that “It would seem that 
the bestselling authors of all time are a collection of free 
thinkers and agnostics who share a tendency to ridicule 
religious hypocrisy and aggressively challenge standard 
orthodoxy.”

There are, of course, hillbilly recordings in which 
hypocrisy is not leavened with humor. He Left His Religion 
in the Country,Two-Faced Preacher, and The Dollar and the 
Devil, for example, make serious allegations about the 
shortcomings of Christians. The Dollar and the Devil warns 
how “old master Satan gets the churches in a stew” because 
the preacher “swaps his sermon for a $20 bill”:

When the money gets to talking and the master’s voice 
is still,

And the preacher swaps his sermon for a $20 bill.
It is then old master Satan gets the churches in a stew,
Where the dollar rules the pulpit, there the devil rules 

the pew.
Blind Alfred Reed’s How Can a Poor Man Stand Such 

Times and Live?, his lament about the hard times ushered 
in by the Great Depression, proclaims “Most all preachers 
preach for dough and not for souls.”

To an outsider, the Christianity practiced by many 
highlanders appears lean, stripped of ornament.  It had 
no use for light-hearted songs about weaknesses of the 
chosen, for the invective found in the blues and in southern 
literature. Several denominational names project severity: 
Antimissionary, Primitive Baptist, Separate Baptists; 
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these are not names that suggest an abundance of mercy 
and forgiveness. Some, such as the Antimissionary and 
Primitive Baptists, were rooted in the Calvinism brought 
by the Ulster-Scots to the Southern Highlands. Embracing 
the doctrine of election, the belief that God selectively 
bestowed His grace on the elect and thus spared His chosen 
from eternal damnation, they distanced themselves from 
others, such as the Old Regular and Separate Baptists. 
The latter believed that God’s atonement was not limited 
to the elect, but available to all who chose to repent. Or, 
as Marilynne Robinson put it in her essay, “Onward, 
Christian Liberals,” the “. . . fruits of salvation could be 
had by shaking the tree.”

Something of the theological difference between the 
two views may be found in the following excerpts from 
two novels. In Lee Smith’s The Devil’s Dream, Sid Bailey, a 
stereotypical early nineteenth-century Calvinist hard shell 
preacher, epitomizes the severity of that theology:

But Sid Bailey was a hard man, and hit was a hard 
doctrine he preached. His church was a church built 
betwixt a rock and a slick place.

“God don’t need you,” Sid Bailey used to say. “God 
will work His mysterious way whether or no.” . . .

Now God might come down and give you a sign, or 
He might not. Hit don’t depend on you. Hit depends on 
God. You ain’t got a thing to do with it. You can pray 
till you’re blue in the face, and do fer others till you’re 
nearabout dead, but God don’t give a damn. He is going 
to do whatever He takes a mind to. And iffen He does give 
you a sign, that is, a dream or a vision or such-like . . . 
well, then you can be baptized, you can join the church, 
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iffen you could convince old Sid Bailey you was not telling 
a tale, that is. And then hit a mought be, hit just mought 
be, mind you, that after you’re dead and buried, and iffen 
Jesus Christ comes in the air like he’s supposed to on 
Resurrection Day, and iffen He calls out yer name, why 
then you can rise up outer the dirt and fly straight up to 
Heaven like a jaybird.

A contrasting example of the ascetic mountain 
preacher may be found in Hi Kelsey, the prophetic 
protagonist in Charles Egbert Craddock’s (pseudonym for 
Mary Murfree) The Prophet of the Great Smokey Mountains 
whose grim prognostications come to pass with disturbing 
accuracy. The following passage, in which Kelsey has 
a brief conversation with a young woman, conveys the 
understatement and severity popularly associated with 
mountain religion. 

“How air the moral vineyard a-thrivin’?” she asked, 
solemnly.

He looked downcast. “Toler’ble, I reckon.”
“I hearn tell ezthar war a right smart passel o’ folks 

baptized over yander in Scolacutta river,” she remarked, 
encouragingly.

“I baptized fourteen.” She turned the warm brightness 
of her eyes upon him. “They hed all fund grace!” she 
exclaimed.

“They ‘lowed so. I hopes they’ll prove it by thar 
works,” he said, without enthusiasm.

It is the last sentence, “I hopes they’ll prove it by 
tharworks, . . .”, that suggests that Kelsey’s theology places 
him among the perfectionists, those who aspire to conform 
to God’s will.
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The latter believed that God’s atonement was available 
to all who chose to repent. That doctrine was central to 
John Wesley’s Methodism in which conversion from a life 
of sin is just the first step of a journey that ultimately leads 
to sanctification from sinning. This aspiration to perfection, 
of conforming one’s will to God’s will, is expressed in such 
hymns as Charles Wesley’s Belmont:

A heart in every thought renewed, And full of love 
divine;

Perfect, and right, and pure, and good, A copy, Lord, 
of Thine!

It is this development of puritanical “bluenose” 
perfectionism in Christianity, one that eventually gave 
rise to the Holiness and Pentecostal movements in the 
late nineteenth century, that raised the expectation that 
Christians conduct their lives differently from those who 
are still “in the world.” I’m S-a-v-e-d condemns parishioners 
who have “the brass to say ‘I’m s-a-v-e-d,’” and then are 
seen dancing, using make up, partying, drinking, chewing, 
smoking, selling alcohol and, in general, acting as though 
they were not called to be a “people set apart” from others.

Deborah Vansau McCauley and Loyal Jones 
expressed similar views regarding the role of religion 
in highland life. McCauley wrote “Gathered under the 
heading of Appalachian mountain religion, these worship 
communities and the ongoing and very strong influences 
of mountain religious culture beyond the doors of the 
mountain church house are arguably the most important 
and most prominent stabilizing force in the sociocultural 
life of the region. She further noted that “Mountain religion 
is the key that unlocks mountain culture in terms of values 
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and worldview.” Jones, in Faith and Meaning in the Southern 
Uplands, observed that “The Bible and the Christian faith 
are the main sources of meaning in life throughout the 
culture.”

A reminder of the fervor that still smolders in the 
Highlands appears in the response to a question put to a 
former string-band musician, now a Mennonite preacher, 
in which he was asked to suggest examples of songs that 
satirized preachers and/or religion. His response, in part:

What if there is a God? What if Jesus is alive and well? 
What if there is a judgment after death? I tremble at my 
inability to carry out what I have been called to do. What 
I would plead with you is to stop this [line of research] and 
take it to heart with fear and trembling instead of taking it 
lightly. . .. I sense you are in dangerous water.

Given the centrality of Christianity in highland 
culture and the conservatism of the religious beliefs held 
by many in that region, recordings that parodied, rather 
than affirmed their faith or mocked the duplicity of church 
leaders—especially if they were white—were unacceptable 
and, consequently, commercially unviable. The recordings 
that succeeded did so to the degree that the caricatures 
reflected the failings of a culture other than their own. 
Hypocrisy, it seems, was no laughing matter.



– 146 –

International Country Music Journal 2019

 List of Recordings. Discographic information for 
recordings—performer(s), matrix number, title, take 
numbers and letters, label and issue numbers, and date—is 
from Tony Russell’s Country Music Records.

Another Alabama Camp Meeting.

Wade Mainer and Sons of the Mountaineers. (018771-
1). Another Alabama Camp Meetin’. 6. Bluebird B-7753; 
Montgomery Ward M-7484. 1/27/1938.

The Deacon’s Calf. (Attributed to Bud Landress)
Georgia Yellow Hammers. (47196-3) The Deacon’s 

Calf. -3, 4. Victor V-40004. 10/18/1928. 

Don’t You Hear Jerusalem Moan.

Bill Chitwood & Bud Landress. (14294/95). Jerusalem, 
Mourn -1. Brunswick 2809; Silvertone 3048. 11/21/1924.

Gid Tanner & His Skillet-Lickers with Riley Puckett. 
(W 142039- 1). Don’t You Hear Jerusalem Moan. -2, 8, 9. 
Columbia 15104-D; Velvet-Tone 2493-V (Jackson Pavey 
& His Corn Shuckers); Clarion 5433-C (Jackson Pavey & 
His Corn Shuckers). 4/17/1926.

Warren Caplinger & The Cumberland Mountain 
Entertainers. (AL-167/68). Jerusalem Mourn.-5, 7. Vocalion 
5240. 2/8/1928. 

Deep Ellum Blues.

Lone Star Cowboys.  (76869-1). Deep Elm Blues. Victor 
23846; Bluebird B-6001; HMVIn N4278. 8/4/1933.

Shelton Brothers. (- 9809-A ). Deep Elem Blues. Decca 
5099, 46008. 2/22/1935.
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Prairie Ramblers. (17963- 2). Deep Elem Blues. -4, 7, 
8. American Record Company 5-11-51,  Conqueror 8580. 
8/15/1935. 

Shelton Brothers. (60259- B). Deep Elem Blues No. 2. -3. 
Decca 5198 –. 12/19/1935.

Rhubarb Red (Les Paul), (C-90734-A). Deep Elem 
Blues. Montgomery Ward 8013. 5/20/1936.

Rhubarb Red. (C-90735-A). Deep Elem Blues. 
Montgomery Ward 8012. 5/20/1936.

Shelton Brothers. (61839- A). Deep Ellum Blues No. 3 
-3. Decca 5422. 02/18/1937.

Pray [Wait] for the Lights to Go Out. Rentan Tunnah, 
words; Will E. Skidmore, music. 1916.

George Walburn & Emmett Hethcox. (W 81724 – A). 
Wait for the Lights to Go Out. 1. Okeh 45305 10/8/1927.

Bill Cox. (17301). Pray  for the Lights to Go Out.-1, 2. 
Superior 2605. 11/21/1930.

Milton Brown and His Brownies. (C 9692 – C). Pray 
for the Lights to Go Out. 3, 4. Decca 5111. 1/27/1935. 

Bob Wills. (DAL-570-1). Pray for the Lights to Go Out 
– 1, 3, 8. Vocalion 05401; Okeh 05401; Conqueror 9718. 
5/16/1938. 

Mustard & Gravy (Dixie’s Hottest Combination). 
(027788-1). Sister Jackson.- 2/3, 4. Bluebird B78590. 
9/28/1938.

The Preacher and the Bear. George W. Fairman, words 
and music, 1903. 

Riley Puckett. (W 141061-3) The Preacher and the Bear. 
Columbia 15045-D. 9/30/1925.

Kentucky Thorobreds. (4464-2). The Preacher and the 
Bear. 2, 4, 5. Paramount 3036  [748]; Broadway 8128 (Old 
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Smoky Twins); Herwin 75566 (Blue Grass Boys). 4/13-
14/1927.

John McGhee. (GEX 947-A). The Preacher and the 
Bear. Gennett 6403 –; Challenge 392 (George Holden); 
Champion 15414 (John Hutchens ); Champion 33014; 
Silvertone 5212, 8162; and Supertone 9256 (Jess Oakley); 
Superior 325. 11/16/1927.

Al Bernard.(E 27755-A, -B ). The Preacher and the Bear 
- 1 Brunswick 312, Brunswick (Australia) 312; Supertone 
S2057; Panachord 25146.  6/22/1928.

Honeyboy & Sassafras. (DAL 6762- A). The Preacher 
and the Bear. Brunswik 585. 11/28/1930.

New Dixie Demons. (C 90876- A). The Preacher and 
the Bear. Decca 5277. DeE [England] F6245  9/19/1936.

Prairie Ramblers. (C 1603- 2). The Preacher and the 
Bear. American Record Company 7-02-56 –10/22/1936.

Riley Puckett. (031921-1). Story of The Preacher and 
the Bear. –Bluebird B-8083; Montgomery Ward M-7904. 
02/01/1939.

Preacher Blues.

Bill Chitwood & His Georgia Mountaineers. (80621). 
Preacher Blues. Okeh 45131. 3/23/1927.

Austin Allen. (62998-2). Preacher Blues.  -1, 4. Victor 
23514, Bluebird BB B-5820. 11/22/1930.

The Preacher Got Drunk and Laid His Bible Down.

Tennessee Ramblers. (AL 316). The Preacher Got Drunk 
and Laid Down His Bible. -2. Brunswik 259; Supertone 
S2063. Late February, 1928.

‘Lasses & Honey.(BS 85883-1). Alabamy Bound. -2, 5. 
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Bluebird B6742. 4/23/1935. 

Speaking the Truth.  

Bascom Lamar Lunsford. (150228-2) Speaking the Truth. 2. 
Columbia 15595-D. 4/15/1930.
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The Cash/Orbison Orchard
By Jennifer Bruce  

Vanderbilt University

I hurt myself today to see if I still feel I focus on 
the pain the only thing that’s real The needle tears a 
hole; The old familiar sting; Try to kill it all away; But 
I remember everything What have I become my sweetest 
friend Everyone I know goes away in the end . . . – Johnny 
Cash, Hurt, 2003 Compassion and spirituality were the 
embodiment of Johnny Cash, also known as “The Man 
in Black”. These traits were reflected in his promise 
to preserve the land upon which Roy  Orbison’s home 
burned into ruins. A promise between friends and talented 
musicians in remembrance of two of Orbison’s three sons 
who died in a devastating fire and of his wife who died two 
years earlier.Roy Orbison, a music legend, was known for 
early 1960s hits, such as Pretty Woman and Only the Lonely, 
which were some of the greatest hits ever made. 

In 1966,  Orbison’s wife Claudette died in a motorcycle 
accident near their home on Caudill Drive. Cash later 
recalled, “I can’t think of anything at all that could be 
worse than having to endure the death of your children just 
two years after the death of your wife. (Cash, 85) This is a 
sign of the compassion that Johnny Cash had for friends, 
and reflected the spirituality over the loss of  family.

 A pastoral piece of land located between the Cash 
and Orbison property is referred to as the Orchard also 
known as Lot Nine. The Orchard was filled with abundant 
fruit trees that flourished over the years and were taken 
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care of by the Cash family who created it. The Orchard was 
an important piece of land for Johnny Cash. It symbolized 
nature at its best. A family member remembered at the age 
of seventeen walking the Orchard and recalling its beauty. 
A living memorial that symbolized the beauty and good in 
what the Orchard could bring through the flowers and fruit 
that bloomed. Two acres filled with every plant known to 
mankind. Seeds were brought in from Cash’s birthplace in 
Arkansas. Apple, orange, and pecan trees flourished  within 
the gates of the Orchard. Intertwined within the walls of 
the Orchard were grapevines and  muscadines which were 
cared for with meticulous precision. Beautiful vines began 
as cuttings  taken from Johnny Cash’s parent’s arbor in 
California and brought back to Hendersonville wrapped 
in wet newspaper inside of his suitcase. (Cash, 190) Black 
concord grapes flourished among the hardy vines within 
the Orchard. Cash’s grapevines provided him with great 
pleasure  and satisfaction. Johnny Cash loved taking care 
of the vines and in return them taking care of  him. (Cash, 
190) Pride existed in knowing the bountiful beauty that 
hard work provided. Cash  later reflected that nature at 
work isn’t itself God but is evidence of Him. (Cash, 203) 
Over the  years, the grapevines brought unlimited joy to 
Johnny Cash. As the grapevines grew along the  railroad 
crossties, Cash would eat a few and offer them to friends 
and family. Cash was thrilled with the success of his 
grapes. He had white grapes, purple grapes, white and red 
muscadines. For over two decades, grapevines have grown 
on the Orchard.

The Orchard symbolized splendor and strength. Johnny 
Cash often walked the Orchard enjoying the simple things 
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in life. His grandson, recalled at the age of fifteen being 
responsible for mowing the Orchard. One day, Thomas 
had a flat tire and continued mowing the grass. 

Thomas realized that the grass was uneven and ignored 
it. The purpose for him was to get the job done whether it 
was correct or not. His grandfather who regularly walked 
the property was furious with him. His grandson did not 
show the respect that the land deserved. (Thomas Gabriel,  
personal communication, March 25,2018)

The Orchard also provided a sense of peace and 
tranquility. Johnny Cash often saw Wesley Orbison leaning 
against the wooden fence bordering the place where his 
two brothers had died. (Cash, 87) One day, Johnny 
asked Wesley what he was looking for and the answer 
was comfort. It provided a sense of peace for Wesley 
to visit where he last saw his brothers. Johnny told him 
there were some mighty good fruit trees and grapevines 
in the Orchard and to help himself when the fruit was 
ripe. (Cash, 87) “Bring a basket”, Johnny mentioned to 
Wesley. (Cash, 87). This brought a sense of peacefulness to 
Orbison’s son. Compassion for Wesley was evident within 
the Cash household. June Carter Cash had the idea to 
give Wesley more than just fruit. (Cash, 87) The lot where 
his home once stood was given to Wesley in the Fall of 
1989. Cash later recalled, now when I see Wesley leaning 
on the fence, I know he’s thinking about the home he 
wants to build there someday. (Cash, 88) No structure 
was ever built on the site and the Orchard remained as 
a tribute and sanctuary.Caudill Drive and the Orchard is 
home to southern music royalty. Friendships within the 
Caudill community established among families with shared 
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musical interests. This close- knit community consisted 
mainly of musicians that started at Sun Record in Memphis 
during the 1950s and later migrated to Nashville after 
Elvis Presley. Early artists at Sun Records included Elvis 
Presley, Luther Perkins, Roy Orbison and Johnny Cash. 
These musicians followed the path of Colonel Parker, 
Elvis’s manager, in search of lucrative recording deals. 
Their debut at Sun Records led these musicians to be 
patriarchal figures within the music industry. Roy Orbison 
and Johnny Cash were part of what became music legends 
in the Hendersonville area and on a national level. Some of 
the notable musicians moved to Madison, a nearby suburb 
of Nashville, while others gravitated to the beauty of Old 
Hickory Lake. Beautiful rolling hills, farms and tobacco 
patches encompassed the county. Cash referred to it as 
Andrew Jackson country, with the lake being named for 
Old Hickory himself. The tranquil lake contributed to the 
splendor of the area. (Cash, 86) The lakeside community, 
situated in the town of Hendersonville, became popular 
for its beauty and proximity to Nashville.  A township 
in the sixties whose municipal pride reflected the essence 
of “Music City” in Nashville. (Clayson, 89) Often these 
musicians would gather with friends in local shops within 
the community.

Caudill Drive became a communal area in the sixties 
which lasted for over thirty years. Family bonds established 
between neighbors. The children in the neighborhood were 
referred to as the “Caudill Kids”. They explored the nearby 
caves and went diving off the cliffs into the lake. Musicians 
often built lake view homes for their parents and siblings 
which made it a communal area for the children. Cash and 
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Orbison purchased homes across the road from their own 
property to ensure that family was nearby.  Roy Orbison 
purchased his first lakefront lot in July of 1965 from 
Noble Caudill. The family from which the community is 
named. Caudill and his wife Veronice owned most of the 
lakefront property in the area.  Roy Orbison dreamed of 
an extravagant home on the lake for his young family.  
The desire was that after Roy’s first royalty check from the 
record label his good friend Braxton Dixon, architect and 
land developer, would design his custom home. After the 
fire in 1968, Roy designed and built two additional homes 
on Caudill Drive. His love for the Caudill community 
continued. Roy built a home for his new wife, Barbara, 
next to the Orchard and a home across the street for his 
parents. As well as a view of the lake from each window, 
Orbison ensured that his new home would have alarms 
hooked up directly to the local fire station. (Clayson, 166) 
Memories of the Caudill fire still haunted Orbison.

Roy Orbison’s close friend Johnny Cash often visited 
the area and felt at home in the lakeside community. A 
feeling of serenity encompassed the area. Cash fell in love 
with the property next to Roy’s home where Braxton was 
building a lavish home for his own family. The Caudill 
area connected with Johnny Cash on a spiritual level too. 
Cash later recalled turning off the highway and taking a 
winding road toward the lake. (Cash, 86) Johnny Cash 
drove past the trees and down by a cove of the lake where 
he saw the most unusual home he had ever seen. (Cash, 
86) Cash stopped his car on a dirt road and walked down 
to the bank near the edge of the lake. He looked at the 
home’s foundation. Cash believed that it was a sign for the 
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ebuilding of his life. “It might keep me with God as my 
life’s foundation. (Cash, 86) Johnny Cash felt that he had 
come home as he walked through the door of the Caudill 
home. It was nature’s home and soon to be his retreat. 
Cash was a spiritual man who believed in the value of 
sin and redemption. The Caudill home was symbolic for 
Cash’s initial attempt to recover from drug addiction and 
strengthen his connection to God. In the Fall of 1967, 
Johnny Cash vowed to give up drugs. was a long spiritual 
journey for Johnny Cash.

Braxton Dixon was proud of the home he created. He 
had a vision and he built it. Braxton had no blueprints. 
Braxton Dixon was a true visionary. He had travelled 
throughout Kentucky and Tennessee purchasing old 
barn timbers and hand cut logs over a hundred years old. 
Braxton referred to the Caudill home as nature’s house. 
The house consisted of three levels set against the side of a 
hill and followed the contour of the land. (Cash, 87) It was 
built right into the cliff. After a lengthy discussion, Johnny 
Cash persuaded Braxton to sell him the property. 

The house was filled with stone, marble and reclaimed 
wood salvaged from old barns. The lakeside estate purchased 
by Johnny and June Cash was an iconic symbol of style. 
A rugged beauty existed throughout the house with open 
rafters, barn doors and a wall of limestone. (Cash, 87) 
Support beams consisted of large tree trunks that braced the 
upper floors of the home. Tree trunks were visible within 
the chimney which symbolized the elements of nature 
within the house. The 14,000 square foot home had broad 
windows that overlooked Old Hickory Lake, round rooms 
spanning 35 feet of panoramic view, even bedrooms and 
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gardens that stretched across the property. (Lee, 1) Nature 
ensconced the premises. Cash’s iconic home conveyed the 
essence of the lake and its beauty. Johnny and his wife 
June lived there for thirty-five years entertaining close 
friends, family and neighbors. Their graciousness had no 
limits, including the use of their boat dock to scatter the 
ashes of a beloved friend. A close friend of the Cash family 
wanted their ashes scattered on Old Hickory Lake due to 
its scenic beauty. Johnny and June Cash honored their 
friend’s wishes. The Cash home became a place where 
great music was born. Music that conveyed sincerity and 
purity. The house inspired the music talents of friends and 
neighbors. 

It was a place where musicians would gather and 
compose music with one another. Johnny Cash knew the 
power of music and words as medium and an art form.  It 
was the spiritual home of Cash and the artistic and cultural 
universe that he created. Like Johnny Cash, Braxton 
Dixon believed in the elements of nature. The only 
remaining home on Caudill Drive designed by Braxton 
Dixon is the former residence of Johnny Cash’s parents. 
Their house, also known as the “Mama Cash House” also 
encompassed the feeling of nature and beauty. Ray and 
Carrie Cash woke up every morning to the beautiful view 
of the Orchard and Old Hickory Lake. The Orchard still to 
this day represented the symbolic nature of compassion and 
spirituality of their son.Three years after their deaths, the 
exquisite home on Caudill Drive was destroyed by a fire. 
Another tragedy that impacted the Caudill community. The 
Cash home can never be restored to its original splendor 
due to the Army Corp. of Engineers regulations. After the 
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Cash’s lake house burned there was a renewed emotional 
outpouring from fans and musicians. Nashville journalists 
called for a memorial park on the site or changing the 
name of the airport to commemorate Cash’s legacy.  
(Edwards, 23)

A Gold Coast of Musical talent congregated along 
Caudill Drive in Hendersonville, 

Tennessee, which influenced the area’s community 
and culture for the past fifty years. Caudill Drive became 
a retreat for families of southern music. Over the years, 
Conway Twitty, Bob Wooten, Luther Perkins, Helen 
Carter, the Mandrell sisters, and members of the Oakridge 
Boys resided within the Caudill community. Based on 
these families, Caudill Drive became a hub for southern 
music. The heritage of Country Music royalty began on 
Caudill Drive, along with the collective contributions of 
these families. Their impact on Sumner County and the 
state of Tennessee merits official recognition. Talented 
musicians including drummers and guitarists brought their 
creative insight and generosity to the community. Two of 
these southern musicians included Johnny Cash and Roy 
Orbison who contributed to the community on a local 
and  national level. More specifically, “the Orchard,” 
where Johnny Cash purchased the property from Roy 
Orbison who lost two of his sons in a devastating fire. 
Roy told Johnny that he wanted his wife June and him 
to have the lot. (Cash, 87) Johnny Cash purchased the 
lot in November of 1968 from Roy Orbison. “It was the 
most valuable land in the neighborhood.” (Cash, 87) The 
property was revered by the Caudill community.
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Personal tragedy within the Caudill community created 
a lasting bond between the Cash and Orbison families who 
are legends in country music. The combined musical talents 
of Johnny Cash and Roy Orbison have crossed multiple 
genres of literature. In the Fall of 1968, while Roy Orbison 
was touring in England, a family tragedy occurred in his 
Hendersonville home. A tragic fire destroyed Orbison’s 
lakeside home. Orbison’s three sons were playing with 
matches and an aerosol can in the basement of their 
waterfront home while their grandparents were upstairs. A 

mattress had caught on fire and the youngest son, 
Wesley, went to alert his grandparents. The grandfather 
rushed downstairs with a pail of water and yelled for the 
boys to get out. Smoke soon engulfed the Orbison home. 
Gasping for breath, the senior Orbison sank to the floor 
to regain his strength and a chance to breath. He was 
able to open the jammed door enough to see in in the 
room. The air sounded like a freight train passing through 
as he forced the door open. After extensive effort, the 
senior Orbison was able to get young Wesley and Nadine 
out in time. The  intensity of the air blew them out of 
the door and sucked the boys back into the room sealed 
from  airtight construction. Smoke and flames enveloped 
the entire basement. Antique model airplanes, glue, paint, 
and crumbling comic books fed the flames. (Amburn, 
158) The two oldest boys, Anthony and Roy Dewayne, 
were caught in the backdraft of the explosion from the 
basement and did not escape. Orbie and Nadine along 
with Wesley survived the explosion, with minimal cuts and 
bruises, which left the Orbison home in total ruins. The 
Orbison House caved in sending embers into the night 
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sky. Wesley’s grandparents kept his head turned away and 
shielded him from the debris. Upon return from Europe, 
Roy went to look at the scorched rubble where his home 
once stood. Tears filled his eyes as he surveyed the damage. 
The blackened chimney remained. A coca cola bottle and 
stick marked where his two children’s bodies were found. 
(Amburn, 161) Ash and debris scattered the lot. Roy vowed 
there would never be another house built there. (Amburn, 
161) The property was to be preserved in memory of his 
two sons who died in the fire.

Cash later recalled from a fire marshall’s account that 
the accident started in the boys’ room. (Cash, 85) The 
Orbison boys were playing with matches and an aerosol 
can. Fire flared quickly. It is reported that the backdraft 
blew them across the room as they opened the door. 
Verbal reports of persons who were present during the 
fire, indicated that the fire began when the two older sons 
were playing with aerosol cans and matches. An explosion 
occurred shortly after the youngest son ran had from 
downstairs where the two older boys had been playing with 
matches. Former Chief George Thompson of the Gallatin 
Fire Department stated that Orbie was trying to get the 
three kids out of the house when the fire broke out. 

The senior Orbison had gotten the kids almost to the 
front door when an explosion erupted in the basement. 
One of the youngsters got out. (Associated Press, Sept. 16, 
1968) Over the years, various accounts emerged regarding 
the night of the fire. The official Gallatin Fire Department 
fire report was in the records destroyed in the flood  
of 2010.   
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The Caudill fire further united a friendship between 
two music legends that spanned more than a decade. 
Johnny Cash was traveling on tour at the time of the fire. 
News of the fire spread throughout the Caudill community, 
Nashville, and on a national level. As soon as Cash returned 
from touring, he went to check on his friend. 

He needed to know that Roy was okay. Roy Orbison 
went into seclusion. Orbison did not speak as he sat alone 
in a room of his parent’s home. Black Ray Bans on as Roy 
stared out into the distance, television turned on with no 
sound. Cash didn’t speak but watched his friend in silence.

 Nature was the key to a renewed life. It brought 
Johnny Cash closer to God. A fluidity and oneness with 
nature existed for Cash. He was a horticulturalist at heart. 
Cash’s love for nature extended to animals. He had a 
wildlife property near his home that included albino deer, 

llamas, alpacas, and buffalo. Johnny Cash took great 
lengths to preserve the goodness that nature bestowed. Lot 
Nine of the Cash property was turned into an orchard with 
the promise that no one would build on it during Cash’s 
lifetime. That promise continues today, fifteen years after  
Johnny Cash’s death. The Orchard personifies a bond 
between these two families and the ultimate compassion 
and spirituality of Johnny Cash.

The Caudill fire that once scorched the land in 1968 
now provides opportunities for growth and comfort. A 
sense of peace and tranquility prevailed within the gates of 
the Orchard. Johnny Cash’s legacy and preservation of the 
Orchard continued after his death. Fellow musician, Marty 
Stuart, purchased the land after Cash’s death to continue 
the tradition of his close friend and former father-in-law. 
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Marty was part of the Cash fold. He was married at one 
time to Cindy Cash. Marty often toured with Cash and 
shared a mutual passion for music and spirituality. This 
is evident with the Orchard’s preservation. The Orchard 
remains part of the Caudill community. The desire is for 
a historic landmark to serve as a reminder of a bond that 
brought something positive from a tragic fire that destroyed 
much of Orbison’s family in 1968. Friendships continued 
to grow and cultivate among families on Caudill Drive. 
Johnny Cash and Roy Orbison’s friendship spanned over 
twenty years. They were kindred spirits. 

The brotherly bond they shared began in Memphis 
during the 1950s and continued into Hendersonville for 
the duration of their lives. Holiday parties were a common 
occurrence on Caudill Drive especially at the Cash home. 
As next- door neighbors, Roy would stop by Johnny and 
June’s house for breakfast when their touring schedules 
coincided. This friendship extended overseas as well. 
Several years after buying Roy’s lot, they were both on 
tour in Dublin. Johnny recalled being in a bad state and 
cancelled his show. (Cash, 88) Roy went to check on his 
friend. Cash was so wired from drugs that his bed shook, 
and he refused to see his friend who waited in the hallway. 
Orbison left the hotel after repeated attempts to see his 
riend. Cash did not want his friend to see him hurt by 
the physical state that he was in. Johnny didn’t want Roy 
to experience any more grief or pain in his life especially 
from him. (Cash, 88) Cash later apologized to Orbison 
who reacted like a true friend without anger or judgment.  
Orbison and Cash’s love for music and unending friendship 
extended into their children’s lives.  The Caudill kids 
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would get together while their parents were away on tour. 
This close bond continued among the neighbors. Johnny 
and June were close friends with Roy and his second wife 
Barbara. Johnny and June became godparents to two of 
Roy’s sons. Johnny Cash was also in the waiting room 
of the hospital when Roy had his first boy with Barbara 
by natural childbirth. (Amburn, 169) Roy and Barbara’s 
sons, Roy Kelton and Alex, were brought into the Cash 
fold.  They were treated as family. Roy was also there 
for Johnny when his son John Carter Cash was in a jeep 
accident near their lakefront home.  Roy travelled with 
Johnny providing encouraging words as they entered the 
emergency oom of Vanderbilt hospital. (Cash, 169) Their 
friendship and brotherly bond continued over the years. 
The two singers even established funds for a burn center 
at Vanderbilt hospital. Fires claimed family members from 
both Cash and Orbison. (ChicagaoTrib) Both men wanted 
to help establish a burn research and treatment center. 
Based on personal tragedy and family loss both men 
advocated for advanced medical research and technology. 
Johnny Cash lost a dear friend when Roy Orbison died of a 
heart attack, in December of 1988, at the age of fifty-two. 
Orbison spent his last days visiting his mother Nadine and 
Wesley near their former Caudill home. Johnny Cash’s last 
memory of his friend Roy involved a discussion over men’s 
hairstyles. Both men had a sense of humor that related to 
various topics of conversation. Cash commented one day 
on how he admired the ponytails of influential men like 

Thomas Jefferson and Andrew Jackson. Cash wanted 
to wear his hair tied with a ponytail but was unsure about 
how his wife would feel about it. (Cash, 88) At Roy’s 
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funeral, Johnny Cash took one last look at his friend. As 
Cash said his last goodbye, he noticed a neat little ponytail 
tied with a black ribbon. A smile came across Cash’s lips 
as he said his final goodbye to his close friend. Johnny 
Cash escorted Wesley Orbison to his father’s funeral. He 
displayed empathy and compassion to Wesley and treated 
him like a son. This represented another tragic loss for 
the Orbison family and the Caudill community.  T h e 
Orchard symbolizes a long- lasting relationship within 
the Caudill community. It is a reminder of the spirituality 
and compassion of Johnny Cash. It also serves as an 
example of one of the many contributions of the Cash 
family. It is an extension of the Cash legacy. Johnny Cash 
was an integral part of the Caudill community for over 
three decades. The orchard represents a piece of history 
worthy of a landmark. Lot Nine stands as a symbol of 
music royalty that represents spirituality and compassion 
through the beauty of nature.   There are few academic 
studies of Johnny Cash that evoke the compassion and 
spirituality of the man in black. (Edwards, 1) He was 
a generous person who believed in helping others even 
family members that needed guidance and love. Through 
his voice, Cash conveyed the essence of what is good and 
the power to overcome what is bad. Sin and redemption 
must always contain a part of each other, both within 
himself and in his music. (Edwards 34) Cash’s narratives 
of identity present his drug abuse as a central issue in his 
ability to identify with prisoners and with human frailty and 
suffering. (Edwards, 51) Two religious turning points for 
Cash were the death of his brother Jack and his attempt to 
resolve his drug abuse in 1967 at his lakeside home. Cash 
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wrote that his brother’s vision of heaven, as he was dying 
and his godly life and faith were Cash’s deepest inspiration 
in life. (Edwards, 168) Religious faith that he had since 
childhood helped him cope with his inner demons. He 
came from hitting rock bottom and lived as an example of 
his redemption and commitment to his faith. Cash’s life 
is a story of sin and redemption. His music transcended 
genres and spoke to audiences nationwide. Johnny Cash’s 
legendary performance at Folsom Prison, in 1968, reflected 
his empathy and influence with prisoners. He identified 
with their frustration over a lack of mobility and freedom. 
(Edwards, 93) Cash’s acute awareness with his own 
vulnerabilities made him more relatable to his audience. 
Johnny Cash’s songs are an integral part of the landscape of 
American music. (Pond, 1)The venue choice also revealed 
something about his Christian beliefs. He had empathy for 
sinner in search of salvation and those who have done hard 
time or experienced hard times. (Kakutani, 1) He related to 
the prisoners in a way that no individual had done before. 
According to his son, every moment of darkness enabled 
him to better see the light. (Kakutani, 3) After reviewing 
Cash’s autobiographies, one can see the correlation with 
his need for redemption and that of the prisoners. Cash 
felt a connection with them. According to Edwards, he 
felt a kinship with them in part to his own religious fight 
between dark and light within himself. (Edwards, 51) 
Johnny Cash came from a humble beginning and had the 
ability to become friend and inspiration to prisoners and 
presidents. (Edwards, 51) He is a true American hero, 
beloved for his kindness and compassion. In his last years, 
he was able to bring a resurgence to pop culture with the 
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critically acclaimed “Hurt” video. Johnny Cash was able 
to transcend genres of culture like Elvis Presley did in 
the fifties. Cash was an artist, visionary, humanitarian, 
believer, and patriarch to all those who knew and loved 
him. According to Kris Kristofferson, he is an inspiration 
for his fierce independence and free spirit, along with his 
love of family and fellow man. Cash embodied the best of 
what it means to be human. (Boucher, 2) Johnny Cash’s 
lyrics are an integral piece of the landscape of American 
music. Cash ignored boundaries in pursuit of the greater 
good. As Johnny Cash’s career and influence grew, he 
tried to include at least one spiritual song on each album 
that he recorded.  The ability to redeem oneself evokes a 
sense of empathy and compassion for others. For Cash, this 
started as a child watching his brother Jack die at a young 
age and his relationship with God. Raised as a Southern 
Baptist, Cash attended church regularly and sang the 
songs of his faith. Cash struggled with worldly temptations 
throughout his life but never turned his back on his faith. 
His struggle with drugs and journey to redemption evoked 
an overwhelming sense of compassion for friends, family, 
and neighbors. Johnny Cash would give the shirt off his 
back to help someone in need. His friendship with Roy 
Orbison evoked this essence of compassion and empathy. 
The Orchard emerged as a product of this compassion. 
It is a historic symbol of the close- knit community for 
over three decades that resided on Caudill Drive.  T h e 
Orchard represents a common love for music among the 
families of Caudill Drive. It represents a way to be closer 
to God through the elements of nature. The Orchard serves 
as memorial to personal tragedy within the community. It 
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reflects the ability for families and friends to unite within 
the underlying elements of compassion and spirituality. 
The Orchard is a product of the historical ties within the 
Caudill community and the eternal legacy of Johnny Cash.
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Chicago Country: Country 
Music in Chicago 1924-1971

Don Cusic  
Belmont University 

For most fans and followers of country music, Chicago 
is a missing chapter. Few realize that until the end of 
World War II, it was Chicago, not Nashville, that was 
the home to the biggest country music show on radio. 
The National Barn Dance on WLS was on the air before 
WSM and the Grand Ole Opry existed. In fact, it was an 
announcer on WLS, George D. Hay, who left Chicago for 
WSM in Nashville and started the barn dance in 1925 that 
became the Grand Ole Opry. 

Major stars and executives from Chicago are not in 
the Country Music Hall of Fame, although they deserve to 
be, and acts like Lulu Belle and Scotty, the Hoosier Hot 
Shots, Karl and Harty, Louise Massey and the Westerners, 
Arkie the Arkansas Woochopper and the Cumberland 
Ridge Runners as well as executives such as Burridge D. 
Butler and John Lair are mostly forgotten. 

The story of country music in Chicago begins with Sears 
and Roebuck, the mail-order company and giant retailer 
that dominated American retail for almost a century. The 
firm began in 1886 when Richard Warren Sears started a 
mail-order watch business after he purchased a shipment 
of watches from a North Redwood, Minnesota jeweler who 
did not want it. The company was named the “R.W. Sears 
Watch Company” and during the first year of operation 
Sears met a watch repairman, Alvah C. Roebuck, and they 
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joined forces in 1887 and moved to Chicago where the 
company published its first mail-order catalog, offering 
watches, diamonds and jewelry. 

Sears sold his business in 1889 and moved to Iowa, 
intending to be a banker but, in 1892, returned to Chicago 
and started a mail-order firm selling watches and jewelry 
and, with his partner, Alvah Roebuck, named the company 
Sears, Roebuck & Company. The Sears, Roebuck 
company’s catalog became well known for offering a wide 
variety of products with the prices published. Prior to the 
Sears catalog, rural customers purchased goods from local 
general stores where the prices were negotiated with the 
store owner deciding how much to charge based on his 
belief of a customer’s credit worthiness. 

The firm grew quickly and in 1894 the Sears catalog 
had 322 pages in it; by 1895 the catalog had 532 pages and 
the company was profitable. 

Roebuck decided to leave the company and his half 
was sold to Aaron Nusbaum, a Chicago businessman, 
who invited Julius Rosenwald, his brother-in-law, to 
join. Sears and Rosenwald bought out Nusbaum in 1903 
and sales increased rapidly. In 1906, the company went 
public as Sears, Roebuck and Company. That same year, 
the organization opened its catalog plant in the Sears 
Merchandise Building Tower in Chicago at Homan 
Avenue and Arthington Street, which grew to a 40-acre 
complex that included offices, laboratories and the mail 
order catalog business. 

The United States had an agrarian economy and it 
was not until the 1920 census that more Americans lived 
in cities than in rural areas, although a “city” was defined 
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as having 10,000 or more inhabitants. Sears was important 
to farmers and those in rural areas because it offered goods 
that could not be obtained locally. Farmers and rural 
dwellers were important to Sears because they generated a 
lot of business. 

The city of Chicago is the pre-eminent city in mid-
America—known as the “third coast”—and was connected 
to agriculture more than other cities through its world 
famous stockyards, its meat processing plants and the fact 
that its location placed it close to the heart of the United 
States. During the early twentieth century, it was a city 
filled with transplanted southerners and immigrants. 

Chicago was the center of “Chicagoland,” an area 
that extended to Des Moines, Iowa on the West, to Battle 
Creek, Michigan on the east, to Eau Claire, Wisconsin on 
the North and to Terre Haute, Indiana on the South. This 
area was home to about ten percent of the population of 
the United States during the 1930s.  Chicago had 20,000 
speakeasies, the Merchandise Mart, which housed 25,000 
workers in 93 acres of floor space (“the biggest building on 
the planet”), Sears, Montgomery Ward, Marshall Fields 
Department Store, the International Harvester factory, the 
Armour meat processing plants, and the Union Stockyards, 
which covered 500 acres of the South Side. The pungent 
smell of Chicago came from those Stockyards, where 
farm animals were shipped to be slaughtered--about 17 
million cattle, sheep and hogs each year--and then sent 
to the fifty meat packing plants, which employed about 
75,000. Meat and animal byproducts, such as wool, soap, 
fertilizer, buttons and feathers were the financial backbone 
of Chicago. No one can speak of the Chicago of that 
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era without quoting Carl Sandburg’s poem, which begins 
“Hog butcherer of the world.” Sandburg, a reporter for 
the Chicago Daily News, called Chicago “the city of big 
shoulders,” and that image certainly fit the sprawling, 
muscular city. 

Chicago attracted large numbers of unskilled laborers 
to work in its stockyards, its meat processing plants, and 
hotels; many of those laborers came from rural areas. They 
would be a key audience for a radio station broadcasting 
a country music program. The other audience was those 
who lived in Chicagoland, decent, hard-working, church-
going patriotic citizens, mostly white, who related to this 
music. Although Chicago was a city through and through, 
it was an urban area with a strong connection to rural, 
agricultural America. Radio would be a key link between 
the urban and the rural in Chicago.

The Creation of WLS 
In November, 1923, Julius Rosenwald, president 

of Sears, announced plans to form the Sears-Roebuck 
Agricultural Foundation which “would gather facts about 
farm economics and the condition of agriculture. Its stress 
would be upon agricultural research.” The Foundation 
would “deal exclusively with the economic problems 
of the farm” because the farmer “needed most help in 
economics…marketing his products” (Evans, 159).  The 
Foundation was chartered to help farmers “farm better, 
sell better and live better.” Radio was a new medium and 
Sears obtained a license for a 500 watt radio station to be 
used as part of its “farm service.” 

Edgar Bill, who had been with the Illinois Agricultural 
Association, joined the Foundation on March 1, 1924 and 
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was put in charge of the new radio station, whose first 
call letters were WBBX. Bill acquired a small staff  and 
constructed a studio next to the Foundation’s office in the 
Sears Tower at Homan and Arthington. Sears built their 
main studio on the mezzanine floor of the Sherman Hotel. 
The first farm program was broadcast on March 21, from 
noon to 1 p.m. from WMAQ. On Wednesday evening, 
April 9, the first test program from the Tower studio was 
held using the call letters WES for “World’s Economy 
Store.” On that test program were Grace Wilson, who sang 
“Bringing Home the Bacon,” and the musical comedy 
team of Ford Rush and Glenn Rowell, known as “Ford 
and Rush.” 

Soon after WLS signed on, Edgar Bill hired George 
Biggar, a former assistant at the Illinois Agricultural 
Association. Biggar, who graduated with a degree in 
agriculture from South Dakota State College, joined 
WLS on May 1, 1924. His first job was handling fan mail 
but, within a few weeks, was named farm and market 
editor whose job was to build a schedule of farm weather 
and market reports. There were now about six on the  
WLS staff. 

The National Barn Dance Begins
The grand opening of the radio station was set for 

April 12, 1924 and the day before the event, the station 
changed its call letters to WLS for “World’s Largest Store.” 
Prominent guests and VIP’s, which included comic actor 
Ed Wynn, western film star William S. Hart, actress Ethel 
Barrymore and editor of newspapers published by William 
Randolph Hearst (including the Chicago Herald-Examiner) 
Arthur Brisbane, attended a banquet at the Sherman 



– 174 –

International Country Music Journal 2019

Hotel that evening. Edgar Bill announced that WLS 
would be “a friendly station with clean, wholesome and 
helpful programs” and that each announcer would have “a 
handshake and a smile in his voice” (Evans 162). 

The evening began at six with the introduction of  
dignitaries, then a show for children was broadcast at 7 
by the “Lullaby Twins,” Ford Rush and Glenn Rowell. 
Beginning at eight, the Isham Jones Orchestra played until 
midnight. Jones, born in Coalton, Ohio in 1894. grew up 
in Saginaw, Michigan. He moved to Chicago in 1915 and 
led one of the most popular dance bands; as a songwriter 
he wrote “We’re in the Army Now.” 

A “barn dance” is a radio show aimed at the rural 
audience. By the end of 1922 there had been several 
barn dances aired; fiddler Colonel Williams Hopkins had 
performed on WFAA in Dallas and WBAP in Fort Worth, 
Texas had featured old time fiddlers several times a month. 
That is probably why Edgar Bill decided to feature a barn 
dance a week after the grand opening and called his staff 
together to find old time fiddlers and square dance callers 
for the next Saturday night. 

The staff did not know where to find a square dance 
caller but, during the week there was an announcement on 
the station seeking a caller and Tom Owen, who worked in a 
Chicago hospital, offered his services. Tommy Dandurand, 
an old time fiddler, was in charge of the gathering the first 
fiddle band.  

On April 19, 1924, The National Barn Dance made 
its debut on WLS with an old time fiddle band playing 
square dance tunes from the Hotel. It was an immediate 
success. Edgar Bill remembered that the first Barn Dance 
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“had not been on the station for more than half an hour 
when the telegrams began to come in. I believe it was 
the first program of that kind on a Chicago radio station. 
Every wire was read on the air and that made more people 
wire in...When we got back to the studio we counted up 
over 250 telegrams received. Well that was the answer to 
Saturday night on WLS from that time on” (Bill).  

The show was nearly cancelled after its first 
performance because a Sears vice-president tuned in the 
station during the broadcast and heard a fiddler playing 
“Turkey in the Straw.” The executive was a classical 
music lover and felt the music he heard was “disgraceful.” 
Samuel Guard, head of the Agricultural Foundation, was 
called in and an explanation was demanded; Guard replied 
that the Barn Dance “was typical Americana” and then 
produced telegrams and letters that showed “the common 
people who were mail order customers of Sears liked the 
program” (Evans, 215). That ended the objections. 

Edgar Bill hired George D. Hay, “The Solemn Old 
Judge,” as an announcer. Hay had been a newspaperman 
for the Memphis Commercial Appeal and announcer on 
WMC in Memphis. Hay was a key figure during the first 
15-16 months of the National Barn Dance before he left 
for Nashville and WSM, where he began another “barn 
dance,” which became known as The Grand Ole Opry.

The “Dinnerbell” program produced by the radio staff 
had been on another Chicago station before WLS went 
on the air. It became a popular weekday show on WLS, 
held from noon to 1 p.m., and began with the ringing of 
between one and five dinner bells. A live orchestra of 12 to 
18 musicians played the national anthem to open the show. 
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As the show progressed, farm leaders were interviewed, 
there were reports of good neighbor deeds, and music. The 
“Dinnerbell” program went to state fairs, corn husking 
contests and farm related events for live broadcasts. 

“Dinnerbell” was a show that helped someone find 
something that had been lost, or find the owner of a lost 
item. A number of the Barn Dance members performed 
on it, but so did a variety of other performers. Although 
it reached a large audience each day, it never accepted 
advertising. This was “pure service” to the listeners  
of WLS. 

WLS was never a country music station; it broadcast a 
wide variety of music and talent. “We started WLS with a 
program policy of having a large variety of entertainment 
programs,” stated Edgar Bill. “Fortunately, we would try 
anything once to see what the listeners thought about it....
We started by making our programs out a week in advance. 
Of course we had religious music and services on Sunday. 
We featured other types of entertainment on other nights, 
including high-brow music on one night, dance bands on 
another, choral music with large choruses and on one night 
we had radio plays. When it came to Saturday night it was 
quite natural to book in the old-time music, including old-
time fiddling, banjo and guitar music and cowboy songs. 
We leaned toward the homey, old time and familiar tunes 
because we were a farm station primarily” (Bill).  

WLS was a pioneer Chicago station in the production 
of plays, including the “Little Home Theatre” on 
“Homemakers Hour” and dramas in the evening. There 
were readings from Shakespeare’s plays by Tony Wons, 
who was frequently accompanied by organist Ralph Waldo 
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Emerson. However, the core of programming on WLS was 
farm service, which included homemaking programs for 
farmer’s wives. 

In 1924 the staff band for the National Barn Dance 
was a group of old time fiddlers and during that summer 
WLS conducted fiddle contests on their Saturday night 
broadcasts with the listening audience serving as judges. 
During 1926 and 1927 WLS conducted similar on-air 
contests for square dance callers. 

A large number of performers performed on WLS 
during the first four years when Sears owned the station. 
Performers included  fiddler Tommy Dandurand, dance 
caller Tom Owen, Grace Wilson, Bradley Kincaid, 
Pie Plant Pete, Dynamite Jim, Arkie the Arkansas 
Woodchopper, Chubby Parker, the Hawaiian guitar team 
of Cecil and Esther Ward, the Maple City Four; Walter 
Peterson (the Kentucky Wonder Bean who played his 
guitar while blowing on a harmonica held in a wire rack 
around his neck), the singing duo Ford and Glenn; Tom 
Corwine (an early sound effects man whose specialty was 
imitating animals); Harry Campbell and organist Ralph 
Waldo Emerson. 

Hymns became traditional part of the early Barn 
Dance when Ford and Glenn decided to slip a couple 
of hymns into the middle of a program. Edgar Bill was 
concerned that hymns might slow the pace of the fast-
paced program, but listeners thought “hymn time” was one 
of the highlights of each program. Other than the hymns, 
the National Barn Dance was devoted to fun, smiles and 
laughter. People tuned in to forget their worries for several 
hours on Saturday night. 
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The National Barn Dance began during Prohibition 
and a Saturday night listening to the radio was a great form 
of entertainment for those who did not go to speakeasies 
that were run by gangsters. The performers were not paid at 
first but, according to legend, began getting paid after one 
of Al Capone’s girlfriends sang at the College Inn of the 
Sherman Hotel and her performance was broadcast over 
the Barn Dance. “Capone watched the performance with 
smiling approval which later turned to suggestive firmness 
when he asked the producer, ‘Well, don’t she get paid?’ 
She was.” (Evans, 216). 

Grace Wilson, learning this, demanded pay as well, 
so WLS set up a payroll for their talent line-up. The Barn 
Dance was really a variety show for a rural audience; it 
sought to present “old familiar tunes” or “folk songs,” 
as they were called at the time. On those early programs 
a listener might hear “Down By the Old Mill Stream,” 
“When You Wore a Tulip,” “Till We Meet Again,” 
“Whispering,” “Memories,” “Love’s Old Sweet Song,” or 
“When You and I Were Young, Maggie.”

Grace Wilson sang on the very first broadcast of the 
WLS Barn Dance and she sang on the very last broadcast of 
that show. She was a pop-style singer who had performed 
in vaudeville and was famous for her song, “Bringing 
Home the Bacon.” 

Tommy Dandurand also joined the National Barn 
Dance from itsfirst broadcast. Born in 1865 in Kanakee 
County, Illinois, Dandurand led the fiddle band at WLS 
from the earliest days. He remained at WLS until 1930—
and possibly longer.

The Barn Dance was held in the studio at the Sherman 
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Hotel. There was an adjoining room where up to 100 
visitors could watch the cast of almost 30 performers.

Chubby Parker 
Chubby Parker, an early star of the National Barn 

Dance, was the best known comic banjoist of his day and 
did nonsense songs like “Nickety, Nackety, Now, Now, 
Now,” “Bib-A-Lillie-Boo,” “King Kong Kitchie Ki-
me-o” and “The Little Old Sod Shanty on the Plains,” 
which led to his repertoire being referred to as “sod shanty 
songs.” 

Parker, whose real first name was Frederick,” first 
recorded on February 26, 1927 when he did five songs, 
including “NicketyNackety Now NowNow” in Chicago 
for Gennett. He continued to record songs, including 
“Whoa Mule Whoa” and “Oh Suzzanna” but left WLS in 
1926, reportedly because of his jealousy towards Bradley 
Kincaid, whose old folk songs usurped Parker’s popularity; 
however, he returned to WLS later. 

Bradley Kincaid 
The person who blazed a musical path for WLS was 

Bradley Kincaid, who joined the Barn Dance in 1927 and 
sang old folk songs like “Barbara Allen,” and “Two Little 
Girls in Blue” that had come down from British ballads. 
Bradley was the first “star” on the Barn Dance, selling 
thousands of songbooks, and was a favorite with listeners 
until he left the station in January, 1931, for WLW in 
Cincinnati. 

Bradley Kincaid was born in Point Leavell, Kentucky 
on July 13, 1895. He received his first guitar as a child 
when his father traded a fox hound for it; hence the name 
“Hound Dog Guitar” that he played when performing. 



– 180 –

International Country Music Journal 2019

Kincaid’s mother died when he was young. He worked as 
a laborer on farms before, at the age of 19, he enrolled at 
Berea College. After three years at Berea, Kincaid joined 
the army during World War I and served in France, then 
returned to Berea to complete his high school degree  
in 1921. 

In 1924, Kincaid and his wife moved to Chicago to 
attend the WMCA College and first performed on WLS in 
1926 with a quartet. A classmate told WLS that Kincaid 
knew a lot of old folk songs so, at the urging of WLS 
executives, Kincaid practiced a few ballads with a borrowed 
guitar and sang them on a 15-minute program. That led 
WLS to invite Kincaid to perform old songs his mother 
had taught him.   

When Kincaid performed “Barbara Allen” and other 
folk songs during his first performances, listeners responded 
with an immense amount of mail. He sang accompanied 
only by his guitar and, in 1928, became the first country 
radio performer to publish a songbook, Favorite Mountain 
Ballads and Old Time Songs, which he sold on the air and at 
performances for 50 cents. 

Bradley Kincaid left WLS in 1931 and joined WLW 
in Cincinnati, then moved on to a number of stations in 
Pittswburgh, Schenectady, New York, Boston, Hartford, 
Connecticut and Rochester, New York. 

Ford Rush 
Ford Rush, born April 7, 1890 in Marion County, 

Columbia, Mississippi, moved to Chicago at the end of 
1922. He had pursued a career as a singer while working in 
a variety of jobs in St. Louis. In May, 1918, Rush moved 
to San Francisco and worked as manager of the Jerome 
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Remick Publishing House and sang from the audience at 
the Tivoli Theater while Al Jolson performed—plugging 
the publisher’s songs. He formed The Remick Singers 
and performed in San Francisco and Oakland was well 
as plugging songs. He also formed the “Melody Shop,” a 
group of singers who performed the hit songs of the day. 

Ford performed on WCK in Chicago during 1923 
before he joined WLS. Ford Rush and Glenn Rowell were 
known as “Big Ford and Little Glenn,” “Ford and Glenn. 
The “How do you do boys” and “The Lullaby Boys.” Ford 
Rush left WLS around 1929 and joined WSM in Nashville 
(Rose). 

Pie Plant Pete 
Pie Plant Pete brought fun and laughter to the Barn 

Dance. His real name was Claud Moye and there are two 
stories of how he acquired his nickname. The first came 
from Pete himself, who said “There’s no other name like 
Pie Plant Pete! If you don’t believe it, just try to say it 
quickly. More than likely you’ll say Pie Plant Plete, and 
the laugh one gets from trying to say that tongue twisting 
name certainly makes one remember it. And that’s an 
excellent reason for choosing such a name; a name that is 
hard to say but easy to remember” (Pie Plant Pete.) 

A second story, published in the Prairie Reader after 
World War II, stated that, “When Claud was at WLS in 
Chicago, it was a bit of a custom for folks such as program 
director Harold Stafford and musical director Glenn 
Rowell to provide a name for the station’s acts. In this 
instance the two of them were browsing a catalog and saw 
a picture of a pie plant and they knew that Claude already 
had the nickname Pete, so they combined everything and 
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he became “Pie Plant Pete.” 
Claud J. Moye was born on July 9, 1906 on a farm 

near Shawneetown, Illinois and learned to play the guitar 
as a youth; he also learned harmonica. 

Pie Plant Pete joined WLS on May 5, 1927 and 
became a star on the National Barn Dance and The 
Dinnerbell. Pie Plant Pete was paid $50 a week to tell 
jokes and sing songs like “Oh, Dem Golden Slippers” and 
his most popular numbers “Eleven More Months and Ten 
More Days I’ll Be Out of the Calaboose” and “It Can’t 
Be Done.” He became the emcee for a touring group, The 
WLS Showboat, which played one-night stands in small 
towns in the Midwest. 

Pie Plant Pete was known for his humorous, folksy 
songs he sang while playing his guitar and harmonica, 
which was held in a U-shaped shoulder brace made from 
a piece of Number 9 wire. Pete claimed his harmonica 
holder “was original and the only one of its kind in the 
world” (Shaughnessy, 34).  

Pie Plant Pete left WLS in 1930 for WTAM in 
Cleveland, Ohio where he teamed with “Bashful Harmonica 
Joe” (Joe Troyan). During World War II Pete served as a 
Quartermaster in the Army. 

Arkie the Arkansas Woodchopper 
Another WLS performer who put fun into his shows 

and whose distinctive laugh came from fellow performers 
breaking him up during one of his songs was  Arkie the 
Arkansas Woodchopper. 

Luther William Ossenbrink—his real name--was born 
September 21, 1915 in Knobnoster, Missouri. As a boy 
he learned guitar and fiddle and played for local square 
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dances. He was billed as a “Country Boy from the Ozarks” 
and knew about bee trees, coon hunting, hunting, fishing 
and running dogs—which he used in his songs and skits. 
He began calling square dances when he was young and 
wanted to play the fiddle, so he pawned a watch to buy 
one. His first jobs playing guitar and fiddle at square dances 
earned him $4 for six hours of playing. 

He debuted on KMBC in Kansas City in 1928 on 
a program sponsored by Sears before he moved to WLS 
in Chicago. He was known for becoming distracted and 
breaking into laughter during a song, especially when the 
Maple City Four or organist Ralph Waldo Emerson caught 
his attention. 

Arkie the Arkansas Woodchopper joined the WLS 
National Barn Dance in 1929 and remained with the Barn 
Dance until it ended in 1960, then joined its reincarnation 
on WGN. 

Maple City Four 
The Maple City Four were Art Janes, Fritz Meissner, 

Al Rice and Pat Patterson. The group’s name came from 
their hometown of La Porete, Indiana, known as “The 
Maple City.” The group specialized in barbershop harmony 
but also did novelty songs and minstrel skits. 

They joined WLS in 1926 and during the era of live 
“singing commercials” they pitched tractors for Caterpillar 
and feed for Purina and others. They were known for their 
smooth harmonies as well as comic antics. They balanced 
their novelty act by singing old hymns during “Hymn Time.” 

Rube Tronson
Rube Tronson led popular string bands during the early 

years of WLS. Born Reuben Lester Tronson in Amherst, 
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Illinois on April 9, 1896, the fiddler left the farm where he 
grew up and moved to Chicago in 1922, where he became 
qualified as a railroad engineer on the Northwestern 
Railroad in 1926. The following year he joined the National 
Barn Dance and remained for ten years. 

During time his time with WLS, Tronson toured the 
country with his band, the Texas Cowboy Orchestra, which 
included Donald Blanchard, David Denny and Russell 
Smith. They traveled the country in a large touring car 
with a set of Texas Longhorn horns on the hood. 

In the late 1930s, Tronson and his band were  
on SWAU in Wausau, Illinois; he died suddenly on  
March 9, 1939. 

Gennett Records 
The development of radio coincided with the 

development of recordings of country music on records. 
The Starr Piano Company, founded by Harry 

Gennett in 1893 in Richmond, Indiana, was due east of 
Indianapolis; it was a five hour train ride from Chicago. 
They created a manufacturing plant for phonographs and 
a label, Gennett, in 1916. 

Gennett had studios in Richmond and New York 
City but recordings were often done “in the field” or on 
site, including in Chicago, where there was a Starr Piano 
Store. The Starr Company created a series of labels such as 
Champion in September, 1925, which were manufactured 
for the Kresge store chain; however, they were sold through 
other outlets as well. During 1930-1932, the Superior label 
was created. 

Labels created by Sears included Challenge, 
Conqueror, Silvertone and Supertone and those labels 
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were manufactured by Gennett. 
A number of WLS Barn Dance artists recorded for 

Gennett but their records were sometimes released under 
pseudonyms. 

Chicago Recordings  
The first recordings by National Barn Dance members 

came on February 23, 1926 after the Barn Dance had 
been on the air for almost two years. Square dance caller 
Tom Owens and fiddler Tommy Dandurand went to 
the Gennett Studio in Richmond, Indians and recorded 
eight songs: “Ocean Waves,” “Kings Head,” “Stoney 
Point,” “Buffalo Girls,” “Buckwheat Batter,” ”The Irish 
Washerwoman,” “Hell On The Wabash” and “McLeod’s 
Reel.” They were released on the Gennett, Challenge and 
Silvertone labels as Tom Owens Barn Dance Trio, Tom 
Owens WLS Barn Dance Trio and, on the Herwin label as 
Uncle John Harvey’s Old Time Dance Orchestra. 

The next recordings by Barn Dance members were 
done in Chicago in 1927 when Chubby Parker recorded 
six songs in February. Parker recorded “NicketyNackety, 
Now NowNow,” “Little Brown Jug,” “Whoa Mule Whoa,” 
“Oh Susanna,” “I’m a Stern Old Bachelor” and “Bib-A-
Lollie Boo.” Those songs were popular songs that Parker 
did during the Barn Dance, although “Little Brown Jug,” 
”Whoa Mule, Whoa” and “Oh Susanna” were rejected for 
release by the record company. 

In March, Tommy Dandurand recorded six songs 
in Chicago for Gennett, probably accompanied by 
Rube Tronson on fiddle, Chubby Parker on guitar with 
Ed Goodreau doing square dance calls. The tunes were 
“Haste to the Wedding,” “Big Town Fling,” “Campbells 
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Are Coming,” “Devil’s Dream,” “Two Step Quadrille” 
and “Larry O’Gaff. 

In April, Chubby Parker returned to the Chicago 
studio to re-record “Whoa Mule Whoa” (which was again 
rejected), “Oh Susanna” and “Little Brown Jug.” On 
another session that same month, he successfully recorded 
“Whoa Mule Whoa.” 

In August, Tommy Dandurand, probably accompanied 
by Rube Tronson, Chubby Parker and Ed Goodreau on 
square dance calls, recorded “The Irish Washerwoman,” 
“McLeod’s Reel,” “Leather Breeches,” “Over the Ocean 
Waves” and “Soldier’s Joy.” Those were released under the 
names Uncle Steve Hubbard & His Boys, George Thomas 
& His Music, Dandurand& His Barn Dance Fiddlers and 
George Cline & His Boys. 

That same month in Chicago Tommy Dandurand& 
His Gang recorded “Buffalo Girl,” “Medley of Old Time 
Waltzes” and “The Beau of Oak Hill.” 

Chubby Parker recorded six songs in September for 
Gennett, including “A Rovin’ Little Darky,” “Uncle Ned,” 
“Darling Nellie Gray,” “Oh Dem Golden Slippers,” “His 
Parents Haven’t Seen Him Since” and “My Little Sod 
Shanty On the Claim.” Parker was known for his “Sod 
Shanty” songs. 

In August, 1928, Chubby Parker & His Old Time 
Banjo were in New York to record “Down On the Farm” 
and “King Kong KitchieKitchie Ki-Me,” both of which 
were released on Columbia. Parker did not record again for 
almost two years. Speculation was that he was jealous of 
the attention and success of Bradley Kinkaid singing songs 
similar to his. On October 21 and 21, 1930 in Richmond, 
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Indiana, Parker recorded 20 songs, some of which he had 
previously recorded. Almost exactly a year later, Parker, 
accompanied by his banjo, recorded 20 songs over three 
days and most were released on the Conqueror label. 

Bradley Kincaid’s first recording session was on 
December 19, 1927 in Richmond, Indiana where he 
recorded two songs, “The Fatal Wedding” and “Sweet Kitty 
Wells.” Those were on Gennett and their affiliated labels 
such as Silvertone, Supertone, Champion and Melotone. 
He made his first recording of “Barbara Allen” on February 
27, 1927 in Chicago. He also recorded “Methodist Pie” 
and “Froggie Went A-Courtin” on that session. The next 
day he recorded “Sourwood Mountain,””The Swapping 
Song” and “Bury Me On the Prairie.” 

In March, Kincaid recorded 24 songs over three 
sessions in Chicago, but all but two, “The Two Sisters” 
and “Fair Ellen,” were rejected by the record label. 
Kincaid returned to Richmond, Indiana for his next 
session on January 28, 1929 where all of his recordings 
were successful. Included in that set of songs were “Four 
Thousand years Ago,” “When the Work’s All Done This 
Fall,” “The Streets of Laredo,” “The Red River Valley” 
and “The Little Rosewood Casket.” 

During 1929, Kincaid recorded in Richmond, Indiana 
on June 7, when he recorded eight songs, including “Little 
Old Log Cabin In the Lane,” which Fiddlin’ John Carson 
had recorded in Atlanta in 1923 and which led recording 
labels to look south for hillbilly talent. On October 4, 
Kincaid  returned to the Richmond studio and recorded 12 
songs. In November, he recorded seven songs in Chicago, 
but all were rejected by the record company. 
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There were a number of recordings made in Chicago 
during 1928 and 1929 by country or folk acts. The Golden 
Melody Boys, comprised of Phil Featherstone and Demsey 
Jones, recorded six songs in October, 1928. Edd Rice 
recorded four songs for Vocalion and the Moody Bible 
Institute Trio recorded eight songs for Victor. 

Eddie Dean, who later became a member of the 
National Barn Dance, recorded a song in July, 1928 but 
it was not issued. In October, 1928 the Ozark Warblers 
recorded a song for Paramount and Charlie Craver, known 
as “Arkansas Charlie,” recorded six songs for Vocalion

Arkie the Arkansas Woodchopper, a favorite on the 
early National Barn Dance, recorded his first session in 
December in Dallas, Texas, where he did “The Cowboy’s 
Dream” and “The Dying Cowboy.” 

In 1929, Charlie Craver recorded 16 songs over eight 
sessions in Chicago, the Moody Bible Sacred Harp Singers 
recorded two songs and Jossie Elders recorded two songs. 

Pie Plant Pete made his first recordings in Richmond, 
Indiana in January when he recorded eight songs, including 
“Ben Tucker Reel,” “Ocean Waves,” “The Letter That 
Never Came,” “Hand Me Down My Walking Cane,” 
“Wreck of the No. 9” and “When the Work’s All Done 
This Fall.” The songs released by Champion identified 
him as Asparagus Joe and those on Superior listed him as 
Jerry Wallace. 

In October, 1929, Arkie the Arkansas Woodchopper 
recorded eight songs in Richmond, Indiana, including 
“Home On The Range,” “The Cowboy’s Dream,” 
“Frankie and Johnnie” and “In the Jailhouse Now.” 
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The Prairie Farmer Buys WLS and The National Barn Dance
WLS was a well-established station by mid-1928. It had 

attracted over 200,000 letters a year from listeners all over 
the country and those who spoke before their microphone 
included President Calvin Coolidge, Sophie Tucker, Ted 
Lewis, Will Rogers and Jane Addams. The station hosted 
58 different bands and presented more music than any 
other Midwestern station, presiding over 130 farm groups 
without charge and broadcast over 500 radio dramas. 

However, the success of a radio station owned by Sears 
caused problems. At first, the Agricultural Foundation 
supplied farm news to other stations, which was a free 
service. The programs did not cost Sears anything for the 
purchase of air time; however, as radio developed, it began 
charging for air time. Further, Sears stores across the 
country wanted support from the Foundation and Sears 
could not provide extensive radio support for every city 
with a Sears store. 

Another problem came from competing retailers, who 
might want to purchase time on a station with a Sears 
sponsored program. 

That led the management of Sears to tell Edgar Bill 
in 1928 to find a buyer for WLS. Bill first approached 
his former employer, the Illinois Agricultural Association, 
which decided against the purchase. The International 
Harvester Company was interested but Bill decided 
to approach Burridge D. Butler with the Prairie Farmer 
magazine.  

Burridge D. Butler had been the publisher of the Prairie 
Farmer magazine since 1909. The Prairie Farmer was an 
agricultural magazine founded by John S. Wright as a bi-
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weekly publication in 1841 and the following years saw the 
paper change owners and acquire other publications. The 
paper became a weekly but, because of financial problems, 
became a bi-monthly in 1908. By this time the magazine 
suffered from poor quality and declining readership. 

Burridge Butler was born on February 5, 1868 in 
Louisville, Kentucky, the son of a preacher who moved 
his family frequently. When he was a teenager, his mother 
died and Butler, who stood six feet four inches and weighed 
200 pounds, moved  in with his grandparents in Louisville. 
After some odd jobs, Burridge landed a job as a reporter 
with the Louisville Courier-Journal. That job did not last long 
but it began a career with newspapers for Butler. He first 
worked for newspapers in Cincinnati and Grand Rapids, 
where he spent eight years. During the ensuing years, 
Butler was involved with newspapers in St. Louis, Chicago, 
Omaha, St. Paul, Minnesota, Grand Rapids, Michigan and 
Minneapolis and learned about printing presses, advertising 
sales, production, illustrating, circulation, reporting and 
what made a successful, profitable newspaper. He started 
newspapers with partners and that eventually developed 
into a partnership, known as Clover Leaf, which took over 
ownership of the Prairie Farmer in May, 1908. 

Butler sold his interest in the Clover Leaf partnership 
in 1909; as part of the settlement he acquired the Prairie 
Farmer magazine, which was losing money. 

In September, 1909, Butler and his wife moved to 
Chicago from Minneapolis with the intent to create “a 
business paper for the farmer.” His offices were on the 
twelfth floor of the Boyce Building at the northwest 
corner of Dearborn and Madison Streets. Butler hired a 
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staff, published the magazine on high quality paper, used 
newspaper page make-up, and established columns on 
farm-related topics in addition to crusading articles. The 
first issue rolled off the press on December 1, 1909. 

The circulation of the Prairie Farmer was 40,000 in 
1908; under Butler it rose to 100,000 by early 1915. 

Butler had seen the potential of radio with farm news as 
early as 1921 when the Prairie Farmer began writing stories 
about radio and, at the end of that year, had established 
a column, “The Wireless Man” to answer questions 
from readers about receiving sets. (Early buyers of radio 
technology often bought “sets” they had to assemble.) 

The Prairie Farmer wanted to try farm radio, or radio 
programs directed towards farmers, and approached 
WMAQ about buying time for a 15-minute program to 
put them in touch with farmers. The publication featured 
market reports, women’s news, notices of meetings and 
other issues related to farmers and farm life. 

In January, 1927, the Prairie Farmer moved into a new 
home at 1230 W. Washington Boulevard and Butler set up 
a small room for a radio studio. 

Butler approached the purchase of WLS cautiously. 
He sent sixty “field men” out for two months (July 30 
to September 22) to gauge the listenership of WLS and 
discovered, after polling over 16,000 Midwestern farm 
families (25 percent who owned radios) that 60 percent 
listed WLS as their first choice of radio stations. He 
assigned one of his executives to poll advertisers about 
their thoughts on the future of radio. He also polled his 
executives at the Prairie Farmer for their views but, in the 



– 192 –

International Country Music Journal 2019

end, it was Burridge Butler’s decision whether or not to 
purchase WLS. He decided to do it (Evans, 173). 

The Prairie Farmer had lost money from the time Butler 
bought it until 1918 but, since 1922 had shown consistent 
profits. WLS had lost money every year it had been in 
existence.  The purchase price for WLS was $250,000 and 
Burridge Butler was 65 years old, seen as an “old man” at 
that time.  

On September 14, 1928, the Prairie Farmer contracted 
to purchase 51 percent of a new Illinois Corporation, the 
Agricultural Broadcasting Company, with capital stock of 
2,500 shares valued at $100 per share. The publication 
bought 1,275 shares for $125,000, payable when the contract 
was executed, with the balance payable at $10,000 a year 
beginning October 1, 1931. The profits, after operating 
expenses, were declared as dividends with the 51 percent 
paid to Sears to be credited towards the purchase of WLS. 
Sears had the right to broadcast programs 12 hours a week 
on WLS without charge but WLS could not sell advertising 
to any mail order or chain store without permission from 
Sears (Evans 175).  

Under the agreement, Sears shared the risk of losses 
during the first year while the Prairie Farmer made a small 
down payment so the station would pay for itself out of 
earnings—if all went well. 

The formal date for the change of ownership was 
October 1, 1928. 

On November 11, there was a general reallocation 
of radio stations from the Federal Radio Commission 
where WLS was reassigned its five-sevenths time at 870 
on the dial. WLS was a clear channel station that shared 



– 193 –

International Country Music Journal 2019

its broadcasting day with WCBD, which had two-sevenths 
of the day. (WCBD was located about 40 miles north of 
downtown Chicago). WLS then filed a request to be full-
time during the broadcast day but was denied because it 
was not using all of its five-sevenths time. 

On October 29, 1929 the stock market crashed in New 
York, which marked the beginning of the Great Depression. 
WLS and the National Barn Dance felt an obligation to 
make audiences smile and forget their troubles for a few 
hours during those troubled times.

Chicago in the 1920s and 1930s 
Chicago was a wide open town during the 1920s and 

early 1930s. The city had been rebuilt after Mrs. O’Leary’s 
cow kicked over a lantern on the evening of October 8, 
1871, causing the Great Chicago Fire. After the fire, the 
city built tall buildings of granite, iron and steel to replace 
the wooden buildings that had been sprawled down the 
coast of Lake Michigan. 

In 1920 there were 2.7 million inhabitants and by 
the end of that decade the population had risen to three 
million, making it the second largest city in the United 
States, behind New York, and the most important city in 
mid-America. Geographically, Chicago was divided into 
three major sections, separated by the Chicago River. The 
North Side was the home of the wealth; the South Side, 
was heavily ethnic and residential; and the West Side, 
was a largely industrial area. Those three sections came 
together at the Loop, the central business district for the 
city. The influx of immigrants during the 19th century 
led Jane Addams to establish Hull House, located at the 
corner of Polk and Halsted Streets, in 1889. 
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Jane Addams became a leader in the progressive 
political movement that believed in women voting, cultural 
pluralism, pacifism and that it was the duty of government 
to protect the vulnerable. Because it created a forum for 
public debate on social policy and legislative issues for city, 
state and the national government, Hull House became 
the most famous settlement house in the United States. In 
1931, Addams won the Nobel Peace Prize. 

At the opposite end of the political spectrum from 
Jane Addams and Hull House was Robert McCormick, 
publisher of the ChicagoTribune, billed as “the World’s 
Greatest Newspaper,” who hated liberals, one-worlders 
and do-gooders of every variety. During his lifetime, Robert 
McCormick became synonymous with Chicago, as famous 
as any figure connected to that city, including Al Capone 
and Mrs. O’Leary’s cow. By 1920, the Chicago Tribune had 
one of the most influential editorial pages in the country, 
joining the New York Times and the Boston Post, according 
to a survey by the trade magazine Editor and Publisher. 
McCormick was a political power broker, campaigning 
through his newspaper for or against politicians and used 
editorials to advance his own conservative philosophy. In 
February, 1925, The Tribune Tower opened at 431 North 
Michigan Avenue, which housed the home offices for the 
Chicago Tribune. 

Although The Tribune may have had the largest 
readership, it wasn’t the only newspaper in Chicago; other 
newspapers included the Chicago Daily News, the Herald, 
the Sun, the American and the Times.  

In 1921 an Italian immigrant moved to Chicago and 
also had no use for Hull House. Al Capone had moved 
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from Brooklyn, where he had been born and raised; around 
1922 he set up a business as a “Second Hand Furniture 
Dealer” at 2220 South Wabash Avenue and in 1922 took 
over a crime syndicate. During the winter of 1923-1924, 
that syndicate moved west to Cicero and turned the small 
neighborhood into an area filled with gambling joints and 
brothels during Prohibition. 

The administration of Chicago Mayor William Hale 
Thompson was “a carnival of corruption” (Bergreen, 85). 
Thompson was legendary; during Prohibition “Big Bill” 
announced that he was as wet as the middle of the ocean, 
and so was Chicago. The racketeers “owned” Thompson--
they delivered the votes to get him in office and then bribed 
him to do their bidding. By 1923, “Big Bill” Thompson had 
been Mayor of Chicago for eight years; however, because 
of numerous scandals in his administration, he withdrew 
from the Mayor’s race in 1923. In the 1927 election for 
mayor, Thompson was again voted into that office and 
with the return of “Bill Billism,” gangsters enjoyed the run 
of the city while politicians, policemen and businessmen 
collected bribes in the millions. 

During 1928, the first full year that Big Bill Thompson 
was back in office, there were 367 murders in Chicago; 
in New York, there were 200. Crime went unpunished, 
criminals were not arrested, much less brought to justice, 
and the city, which failed to collect taxes on time or pay 
its bills, ran up a debt of $300 million, 

On July 30, 1928, Al Capone moved his headquarters 
from the Metropole Hotel to the Lexington, a block away 
at Twenty-second Street and Michigan Avenue. The world 
famous unelected ruler of Chicago was 29 years old at 
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the time. During the four years since Capone assumed 
leadership of his syndicate, there were gangland murders. 
The St. Valentine Day’s Massacre, the most notorious 
gangland slaying in the history of crime, came on February 
14, 1929. The massacre of eight men in the “Bugs” Moran 
organization occurred at 2122 North Clark Street was 
done by four men from Capone’s gang--two dressed as 
policemen driving a police car and two plain clothesmen. 
When the smoke cleared, no one was convicted for the St. 
Valentine Day’s Massacre although that massacre became 
the biggest crime story that ever came out of Chicago. 

By 1931, Al Capone had become an important part of 
Chicago. As a crime celebrity, he helped sell newspapers; as 
the supplier of bribes, the police benefited with more money 
in their pockets; as local enforcer of his own brand of law, 
he kept a sort of order in the crime syndicates operating 
in the city; for the speakeasies and their customers, he 
supplied liquor that kept them wet and flourishing. Mayor 
Thompson needed Capone to provide peace on the city 
streets and help the Mayor remain in power. No one in 
political power wanted to contemplate a situation where 
the speakeasies dried up, where gang wars erupted, and 
where there were no more bribes to line the pockets of 
police and politicians. 

The end of Capone’s rule over Chicago began on 
June 5, 1931 when the United States government indicted 
Capone on 22 counts of income tax evasion. Capone’s trial 
began on October 6 at the Federal Building on Dearborn 
and Adams. The trial ended on Saturday, October 24, 
when Capone, wearing a dark purple suit, stood before the 
judge and heard his sentence: a total of 17 years in prison. 
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After the sentencing he was taken to the Cook County Jail. 
During the 1930s: the municipal government of 

Chicago was broke and banks refused to extend credit 
to the city. Unruly mobs of schoolteachers stormed the 
banks in 1933 for back pay after having been paid for 
more than ten months in scrip. Pinkerton guards, armed 
with the same kind of machine guns used by Al Capone’s 
gang, guarded Lake Shore Drive mansions to protected the 
estates from riots by hungry citizens, which struck fear into 
the hearts of the wealthy. 

Country Music and Radio 
During the 1920s, country music first came to the 

public’s attention through early recordings, beginning with 
fiddle tunes, then to southern songs sung by New York 
singers, and then to field recordings, most significantly 
the 1927 sessions in Bristol, Tennessee. During the 1930s 
country music was defined by radio, where it blossomed 
on barn dances and weekday radio shows, often held early 
in the morning or at noon. 

By 1930 there were 14 million radio sets in the country 
--seven times as many as there had been in 1925--and 
over 600 stations. Certain regions of the country had more 
radios than others; only about ten percent of southerners 
and 23.4 percent of West Virginians owned a radio by 1930 
but about half of those in the Midwest owned a radio. 

 Radio developed “programs” which appeared regularly 
at scheduled times; this applied to country performers. 
The most popular time for country music programs on 
radio was early in the morning because the rural audience 
listened to radio before going off to work. On weekdays, 
the noon hour was important because farmers usually 
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came in from the fields for their noon meal and listened 
to the radio before going back to work. Saturday night had 
once been radio’s “dead” night but country music found a 
home there, playing to rural listeners after they’d finished 
their week’s work. 

Radio soon became a way of life for Americans; 
author Wayne Daniel states, “The radio was perceived as 
a vibrant, living thing--almost as another member of the 
family. A phonograph record was an historical document; 
a radio broadcast was the here-and-now. Radio performers 
communicated not only through their music, but through 
conversation as well. Listeners could write--were, in fact, 
encouraged to write--to their favorite entertainers, and in 
return they could hear their names read on the air...The 
radio, once turned on, would play without interruptions, 
allowing listeners to perform the chores of the household, 
shop, or farm while being entertained and informed. On 
the other hand, a person listening to the phonograph for 
any length of time had to be available to perform the 
inconvenient and annoying task of changing records about 
every three minutes. The radio provided more than music. 
It gave the listener news, weather forecasts, comedy, and 
drama tailored to every age and taste” (Daniel, Pickin’ On 
Peachtree, pp 110-111).  

During the 1930s, radio became the major way 
that country music was heard by listeners, replacing the 
phonograph of the 1920s. The Depression cut deeply into 
the record business; in 1928 there were 34 million records 
sold but in 1931 only ten million were sold. If families 
had to choose between buying a phonograph or buying 
a radio, they bought a radio. Radio exposure created a 
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demand for live performances and artists often played 
on a radio program for free in order to obtain bookings 
within a listening area. The most popular performers found 
sponsors who wanted to reach an audience. Sometimes 
a sponsor paid the performer, but usually sponsors paid 
the radio station so the performer could have time on the 
air. Sponsors also worked on the “PI” (per inquiry) plan 
whereby a performer advertised a product on the air, then 
received a commission on those sold via mail order from 
their shows. 

The performers on WLS were paid. The average WLS 
staff musician’s weekly salary was $60; those who appeared 
only on the Barn Dance received union scale, or about 
$20. WLS was not willing to pay female artists the same 
scale. 

“I believe that I am safe in saying that no other radio 
station paid its performers as well for their work as did 
WLS,” stated George Bigger. “Many of the acts were on 
a weekly basis--also appearing in the early morning and at 
other times during the day each week. While some were on 
a Saturday night “spot” basis--the majority made at least 
living wages as staff entertainers” (Biggar).

For performers, radio had a profound impact; no 
longer were amateurs, who played music on the side, 
part of the game. Professional entertainers had emerged 
and, as country music became more commercial, country 
performers had careers instead of an avocation. Also, 
because radio demanded a huge repertoire, no longer could 
a musician, or group, get by with a few tunes. Audiences 
no longer accepted the tunes they had been hearing for 
years; performers either had to compose new songs or find 
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new songs from professional songwriters. The new carbon 
microphones demanded a new type of singing; gone was 
the belt-em-out style and in came the crooning sound 
where singers sang softly with emotion. The most popular 
singers, like Jimmie Rodgers, developed an easy-going, 
conversational vocal style that appealed to listeners who 
felt it was accessible and sincere. 

Music on WLS 
WLS and the National Barn Dance did not define 

music they played as “country” or “non-country” but 
whether it was entertaining and satisfied an audience’s 
desire to hear particultar songs. 

Glenn Snyder defended the music on the Barn Dance, 
stating, “The National Barn Dance has been criticized by 
some as being, in some instances, too popular so far as 
songs were concerned. That is easily answered. The men 
who built the National Barn Dance for the early years from 
1924 were all mid-westerners--from such states as Illinois, 
Iowa and South Dakota,. When the show was first aired-
-the big idea was to recreate all of the spirit, atmosphere 
and entertainment of earlier days barn warmin’s and barn 
dances. Square dancing--with callers--constituted an 
integral part of the show for that reason.” 

“As for vocal entertainment,” continued Snyder, “the 
builders of the Barn Dance knew little or nothing about 
cowboy and southern mountain ballads. They knew mainly 
the melodious, often sentimental, popular songs of their 
days--going back to their youth in rural communities.” 
Snyder then cited songs such as “Down By the Old Mill 
Stream,” “When You Wore a Tulip,” “Till We Meet 
Again,” “Whisipering,” “Memories,” “Love’s Old Sweet 
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Song” and “When You and I were Young, Maggie,” which 
were frequently featured during the earlier years of the 
National Barn Dance. 

Later, Chubby Parker introduced songs of the “old 
sod shanty” days and Bradley Kincaid introduced the WLS 
audience to southern mountain songs, 

Tape technology was not available during the 1930s. 
but performers did record transcriptions that lasted 15 
minutes. Those large discs were recorded directly—if there 
was a mistake, the performer had to start over again-- 
and then shipped to radio stations. Popular shows and 
performers could then be heard without the performer 
being in the studio. 

At that point, records by country artists were almost 
never played on the air. During the 1930s a number of 
manufacturers produced radios: Philco, Atwater Kent, 
Stewart-Warner, Victor, Spartan, Crosley, Musette, 
Clarion, Gloritone, Stromberg-Carlson, Silver-Marshall, 
Echophone, Zenith, Majestic, Fada, Temple, RCA, 
Eveready, Apex, Brunswick, Graybar, and Earl, to name 
the most popular. In 1931 the car radio was developed 
by Philco; those first radios, called a “transitone,” were 
attached to the dashboard of a car. There were about 5,000 
programs featuring hillbilly music in the United States by 
1935, generating about $25 million a year in advertising 
revenue. 

For farm families, the radio was a companion, keeping 
them informed and entertained. With radio, a farm family 
was no longer isolated; instead, they had a friend with 
them in their home. 
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Country Music During the 1930s
By 1930, what became known as “country music” 

was well established on records. The first commercially 
successful recording occurred in 1923 in Atlanta when 
Fiddlin’ John Carson recorded “Little Ole Log Cabin 
Down the Lane”; the first million seller, “The Prisoner’s 
Song” b/w “Wreck of the Old ‘97” by Vernon Dalhart was 
successful in 1924-1925 and the first superstar in country 
music, Jimmie Rodgers, emerged after his 1927 recordings 
in Bristol, Tennessee. 

Country music had become an important part of 
American music, although this “country” music was 
generally labeled “old familiar tunes” or “folk” music but 
the general term used in the music trade was “hillbilly” 
music and, by 1930, the hillbilly was not a revered figure. 
The “rube” or hillbilly had been part of vaudeville, 
caricatured as an unlettered, uncultured, unsophisticated, 
moonshine swigging, mountaineer who was far removed 
from civilization. As J.W. Williamson points out in his 
book, Hillbillyland: What the Movies Did to the Mountains & 
What the Mountains Did to the Movies, the hillbilly “drinks 
hard liquor--and not at cocktail parties. He’s theatrically 
lazy but remains virile. He nearly always possesses the 
wherewithal for physical violence--especially involving 
dogs and guns. He’s gullible when skepticism would be 
wiser and he’s stupid when smart would be safer. He 
reminds us symbolically of filth” (pp 2-3). 

During the 1920s, there were a number of technological 
advances; radio came to be part of American homes, 
the invention of the microphone improved phonograph 
records, and electricity became common in cities. In 



– 203 –

International Country Music Journal 2019

Electrifying America: Social Meanings of a New Technology, 
1880-1940, author David E. Nyes notes that by 1930, about 
70 percent of all homes in the United States had electricity 
and that by 1934, 96 percent of homes in towns and cities 
had lights. The homes which did not have electricity were 
primarily in rural areas and this increasingly separated 
city dwellers from the rural population because having 
electricity took on social and cultural significance: having 
electricity meant “progress” and moving up in the world. 
Life in the city became increasingly different and distinct 
from life in the country, primarily because of electricity, so 
the “image” of the city dweller became someone who was 
cultured, sophisticated, worldly, savvy and “hip” while the 
rural counterpart was increasingly seen as the opposite. 

During the late 1920s and throughout the 1930s, the 
music of the city was jazz, pop, classical and Big Band while 
the music linked to the rural areas was “hillbilly.” Still, 
almost half the population resided in rural areas or small 
towns and many city residents had a rural background. 
Many Americans romanticized their rural past while, at the 
same time, rejecting it. They also embraced their image and 
life as city dwellers while, at the same time, were dismayed 
by the “evils” of the city: crime, corruption, loose morals 
and the fact that the city was not as “neighborly” as the 
idealized country life. 

Burridge Butler 
Burridge Butler “felt strongly about the Barn 

Dance, and his influence on it—often indirect—is clearly 
discernible,” stated his biographer, James Evans. Butler 
thought of the National Barn Dance “as a big, wholesome 
country party. His own regular visits to the Eighth Street 
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Theater pleased him; he liked to laugh during the program 
and go backstage to greet his ‘boys and girls.’ It was the 
kind of honest, down-to-earth fun that fit Butler’s view of 
life in the country, a view which most owners of stations 
rejected as out of date” (Evans, 229).  

Butler was over 65 when he purchased WLS and the 
organization was well established. He was a man who 
loved farm publications and saw WLS as a “unique tool for 
building the circulation of his farm paper. The popularity of 
the station among farm people helped increase awareness 
of Prairie Farmer, for Butler insisted that the two 
institutions be welded as one. …the Prairie Farmer aired 
its own farm program each noon.” WLS “gave salesmen 
for Prairie Farmer the advantage of calling on people who 
were accustomed to hearing about the paper on a day-to-
day basis. The radio station helped serve as a congenial 
door-opener,” stated Evans. (Evans, 85-86). 

The great growth of WLS and the Barn Dance came 
during the Great Depression and Butler seemed to intuit 
that he had limited experience and knowledge of the 
entertainment side of the business. Under his ownership, 
Butler had two station managers, Edgar Bill and Glenn 
Snyder, who operated largely autonomously and enjoyed 
more freedom that other staff members. As long as WLS 
generated profits, Butler was not inclined to interfere in 
the management. Biographer Evans noted that “Bill and 
Snyder were naturally independent and they rejected the 
type of paternalism that many other employees accepted.“

Butler and his wife spent half the year at his second 
home in Arizona and most staff members at WLS “knew 
Butler as a myth as much as a man” (Evans, 229). 
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Burridge Butler never had children which may account 
for the fact that he saw himself as a father figure to his 
employees at the Prairie Farmer and WLS; his staff called 
him “Daddy.” With Sears, WLS and the Barn Dance were 
a business under corporate rule but under Butler it was a 
patriarchal organization. 

Butler was a moralist who insisted that WLS was 
a service and demanded entertainment that was clean 
and wholesome. He disliked anything that resembled 
“Hollywood,” such as fancy clothes on Barn Dance 
performers. and his highest compliment  for a vocalist 
was “She (or He) sure gets the moon over the mountain” 
(Evans, 230).  

Butler was a romantic who saw the WLS family in 
nostalgic terms; life in the past was more simple and 
better. The WLS family and Barn Dance performers 
adhered to his strict moralism. He could be a sensitive 
and emotional man who would “break into tears” when 
someone mentioned his mother or grandmother; the 
poverty of farm people “touched him deeply” but he could 
also be “granite-hard.” He insisted on clean desks for his 
executives because a piled up desk “were signs of sloppy 
housekeeping.” At times, Butler walked down the rows 
of desks “with outstretched arms after employees had left 
for the day, sweeping everything onto the floor for their 
attention the next morning” (Evans 6, 7).  

Evans noted that “one minute he would bluster and 
his face would grow as bright as the orange rug under his 
desk as he pounded with his fists, while during the next 
minute he might cloud up and cry.” He was a bully who 
“expected to be pampered. When he walked out of his 
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office and tossed his car keys down the aisle, the junior 
employee was supposed to grab them before they stopped 
sliding.”  Evens noted that “Butler sometimes used his 
bullying tactics to test people, to see if they would stand 
up to him” (Evans, 7, 8, 9).  

“Butler was both generous and niggardly,” stated his 
biographer. “The many thousands of dollars which he 
donated to various philanthropies testify to his generosity…
However, he left testimonies of pettiness in financial 
matters. Butler had a reputation for paying employees 
“no more than he had to” and, while “at times a strong 
supporter of unions, Butler did not seem concerned that 
many of his employees were earning less than union wages” 
(Evans, 9).  

He was a man who “would gladly foot the bill for 
sending a 90-man cast of the WLS National Barn Dance 
to perform at a benefit show hundreds of miles from 
Chicago, yet refuse to pay a $3 admission fee when his 
party forgot to bring complimentary tickets.” Although 
he was a millionaire, Butler “apparently thought nothing 
about letting a $50-a week employee pay his taxi fare.” He 
had a habit of never carrying money so “whoever was with 
him paid the bill” (Evans, 9). 

Children were most effective in exposing his soft side, for 
in their presence he was almost timidly gently” (Evans, 10). 

“He was a confident grandstander, yet nursed 
feelings of inadequacy,” stated Evans, “Some of Butler’s 
acquaintances proposed that he should have been in 
show business because he seemed to plan his actions for 
maximum impact, often tossing verbal bombshells during 
meetings.” Butler had “plenty of ham” in him and “resorted 



– 207 –

International Country Music Journal 2019

to every trick in the book to attract attention, sometimes hiding 
behind the pretense that he did not want it” (Evans 10, 11).  

Butler had an incurable need to have others depend 
on him, a “dictator” who “liked to insist that employees 
feel independent,” someone  who could be “gruff, uncouth 
and most unconcerned about whether or not his socks got 
changed” (Evans 12).  He was an independent man, self-
confident but sensitive about his lack of formal education. 
For over 18 years, Burridge Butler was the owner of WLS 
and the National Barn Dance and they reflected his vision 
of what an organization should be. 

John Lair
John Lair became a key liasion between rural Kentucky 

music and the National Barn Dance during his time at 
WLS. Lair has been described as having “a personality 
rural Southern performers instinctively trusted” and, since 
this was Chicago, that was a reason southern and country 
acts felt comfortable with him. He considered himself a 
student of American folklore and began writing shows and 
songs for the WLS audience. During the 1930s, John Lair 
established the character and personality of the National 
Barn Dance. His skits and songs “catered to his audience’s 
anxieties about moving to a new city and about the 
evolving Great Depression”  (McCusker, 30).  The group 
was featured on weekday programs like “Home Folks” and 
“Coon Creek Social.” 

John Lair was born on July 1, 1894 in Livingston, 
Kentucky; his parents had moved from Renfro Valley, 
Kentucky, less than a year before his birth, but returned 
to Renfro Valley, where Lair grew up. His father was a 
carpenter and John attended Redbud School, the Rose 
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Hill Church and visited his grandfather’s farm often; those 
places and those memories guided John Lair for his entire 
life and he often brought up his idyllic childhood. 

In 1917 Lair left home with a group of volunteers 
to serve in the Army during World War I. Stationed at 
Camp Meigs in Washington, D.C. Lair was assigned to 
Special Services with 250 others and they produced plays 
and musicals for the Army with Lair writing a number of 
skits. During a concert in Washington, singer Helen Ware 
read one of Lair’s poems for an encore. 

Back home in 1919, Lair’s father had died and Lair 
obtained a series of jobs—teacher, newspaper reporter, 
editor, would-be politician (he lost the election) and with a 
printing firm in Louisville. He took a job with an insurance 
company based in Boston and then was transferred to their 
Chicago branch. In Chicago he listened to WLS, then 
began to hang around the station, hoping to convince the 
management to hire him; by 1930 he was on the staff as 
music librarian. 

Old time folk and mountain music was popular, thanks 
to the success of Bradley Kincaid and Chubby Parker, 
so Lair recruited some friends in Kentucky and formed 
the Cumberland Ridge Runners, which featured Kentucky 
mountain music. The original line-up of Karl Davis, Harty 
Taylor, Doc Hopkins and Gene Ruppe changed when Doc 
Hopkins left for another radio station job and was replaced 
by Red Foley. Foley was homesick in Chicago and left; 
during his time away he was replaced by Hugh Cross, 
who answered a want ad in the newspaper. Ruppe left 
and and Cross embarked on a solo career. Foley returned 
as a featured vocalist in 1931 and the group added Jean 
Muenich, known as Linda Parker, “The Little Sunbonnet 
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Girl.” Lulu Belle joined them briefly. The group continued 
to be a group of soloists or a duo (Karl and Hardy) as well 
as a group. 

John Lair’s home became a way-station for traveling 
musicians and the location for auditions. Lair was the 
manager, emcee, writer and producer of various radio 
programs on WLS for the Cumberland Ridge Runners, 
where they were sponsored by the Alladin Lamp Company. 

Lair introduced the stand-up bass and Hawaiian guitar 
to the string band and became one of the first groups to 
travel for show dates. He wrote a number of songs for the 
group, including “Sally Get Your Hoecake Done.” 

Doc Hopkins 
Doc Hopkins, born Howard Hopkins in Harlan 

County, Kentucky on January 26, 1899, was raised on a 
farm and learned to play guitar, banjo and mandolin when 
he was young. During World War I, Hopkins served with 
the American Expeditionary Force in France and, after 
the war, served in the Marine Corps. Hopkins performed 
briefly with a Kentucky medicine show but did not begin 
performing professionally until 1929 when he joined Karl 
Davis and Harty Taylor in the Krazy Kats. The group 
performed on WHAS in Louisville for a year, then moved 
to Chicago where he performed on the National Barn 
Dance with the Cumberland Ridge Runners. 

Hopkins left the group and began a solo career and 
his first recording session was on July 17, 1931 in Chicago 
where he recorded two songs, “Sweet Betsy From Pike” 
and “Sugar Babe,” which were unissued. In November 
of that year he recorded those two songs again as well as 
“Barbara Allen,” “The Little Old Log Cabin In The Lane,” 
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“Gooseberry Pie” and “Down On The Old Plantation.” 
Hopkins patterned his career after Bradley Kincaid, 

who left WLS in 1931. He performed and recorded 
accompanied by just his guitar and did a number of 
recording sessions as well as transcriptions for M.M. Cole 
were played on a number of radio stations during the 1940s. 

Hopkins had a stuttering problem, which disappeared 
when he sang. He spent about twenty years on radio, 
primarily in Chicago, although he also spent time in 
Detroit and Kansas City. After John Lair left WLS in 
1937, Hopkins returned to the station. 

Karl and Harty
Before they joined the Cumberland Ridge Runners, 

Karl and Harty were a duo who first formed in 1930. Karl 
Davis, born December 17, 1905, played mandolin and 
Hartford Taylor was born on April 11, 1905. Their duets, 
with Karl singing lead and Harty singing a tenor harmony, 
made them a popular and influential duo in early country 
music. Both grew up in Mount Vernon, Kentucky and after 
they graduated from high school, formed a string band, the 
Kentucky Krazy Kats with Doc Hopkins, another local. 
They performed on WHAS in Louisville before John Lair 
recruited them to join WLS and the Cumberland Ridge 
Runners. 

Searching for new “old” songs to perform, Karl wrote 
to his mother and asked her to find songs from eastern 
Kentucky; they also performed songs from Carter Family 
records and old gospel songbooks. Their best known song 
“I’m Here to Get My Baby Out of Jail,” was written by 
Karl Davis and became popular with other duets after it 
was recorded in 1934 with the Cumberland Ridge Runners. 
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The first recordings by Karl and Harty were in January, 
1932 when they recorded as the Renfro Valley Boys for 
Paramount. In 1937, Karl and Harty left WLS and joined 
the “Suppertime Frolic” on Chicago’s WJJD. Their biggest 
selling record was “Kentucky,” written by Davis. 

Hiram and Henry 
A comedy duo, “Hiram and Henry” debuted on 

WLS at breakfast time around 1930. The routines were 
scripted by Walter “Hank” Richards and featured Merle 
Housh as Henry and Trulan Wilder as Hiram. The two 
announcers played Judge Hiram Higsby and Postmaster 
Henry Hornsbuckle, who were proprietors of the mythical 
Oatesville General Store. 

The WLS Family Album
To satisfy the curiosity of the WLS audience about 

their performers and staff, WLS began publishing a “Family 
Album” in 1930. The annual publication, which contained 
40 to 48  pages, was full of photos and short bios. (The first 
one had been assembled in late 1929 but released in 1930.) 

The National Barn Dance was popular in Chicagoland 
by the end of the 1930s. During that year the show was 
broadcast from the Illinois and Indiana State Fairs. In 
the Fall of 1930, there were two performances from the 
International Amphitheatre at Chicago’s stockyards where 
10,000 attended each show while an equal number were 
turned away. 

Chicago 1931 
In 1931, Edgar Bill left WLS for WLW in Cincinnati 

and Burridge Butler asked Glenn Snyder to replace him. 
Snyder started as a shoe cutter in St. Joseph, Missouri and 
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had worked as advertising manager for the Nebraska Farmer 
from 1923 to 1927, then became advertising manager and, 
later, general manager of that publication. In August, 1929, 
Burridge Butler hired Snyder to work for the Prairie Farmer 
as a salesman and then as commercial manager. 

Snyder’s background and love was in farm publications 
so, when asked to replace Bill as station manager, he told 
Butler that he did not want the job; however, he agreed to 
manage the station until Butler found a replacement. He 
never did and Snyder remained station manager of WLS 
until 1960. 

Bradley Kincaid, the first big star on the National Barn 
Dance, also left in 1931; he moved to WLW in Cincinnati. 

During that year, WLS became a 50,000 watt station 
that covered most of central North America. The station 
formed the WLS Artists Bureau, an in-house booking 
agency to (1) spread the message about WLS and the Prairie 
Farmer and (2) provide an extra income for their artists. 

There were some interesting new acts added to the 
WLS roster in 1931. 

Mac and Bob 
Mac and Bob were a blind duo who met when they 

were both students at the Kentucky School for the Blind 
in Louisville. Lester McFarland (Mac) was born in Gray, 
Kentucky on February 2, 1902 and Robert Gardner (Bob) 
was born in Oliver Springs, Tennessee, on December 16, 
1897. They began performing in 1922 and joined WNOX 
in Knoxville, Tennessee, in 1925. They are considered the 
first close harmony duo in country music. 

Their first recordings were in October, 1926 for 
Vocalion in New York when they recorded 24 songs as The 
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Kentucky Mountain Boys. Those two days of recordings 
included “When The Roses Bloom Again,” which became a 
country standard. During those sessions they also recorded 
“Many Many Years Ago,” “Bully Of  The Town,” “If I 
Could Hear My Mother Pray Again,” “Hand Me Down 
My Walking Cane,” “I Was Born Four Thousand Years 
Ago,” “Careless Love,” “Down By the Riverside,” “The 
Lonesome Valley” and “You’re As Welcome as the Flowers 
in May.” 

In December, 1926, Mac and Bob returned to the 
studio and recorded six more songs, including “Knoxville 
Girl” and “St. Louis Blues.” 

They continued to record during the 1920s, 1930s 
and 1940s, usually two sessions a year, as the Kentucky 
Mountain Boys, The Miller Brothers, the Harper Brothers, 
The Radio Duo and McFarland & Gardner as well as Mac 
and Bob. 

Mac and Bob moved to Chicago in April, 1931, and 
became regulars on the National Barn Dance. In 1933 
Mac and Bob began recording for the American Record 
Company and their records were issued on a number of 
labels, including Banner, Oriole, Melotone, Conqueror, 
Perfect, Romeo and Decca. 

They left WLS for KDKA in Pittsburgh during the 
1930s but returned in 1939 and remained with WLS  
until 1950. 

The Three Little Maids 
The Three Little Maids were the Overstake sisters 

from Decatur, Illinois. Eva (born July 23, 1918), Evelyn 
(born December 20, 1913) and Lucille (born January 13, 
1915), were influenced by the 1920s group the Brox Sisters. 
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Their parents were Salvation Army workers and the sisters 
began singing at mission meetings and school functions in 
Decatur, which let to them performing on WJBI in Decatur 
and other radio stations in the area. In late summer, 1931, 
they were brought to WLS and renamed the Three Little 
Maids. They appeared on the National Barn Dance as well 
as the “Round-Up” and “Dinnerbell” programs on WLS 
and recorded their first session for Conqueror in April, 
1933 in Chicago. 

Red Foley 
Red Foley made his first appearance on the National 

Barn Dance on March, 1931 as a member of the 
Cumberland Ridge Runners. 

Foley had been discovered by John Lair during a trip 
back to his home in the summer of 1930.  Lair’s sister, Clyde 
Mullins, was living in Berea, Kentucky and, impressed 
with Foley’s singing, insisted on hosting an audition by 
Foley for Lair at her house. Lair came to her home at the 
appointed time but the young Foley, a teenager who was 
accompanied by his cousin Bill Haley, was too bashful 
to come inside. Finally, it was agreed that Foley would 
stand outside an open window and sing while Lair listened 
inside the house. His talent was obvious and when Bill 
Haley joined in to harmonize on a yodel refrain, John Lair 
was convinced to offer the young singer a spot with the 
Cumberland Ridge Runners (Henderson, 11).  

Red Foley was born Clyde Julian Foley on June 17, 
1910 in Berea, Kentucky. Young Clyde became “Red,” 
because of his thatch of red hair. He learned harmonica and 
guitar from his father’s store supply of those instruments. 
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His mother, Kate, hired a vocal coach to give him voice 
lessons. 

In high school, Foley played basketball and ran track 
and by the time he graduated, in 1930, had won a talent 
contest sponsored by radio manufacturer Atwater-Kent. 
That led to him entering a state-level competition in 
Louisville, which led to a voice scholarship to Georgetown 
College in Kentucky. However, Red quit college when he 
was offered $60 a week to appear on WLS. Just a country 
boy, Red moved to Chicago with $75 in small bills in his 
shoes and walked with a limp around Chicago until his 
sore feet could stand no more. 

Red Foley’s first recordings were in April, 1933 as 
a member of the Cumberland Ridge Runners when he 
recorded “The Lone Cowboy,” “Single Life Is Good 
Enough For Me,”  “Blonde Headed Girl” and “The Dying 
Rustler.” Foley sang lead on those songs, accompanied by 
Slim Miller, Karl Davis and Hartford Taylor. 

On November 20, 1933, Foley recorded “The Freight 
Train Blues,” a song John Lair wrote for him. 

John Lair teamed Foley with Lulu Belle and the duo 
recorded “Hi RinkumInkum Doodle,” and “Going Out 
West This Fall.” 

Foley’s first wife, Pauline, died in childbirth in early 
1933 and he married Eva Overstake in August of that year. 
Overstake was a member of The Three Little Maids and 
was jealous of his duet act with Lulu Belle so he had to 
stop performing with Lulu Belle, who was then teamed 
with Skyland Scotty Wiseman. 

Red Foley’s most famous song, “Old Shep,” written 
about a dog he owned as a child, was first recorded on 
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December 9, 1935. It was released on ARC but Foley 
recorded the song again on March 4, 1941 for Decca. 

In 1937, Foley left WLS and joined John Lair, who 
formed the Renfro Barn Dance. Foley remained there for 
three years but returned to WLS in 1940, then left in 1947 
to join the Grand Ole Opry in Nashville. 

Recordings in Chicago
On January 24, 1930, Bradley Kincaid recorded six 

songs in Chicago, including a new version of “Barbara 
Allen.” In March he recorded two songs and recorded 
four songs in October in Chicago. Arkie the Arkansas 
Woodchopper recorded 11 songs for Gennett in Indiana 
in March and Pie Plant Pete recorded three songs in 
Richmond in March and nine songs in August, including 
“Roving Gambler,” “Little Brown Jug,” “Oh Susanna” 
and “Be Kind to a Man When He’s Down.” Arkie would 
not record again until 1934. 

Mac and Bob had a long history of recordings, dating 
back to 1926 when they made their first recording, “When 
The Roses Bloom Again,” which was released on Vocalion. 
They continued to record in New York until 1930, when 
they recorded ten songs in Knoxville before returning to 
New York for their recordings. In November, 1930, they 
recorded 18 songs in Atlanta, then did several more sessions 
in New York. Their recordings were released under a variety 
of names, including the Kentucky Mountain Boys, Lester 
McFarland and Robert Gardner, McFarland & Gardner, 
the Miller Brothers, Bob Lester & Bud Green, the Perry 
Brothers and Mac and Bob, but most of their recordings 
were released as The Kentucky Boys. 



– 217 –

International Country Music Journal 2019

In 1931, Mac and Bob joined WLS and the National 
Barn Dance and their first recording in Chicago came 
on May 13, 1931 when they did “When It’s Nightime in 
Nevada.” In June they did “Don’t Lay Me On My Back 
(In My Last Sleep)” and in August they did “When The 
Moon Comes Over the Mountain” and “Many Happy 
Returns Of the Day.” 

In April, 1931, Goebel Reeves, who recorded as The 
Texas Drifter, recorded four songs in Chicago. In July, 
1931, Doc Hopkins made his initial recordings as a solo 
act, recording three songs in Chicago. In November he 
went to Grafton, Wisconsin and recorded six songs for 
Broadway Records. 

On November 11, 12 and 13, Arkie the Arkansas 
Woodchopper recorded 18 songs in New York for 
Conqueror Records. 

Karl and Harty joined WLS and the National Barn 
Dance as part of the Cumberland Ridge Runners but were a 
duet act as well. Their first recording as Karl &Harty came 
around December, 1931, when they recorded eight songs 
in Grafton, Wisconsin. Among the song they recorded 
were “My Renfro Valley Home,” “I’m Thinking Tonight 
of My Blue Eyes,” “Twenty One Years,” “I Wonder How 
the Folks Are At Home,” “The Yellow Rose of Texas” and 
the popular Civil War song “Lorena.” 

During 1932, Mac and Bob recorded in Chicago, Doc 
Hopkins recorded four songs in Grafton, Wisconsin, and, 
on November 4, Patsy Montana made her first recordings 
in Camden, New Jersey when she recorded four songs. On 
that same day, she recorded with Jimmie Davis. 
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Gene Autry
On December 1, 1931, Gene Autry made his first 

appearance on WLS. He arrived at the right place in the 
right time to launch his national career as a singing cowboy. 
Gene Autry became the most famous alumnus of WLS and 
the National Barn Dance, but he was never a member of 
either; instead, Autry was signed to the American Record 
Corporation and Sears, which sponsored him for regular 
appearances on WLS. 

Gene Autry was born Orvon Grover Autry in Tiago, 
Texas on September 29, 1907. His family moved to 
Oklahoma, then back to Tioga where they lived until Gene 
was 17. Autry bought his first guitar from Sears when he 
was 12 and learned to play. At the age of 14 or 15 he toured 
with the Field Brothers Medicine show. He dropped out of 
high school before his senior year and obtained a job with 
the St. Louis & San Francisco Railroad in 1925. He learned 
Morse code and became a telegraph operator in 1927 in 
Sapulpa, Oklahoma. He took a correspondence course in 
accounting that he credited with his later financial success. 

Autry loved to play the guitar and sing and in 1927 
obtained a railroad pass and went to New York where 
he met Frankie and Johnny Marvin. The Marvin’s took 
Autry around to several labels and introduced him but 
the consensus was that the young singer needed more 
experience and Nat Shilkret with Victor Records advised 
him gain experience by getting a job on a radio station. 

Autry went back to Oklahoma and continued to work 
as a telegrapher and performed with Jimmy Wilson and 
the Catfish band in Sapulpa on KVOO. He became friends 
with his Frisco Railroad supervisor, Jimmy Long, and they 
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began singing together. They used railroad passes to go to 
New York in the Fall of 1929 where Autry again contacted 
Frankie and Johnny Marvin. 

Frankie Marvin 
Frankie Marvin (born January 27, 1904 in Butler, 

Oklahoma) was one of the most recorded early country 
music artists. Altough he never achieved stardom, he 
appeared regularly on recordings as an artist, backing 
musician and songwriter. Marvin was key to Gene Autry’s 
entry into the recording industry and continued to back 
Autry on recordings and moved to Chicago to tour with 
Autry. Eventually, Autry brought Marvin west to appear 
in  films. 

Frankie Marvin’s brother, Johnny (born July 11, 
1897), was the first in their family to enter the world of 
entertainment. Johnny had moved to New York, recorded 
for Victor Records and appeared in a musical, Honeymoon 
Lane. Known as “The Ukulele Ace,” Johnny had a series 
of hit recordings and was a successful band singer. 

The Marvins were born in Butler, Oklahoma, where 
their parents had a café. Frankie worked as a barber in 
Butler until his brother returned for a visit; Frankie then 
returned to New York with him and landed his first job 
with a music publisher, Shapiro-Bernstein. Frankie Marvin 
(he also recorded under the name Frankie Wallace) could 
play the guitar and yodel, which made him an in-demand 
singer as Jimmie Rodgers became the first country music 
star. The Butler brothers did a comedy act and traveled as 
performers. 

Gene Autry heard of the Butlers during his time as a 
telegraph operator in Madill, Oklahoma and visited Mr. 
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and Mrs. Marvin’s café and received contact information 
on Johnny and Freddie from them. Autry met the Marvins 
during his first trip to New York in 1927 and roomed with 
Frankie Marvin while Marvin introduced him to record 
company executives. Autry’s auditions were not successful. 

On Autry’s second trip to New York in 1929, he 
brought along Jimmy Long, his supervisor on the railroad, 
and connected with Frankie Marvin who had, in 1928, 
recorded on 25 sessions for a variety of labels. On that 
trip, the auditions were successful and Autry began his 
recording career with Victor Records and also met Art 
Satherley, who was head of A&R for the American Record 
Company. 

Marvin’s first recording session was in July, 1927 
when he recorded “The Bully of the Town” for Grey 
Gull. Marvin quickly became a popular recording artist, 
recording sides for Brunswick, Columbia and Edison. 
Frankie Marvin was a well-established recording artist by 
the fall of 1929 when Gene Autry returned to New York. 
Marvin introduced him again to record label executives 
and Autry began his recording career, often accompanied 
by Frankie Marvin. 

Gene Autry 
In New York, Autry recorded for small labels that 

released his records under the names Sam Hill, John 
Hardy and Tom Long. He recorded more sides in October 
that were released as budget items for chain stores and the 
records sold well. 

Jimmie Rodgers was the best-selling act in country 
music and Autry made recordings that sounded like 
Rodgers; he was, at this point, a Jimmie Rodgers imitator 
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who recorded Rodgers’ songs or songs that could have 
been sung by Rodgers. He was often accompanied by 
Frankie Marvin. He commuted between Oklahoma and 
New York, continuing his work as a telegrapher and used 
railroad passes to go to New York to record. 

The records by Autry sold well, especially “A Gangster’s 
Warning,” which became a hit on Conqueror, a label that 
was sold in the Sears catalogue. Autry continued to record 
for Victor as well, who released his records under their 
budget label, Timely Tunes. 

In October, 1931, Gene Autry, with Jimmy Long 
singing harmony, recorded “That Silver Haired Daddy of 
Mine,” which had been recorded previously by Long with 
songwriting credit to Long alone. The recording by Autry 
and Long listed Autry as co-writer and was released on the 
Champion and Superior labels. 

Because the Gene Autry records sold well for the 
Sears label, Jeff Shay, music buyer for Sears, asked Art 
Satherley about Autry appearing on a show on WLS 
sponsored by Conqueror Records, one of Sears’s labels. 
Conqueror leased almost exclusively from the American 
Record Corporation (ARC) and their records, which were 
sold through Sears, retailed at 29 cents each or three for 85 
cents. Satherley and Shay arranged for the Sears catalogue 
to run a two-page spread advertising Conqueror’s hillbilly 
releases and customers bought a lot of those records. Shay 
told Satherley that Sears could not pay Autry in Chicago 
but promised big record sales from Autry’s appearances 
on WLS, which could not pay Autry either. Satherley, 
sensing an opportunity for Autry’s records to sell in greater 
numbers, offered Autry $30 a week from the petty cash 



– 222 –

International Country Music Journal 2019

account at ARC. Autry agreed to the arrangement. 
As part of the agreement, Satherley insisted that Autry 

present a western persona and dress in cowboy clothes; 
Autry agreed. 

Gene Autry had lived and worked in Aurora, about 40 
miles west of Chicago on and off since 1930 and performed 
on WJJD. He joined a group, the Buckle Busters in Aurora 
but  commuted back to Oklahoma when the railroad 
needed a replacement telegrapher. During his time on 
WJJD, his hours with the railroad were cut back because 
of a Depression era decline in business so Autry was in a 
“fill in as needed” status. As the opportunity in Chicago 
developed, the Frisco railroad offered a full-time position 
to Autry but he declined; it was time to become a full time 
entertainer. 

“That Silver Haired Daddy of Mine” was proving to be 
a big hit when Gene Autry arrived in Chicago. He debuted 
on “Tower Topics,” hosted by Anne Williams and Sue 
Roberts on December 1, 1931; the show was on Monday 
through Friday at 9:30 a.m. A segment of that show was 
“Conqueror Records Time.”  Ann Williams proved to be 
a booster of Autry’s appearances, giving him a big build-
up for his radio appearances, announcing something like 
“Here he comes—he’s fence riding—I see he’s got a break, 
he’s repairing a fence right now..he’s very fast on his horse 
and just as fresh as a daisy” as she introduced the Oklahoma 
Singing Cowboy, Gene Autry. 

Sears provided Autry with valuable promotion in 
Chicago with a big push through their mail order catalogue, 
selling the “Gene Autry Roundup Guitar” and a song 
folio, Gene Autry’s Cowboy Song and Mountain Ballads as well 
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as his records.  
In Chicago, Autry signed a management and booking 

contract with J.R. Frank in 1932. He had been touring 
with Jimmy Long but added Frankie Marvin and Whitey 
Ford. Marvin continued to write songs and record with 
Autry. In addition to touring with Autry, Frankie Marvin 
landed a job on WJJD as “The Lone Star Yodeler” and 
on WLS as the “Singing Cotton Planter.” He also had a 
comedy routine with Whitey Ford.

Gene Autry arrived in Chicago at the right time. In 
1931 WLS became a clear-channel 50,000 watt station. 
During 1932, Gene Autry became one of the biggest stars 
on WLS and the National Barn Dance, although he was 
never a member of either. 

Art Satherley
Arthur “Uncle Art” Satherley, who supervised 

recordings by other National Barn Dance acts and was 
a key member of Autry’s “team,” was born in Bristol, 
England in 1889; in 1913 he emigrated to the United 
States and obtained a job in Grafton, Wisconsin with 
the Wisconsin Chair Company, which made chairs and 
phonograph cabinets for Thomas Edison. Satherley worked 
for Edison briefly, then went back to the Wisconsin Chair 
Company, which had decided to start a record company. 
The company created several labels—Paramount, Famous, 
Puritan and Broadway—and Satherley often traveled to 
Chicago to record artists. 

Satherley moved to New York in 1921, where the 
company had a recording studio, and remained with them 
until 1928, when he joined the Plaza Music Company, 
which owned a number of labels, including Crown, Regal, 
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Domino, Jewel and Oriole. The company hired Satherley 
became they wanted to get into the “hillbilly” business. 
By this time, Jimmie Rodgers and the Carter Family were 
doing well for Victor while Columbia recorded a number of 
acts in Atlanta, such as the Skillet Lickers, Charlie Poole 
and the North Carolina Ramblers and other string bands. 

The American Record Corporation 
The American Record Corporation (ARC) was 

formed in August, 1929 by consolidating three record 
companies headquartered in New York: the Cameo 
Record Corporation, whose labels included Cameo, 
Lincoln, Romeo, Muse, Tremont and Variety; The Pathe 
Phonograph & Record Corporation, whose labels included 
Actuelle, Pathe and Perfect; and the Plaza Music Company, 
whose labels were Banner, Domino, Jewel, Oriole and 
Regal. That was how Art Satherley began working for the 
American Record Company. 

In October, 1930, ARC was purchased by Consolidated 
Film Industries; in December, Consolidated purchased the 
Brunswick, Vocalion and Melotone labels from Warner 
Brothers Pictures. In August, 1934, Consolidated acquired 
Columbia and OKeh Records. In February, 1938, the 
Columbia Broadcasting System acquired all of the labels 
under the ARC umbrella except for the Brunswick/Vocalion 
pre-1932 holdings, which were acquired by Decca. 

Gene Autry auditioned for Satherley after he’d made 
several records for Victor. Autry signed with Satherley and 
ARC and in mid-October, 1929, recorded his first sides 
for the Cova Record company, backed by Frankie Marvin. 

Tower Topics Time
WLS had featured “homemaking” programs for 
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farm women since April 21, 1924, nine days after their 
first broadcast. Station manager Edgar Bill believed 
homemaking programs were best presented by women; the 
first was Elizabeth Weirick and then Ellen Rose Dickey, 
a food authority, took over the program. Anne Williams 
and Sue Roberts were two Sears employees who, in 1925, 
began to host “Tower Topics Time,” which featured news 
about styles, home decorations, cooking, child care and 
other “homemaker” topics. 

At the end of 1931, “Tower Topics Times,” sponsored 
by Sears and hosted by Anne Williams and Sue Roberts, 
came on at 9:30 each morning except Sunday. It followed 
a “Weather Report” and “Hog Flash” at 8:35, “Colonel 
Goodbody” at 8:45 and “Mrs. Blake’s Radio Column” at 
9:15. After the 15 minute “Tower Topics Times,” where 
Gene Autry performed a song, came “WLS Women’s 
Bazaar” at 9:45, then a farm report on livestock and poultry 
markets at 10 a.m., then the “Prairie Farmer Dinnerbell” 
at 12 noon. 

On Saturday, “Daddy Hal and His Helpers” came 
on before “Tower Topics Time” and livestock market 
reports followed. In the evening, the “Coyne Old-Time 
Jamboree” was broadcast at 7:30, followed by the Chicago 
Civic Opera at 8, the Aladdin Barn Dance Frolic (the 
National Barn Dance’s sponsor) at 8:30, the Lucky Strike 
Dance Hour at 9, Amos and Andy at 10 and then the 
National Barn Dance from 10:30 until 12 midnight (From 
Prairie Farmer: Nov 28, 1931 p. 20). 

The Eighth Street Theater  
By the start of 1932, the National Barn Dance in 

Chicago, broadcast over 890 on the AM dial, was the 
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biggest and most important stage for country music. It was 
broadcast with 50,000 watts and covered the mid-west and 
up into Canada. On a good night its signal could reach the 
east coast. The line-up of talent was the most impressive 
of all barn dances. 

Sometime in 1931, Glenn Snyder and Earl Kurtze 
of the WLS Artist Bureau met to discuss a way for the 
National Barn Dance to become a stage show with paid 
admission. They approached the Eighth Street Theater at 
Eighth Street and Wabash Avenue, located on the South 
edge of Chicago’s Loop, which had opened in 1908 as the 
Garden Theater and later became known as the American 
Music Hall. The theater seated 1,200 people  and was 
known as a “jinx house.” 

In 1932, Glenn Snyder arranged for the National Barn 
Dance to perform at the Eighth Street Theater for two 
weeks, during which the owners would receive 60 percent 
of paid admissions while WLS received 40 percent.  There 
were two shows each evening; the first was 7 to 9:30 p.m., 
then a break while news was broadcast from the station’s 
studio while the first crowd filed out and the next crowd 
came in for the show from 9:45 p.m. to 12 midnight. 
The admission was 50 cents for adults and 25 cents for 
children during the first few months, then raised to 75 
cents for adults and 35 cents for children. Although this 
was the Great Depression, people found a way to pay the 
admission and enjoy the show.  

The first performance of the National Barn Dance 
at the Eighth Street Theater was on March 18, 1932 and 
the connection between the National Barn Dance and the 
Eighth Street Theater became iconic; the show remained 
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there for 25 years, until August 31, 1957. 

National Barn Dance on the NBC Network
By mid-May, 1932, the WLS National Barn Dance 

had “gone NBC.” The National Broadcasting Company 
broadcast the last half hour of the show from the Eighth 
Street Theatre stage to broadcasters in various parts of the 
country (Prairie Farmer, May 14, 1932).  In June, the 
Prairie Farmer announced “Two full houses each Saturday 
night continue to be the rule at the two National Barn 
Dance shows at the Eighth Street Theatre each Saturday 
night. There’s just as much fun at either performance--6:30 
or 9:30 p.m. The antics of Bessie and Prof Dunck, Slim 
Miller, Spareribs, Wilbur and Ezra, Maple City Four, Old 
Timers and others never fail to amuse the audience highly. 
And the house is ‘as still as a mouse’ when Linda Parker, 
Gene Autry, Hugh Cross or ‘Aunt Sally’ sings and Bill 
Vickland reads his closing poem. Our own entertainers 
enjoy each show thoroughly because no one is sure just 
what is coming next so far as ‘clowning’ is concerned” 
(Prairie Farmer, June 11, 1932).  

Max Terhune
Max Terhune, known as the “Hoosier Mimic,” joined 

the National Barn Dance in 1931. 
Born February 12, 1891 in Amity, Indiana, Terhune 

began his career doing bird calls, then became a ventriloquist 
with his first dummy, “Skully,” and then then created a 
new dummy, “Elmer.” Terhune first went to Hollywood in 
1924 with the Hicksville Follies, then toured vaudeville as 
a ventriloquist and magician until he joined the National 
Barn Dance in 1932, where he performed with “Elmer.” 
He was known for his sound effects, which ranged from a 
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cat  and dog fight to a street car on an icy tracks. 
Terhune remained at WLS until 1935 when he left for 

Hollywood and the movies.

Lulu Belle and Scotty 
Myrtle Eleanor Cooper, was born in Boone, North 

Carolina on Christmas Eve in 1913. The Cooper family 
had lived in Indiana, then Tennessee, Florida, South 
Carolina and Kentucky before they settled in  Evanston, a 
suburb of Chicago. The Coopers listened regularly to WLS 
and one day Myrtle’s father, John Cooper, decided that 
his 16-year old daughter was as good as any of the talent 
on that station. In 1932, he took her to WLS to audition. 

Myrtle had learned to yodel by listening to Gene Autry 
during early morning programs like “Smile-a-While” but 
she had never sung into a microphone before the audition so 
her powerful voice blasted the ears of the WLS executives.. 
The gatekeepers turned her down but invited her to come 
back later. Two weeks later she auditioned again and was 
hired. 

When Lulu Belle arrived at WLS in Fall, 1932, there 
was a cast of established performers. She remembered that 
Mac and Bob. Linda Parker, Gene Autry, the Maple City 
Four and Arkie the Arkansas Woodchopper were popular 
and Arkie was especially popular with women. She also 
remembered the comedy team of Hiram & Henry and 
Reggie and Howard Black, who played harmonicas and 
guitars were also there.  

Lair advised Myrtle to consult with experienced 
vaudeville stars to improve her stage act and her mother 
sewed a calico dress with lots of ruffles, paired with old-
timey lace-up boots and a pinned-on plait of hair for her 
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act. (Berry, “Introduction,” pp 13-14).  
John Lair, program director at WLS, changed her 

name to “Lulu Belle” because “she sounded like a hound 
dog I once owned.” He then paired her with Red Foley to 
form a comic duet, “Lulu Belle and Burrhead.” In their 
routine, she was cast as Foley’s long lost girlfriend from 
Berea, Kentucky. She giggled, flirted and teased her bashful 
boyfriend. Their most popular song was “Hi, Rinkim, 
Inkum Doodle,” which they recorded for Conqueror, the 
label owned by Sears. 

Red Foley’s first wife died during child birth and he 
courted and married Eva Overstake with The Three Maids, 
who became jealous of Lulu Belle and demanded that the 
duets with Lulu Belle end. That led to Lulu Belle leaving 
Foley and being teamed with Skyland Scotty Wiseman. 

Scotty Wiseman was born November 8, 1909 in 
Ingalls, North Carolina, about 40 miles from where Lulu 
Belle was born. Scotty learned folk songs from his mother 
but, determined to attend college, went to Duke for a 
year, then to Fairmont Teachers College in Fairmont, 
West Virginia, where he was an announcer and performer 
at WMMN. Bradley Kincaid met Scotty Wiseman through 
their mutual love of old folk songs and recommended that 
WLS hire the young singer. They did and in 1933 Skyland 
Scotty, a nickname he acquired at WMMN, joined WLS. 

Although Lulu Belle and Scotty knew each other, 
they performed on different touring units so it wasn’t until 
they got together and performed their first song together 
on stage, “Madam, I’ve Come To Marry You” that the 
duo clicked. Actually, it clicked in more ways than one; 
they quickly became a popular performing duo during the 
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summer of 1934 and on December 13 of that year they 
were married. 

Accustomed to radio presenting its performers as 
young, single men and women, it came as quite a surprise 
when Lulu Belle and Scotty found their marriage made 
them even more popular.  Lulu’s pregnancy with their 
daughter Linda was publicized on WLS and the birth of 
their daughter was announced by Scotty on The National 
Barn Dance. 

Skyland Scotty had recorded for Bluebird, then 
Conqueror (a total of 14 songs) before they became a duo 
and after they paired they recorded together for Vocalion, 
Columbia, Bluebird and Trutone. 

The act thrived with novelty songs; Lulu’s most 
popular number was “Daffy Over Taffy.” Other popular 
numbers included “Does Your Spearment Loses Its Flavor 
(On the Bedpost Overnight,)“ “Gotta Quit Kicking My 
Dog Around,” “When Grandpa Got His Whiskers Caught 
In The Zipper of His Shirt,” “Hominy Grits,” and “Which 
Would You Rather Have On Hand, A Grand Baby or a 
Baby Grand?” As a songwriter, one of Scotty’s most popular 
tunes was “Mountain Dew,” which was originally written 
by Bascom Lamar Lunsford. Scotty kept the melody and 
chorus and wrote new verses so he and Lunsford shared 
songwriting royalties. Interestingly, Lulu Belle and Scotty 
never performed that song on The National Barn Dance 
because the station would not allow any songs about liquor. 

Scotty wrote “Have I Told You Lately That I Love 
You” in 1944 after Lulu visited him in the hospital, where 
he was recuperating. Another song, “Remember Me (When 
the Candle Lights Are Gleaming)” later became a hit for 
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Willie Nelson on his Red Headed Stranger album.  
Lulu Belle and Scotty became one of the most popular 

acts on WLS and the National Barn Dance.The National 
Barn Dance was an evening of “fun” where audiences 
were invited to laugh as they forgot their weekday troubles 
and trials. Lulu Belle and Scotty were a “fun” duo; they 
made audiences laugh and the audiences loved them for 
it. They used cornball humor and novelty songs in their 
performances and demonstrated their love for each other 
during each performance. They presented themselves 
as a loving couple who loved their audiences and their 
audiences loved them in return. 

In 1939 Lulu Belle and Scotty left WLS for Cincinnati 
and “The Boone County Jamboree” at WLW, where they 
stayed for two years, then returned to WLS. They were 
some of the most popular performers on the most popular 
barn dance of their day, counting their years there from 
1932, when Lulu Belle joined, until 1958, when they 
retired. From 1949 to1957 they hosted a daily television 
show in Chicago on WNBQ.

Linda Parker 
In 1932, Linda Parker, born Genevieve Elizabeth 

Muenich in Covington, Indiana on January 18, 1912, 
joined WLS and the National Barn Dance. Inspired by 
pop singer Ruth Etting that she heard on Chicago radio, 
she dropped out of high school when she was sixteen and 
began her career singing at local parks and road houses. 
She was featured on WWAE in Hammond, Indiana, where 
she was raised, and moved to Chicago in 1930 where she 
was a regular on a fifteen-minutes show on WAAF as 
“Jeanne Munich, the Red-Headed Bluebird.”
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John Lair was impressed by her talent and personality 
and, although she had no experience in country music, 
he hired her for his Cumberland Ridge Runners group 
on WLS. Lair gave her the name of Linda Parker, the 
Sunbonnet Girl to avoid confusion with her audience  
at WAAF.  

As part of the Cumberland Ridge Runners and the 
National Barn Dance, Parker sang ballads and sentimental 
songs; her signature song was the Carter Family song, 
“Bury Me Beneath the Willow.” 

During her short career, she had two recording session. 
The first, in April, 1933, saw her record “Take Me Back 
To Renfro Valley,” a song written by John Lair, and the 
popular “I’ll Be All Smiles Tonight.” In March, 1934 
she recorded “Lonesome Valley Sally” and “My Ozark 
Mountain Home.” Both records were releases on Sears’ 
Conqueror label. 

During a show in Elkhart, Indiana on August 3, 1935, 
Parker was stricken with acute appendicitis and rushed to 
a hospital, where she died on August 12 from peritonitis. 

WLS and the National Barn Dance On Tour 
In November, 1932, the Prairie Farmer reported that 

“Because of the air popularity of Prairie Farmers-WLS 
entertainers, there is an increasing demand for their 
personal appearances in Mid-West theatres. As a result, in 
addition to our regular bookings in various communities, 
we have a unit show featuring favorites of the WLS National 
Barn Dance now appearing at RKO and Paramount 
Publix theatres. Such stars as the Three Little Maids, 
Arkie, Melody Men, Maple City Four, Old Timers, Rube 
Tronson’s Texas Cowboys, Exhibition Square Dancers, 
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Hiram and the Hoosier Sod Busters and Max Terhune 
alternate in making these theatrical appearances. So if 
you learn over WLS that certain folks from our studio are 
appearing somewhere near your home, we feel sure that 
you  won’t be disappointed when you go to see them, in 
person” (Prairie Farmer, Nov 12, 1932).  

During that period it was reported that Rube Tronson’s 
Texas Cowboys featured two “real country fiddlers” with 
an accordion, clarinet and brass players. 

The End of 1932 
In December, the Prairie Farmer reported that 

“members of our audience wrote approximately 1,030,000 
letters and postcards to Prairie Farmer’s WLS....In spite of 
six months’ of 3-cent letter postage, we greatly exceeded 
the 1931 record of 734,523 letters and cards...That’s almost 
exactly 2,800 letters a day...Over 6,500 Barn Dance fans in 
48 states and every Canadian province responded.”  The 
common theme of the letters, according to the WLS staff, 
was “We can get jazz music from 777 stations, but only 
WLS can give us the real old-fashioned barn dance. Keep 
it up. Old and young enjoy it--and we like all of your 
entertainers.” 

Christmas Eve in 1932 was on a Saturday night and 
during that evening the Cumberland Ridge Runners had 
a 15-minute show at 7:30, followed by Willard with The 
Three Contraltos and then the Aladdin Barn Dance Folic. 
At 8:30 the Barn Dance Entertainers were followed by the 
Lucky Strike Hour at 9, then Kitchen Klenzer with Grace 
Wilson and William O’Connor and the WLS Trio at 10 
p.m., the Ridge Runners again at 10:15 and the WLS Barn 
Dance at 10:30 p.m. 
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The Chicago World’s Fair: 1933
As early as May, 1933, NBC broadcast the last half 

hour of the National Barn Dance. Miles Laboratories 
had advertised their products on WLS and received good 
results so, through the Wade Advertising Agency, Miles 
Laboratories decided to promote their new product, Alka-
Seltzer, nationally on the Barn Dance. Beginning on 
September 30, 1933, 18 stations broadcast the National 
Barn Dance over the NBC Blue network with all of those 
stations east of Omaha; however, a year later there were 
30 stations carrying the program coast to coast at 8:30 p.m. 
central time on Saturday evenings.  

The Chicago World’s Fair, officially titled “A Century 
of Progress International Exposition,” opened on May 27, 
1933. The event commemorated the 100th anniversary 
of the incorporation of the city of Chicago. The Fair 
covered 427 acres beside Lake Michigan, just south of the 
downtown area, from 12th to 39th Street. 

During the World’s Far, The Prairie Farmer and WLS 
held live broadcasts and attracted over 30,000 to their “Barn 
Dance” shows, broadcast from the Fair each weekend in 
September. 

The “Century of Progress” closed on November 12; 
however, because the Fair was so popular but ended in 
debt, it was staged again the next year. 

During 1933, WLS began promoting “Home Talent 
Shows” where children could imitate their favorite WLS 
performers on stage and also be entertained by the real 
stars from the Hayloft Gang. 

In September, George Bigger wrote a letter that was 
published in the Chicago Daily News and stated, “We believe 
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that the backbone of the radio audience is made up of 
the common everyday folk in Chicago, the small cities, 
towns and rural communities who appreciate the type of 
entertainment that is real, sincere, wholesome and human. 
Perhaps that explains the National Barn Dance--why folks 
write over a million letters a year to the station--and why a 
record breaking 30,000 people crowded the Court of State 
at the Century of Progress last Wednesday night and by 
a show of hands, at least half were form out of so-called 
‘sophisticated’ Chicago” (Biggar).

The Prairie Ramblers
The Prairie Ramblers moved to Chicago in January, 

1933 and joined WLS and the National Barn Dance. 
The band was originally the Kentucky Ramblers 

and the original members were Charles Gilbert “Chick” 
Hurt, born May 11, 1901 in Willowshade, Kentucky; 
Jack Taylor, born December 7, 1901 in Summershade, 
Kentucky; Floyd “Salty” Holmes, born March 6, 1909 in 
Glasgow, Kentucky; and Shelby David “Tex” Atchison, 
born February 5, 1912 in. Rosine, Kentucky. Hurt played 
the mandolin and mandola (a bigger, deeper mandolin) 
and tenor banjo; Jack Taylor played guitar, Tex Atchison 
played the fiddle left-handed and was the lead singer and 
Salty Holmes played guitar, harmonica and jug. 

The group changed its name to the Prairie Ramblers 
when they moved to Chicago to align themselves with the 
Prairie Farmer. 

The members of the group were all excellent musicians 
who began as a traditional string band but moved towards 
jazz and swing as they progressed, particularly after they 
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were in New York for two years, 1936-1938. 
The group was labeled “the most popular country 

music ensemble of the 1930s” by Charles Wolfe.  Wolfe 
noted that the group took the older string band square 
dance style and “added sophisticated elements like take-
off solos and key changes and adopted the style of pop” 
during their careers (Wolfe, 56). 

Chick Hurt formed his first band in Kewanne, Illinois, 
where he lived with his family. A few years later, childhood 
friend and neighbor Jack Taylor with Salty Holmes and 
Tex Atchison formed the Kentucky Ramblers. In 1931 or 
1932, the band obtained their first radio job at WOC in 
Davenport, Iowa. The group was known for their close 
harmony singing as well as fiddle breakdowns. 

Clayton McMichen
Another great musician joined WLS in 1933. Clayton 

McMichen, born in Allatoona, Georgia on January 26, 
1900, learned to play the fiddle when he was 11 from 
uncles and his father, a trained North Georgia musician 
who could play Viennese waltze in uptown hotel society 
dances as well as fiddle breakdowns for local square dances. 

McMichen’s family moved to Atlanta in 1913 where, 
in 1918 he formed The Hometown Boys, who made their 
radio debut on WSB in 1922. In 1926, McMichen joined 
Gid Tanner, Riley Puckett and Fate Norris who recorded 
as the Skillet Lickers for Columbia. McMichen and Lowe 
Stokes provided the lead fiddling on all the Skillet Lickers 
recordings from 1926 to 1931. 

McMichen also formed a series of bands under the 
name the Georgia Wildcats because he wanted to play 
western swing, jazz and contemporary pop songs, rather 
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than just the traditional fiddle and banjo songs and ballads. 
McMichen wanted to lead country music into jazz and 
pop sounds but country music didn’t want to go, leaving 
McMichen perpetually frustrated. 

Clayton McMichen wrote “Peach Pickin’ Time in 
Georgia,” which Jimmie Rodgers recorded in 1932. 

McMichen never recorded in Chicago and did not 
remain there long; by 1939 he had settled in Louisville 
where the Wildcats (McMichen dropped the “Georgia”) 
became a Dixieland jazz band. 

George Goebel 
“Little Georgie Goebel” was touted as “The Littlest 

Cowboy” during his time on the WLS Barn Dance. Goebel 
began on the Barn Dance in 1933 where he sang cowboy 
ballads, wore a five-gallon hat and strummed a ukulele. 

His connection with that show began when the choir 
from St. Stephen’s Episcopal Mission in Chicago appeared 
on the WLS program “The Little Brown Church of the Air” 
and 11 year old soprano Georgie Goebel was featured on 
a solo. After hearing the young man sing, WLS executives 
invited Goebel to sing on the Barn Dance. In an article 
by Jack Hurst, originally published in the Chicago Tribune 
in 1984, Goebel stated, “It wasn’t very fashionable to say 
you were a Barn Dance fan in those days, but it was a 
very popular show. You could walk down the street on 
summer Saturday nights and, because there was no air-
conditioning and all the windows were open, the Barn 
Dance was coming out of every window. I always listened 
to it” (Hurst).  

On his first solo appearance on the Barn Dance, 
Goebel sang “Danny Boy.” A few weeks later, “around 
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Mother’s Day,” according to Goebel, he returned with 
his mother and, sitting on her knee, sang “My Mother’s 
Eyes.” After that performance he was invited to join the 
Barn Dance and become a regular (Hurst). 

George Leslie Goebel was born May 20, 1919 in 
Chicago. His father, Hermann Goebel, had emigrated to 
the United States from the Austrian Empire during the 
1890s and first worked as a butcher and grocer and then 
operated a general merchandise store in Chicago. On the 
Barn Dance, Goebel first earned $10, then $15 for each 
performance. Since the ukulele was not a union instrument, 
Goebel was not paid the union rate; however, later Goebel 
performed with a Gibson L-5 guitar. During the summer, 
when members of the Barn Dance toured, Goebel made 
$15 a day or $90 a week “which was more than the store 
was making” (Hurst).  During his time on WLS, Goebel 
played a character named “Jimmy” on the “Tom Mix 
Straight Shooters Show,” where he made $150 a week. 

Goebel was on WLS until World War II, when he 
served as a pilot instructor and did comedy for servicemen. 
After World War II he went to Hollywood and starred 
in “The George Gobel Show,” dropping the “e” from 
Goebel. 

Girls of the Golden West 
The Girls of the Golden West joined WLS in 1933, 

after stints at St. Louis radio stations KIL and KMOX, 
then the border station, XER briefly before going to KFPI 
in Milford, Kansas and then WLS. An early bio claimed 
the Girls of the Golden West hailed from Muleshoe, Texas, 
but the two young ladies--Dollie and Millie Good--were 
born in Mt. Carmel, Illinois and grew up in East St. Louis. 
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Furthermore, the “girls” had never even been to Texas 
when that bio was written in 1935. 

Before their name was “Good” it was “Goad” and 
they grew up with a mother who loved old songs and sang 
them around the home. Mildred Fern Goad was born April 
11, 1913 and Dorothy Laven Goad was born December 
11, 1915. At an early age, Millie discovered that she had 
an ear for harmony; whatever song her sister sang, Millie 
could naturally “hear” the harmony part and sing along. 

The name “Girls of the Golden West” was suggested 
by a family friend; it came originally from an opera by 
Puccini in 1910 as well as a story by Bret Harte. The two 
young ladies adopted that name for their act and changed 
their own names from “Goad” to Good” because it 
sounded better. Mother Goad sewed the costumes for her 
daughters and made them ornate, Western-styled outfits 
with fringe and yokes. 

Their first recording session was on July 28, 1933 
when they recorded “Colorado Blues” and “Started Out 
From Texas” for Bluebird. Soon, they did more cowboy 
songs: “Old Chisholm Trail,” “My Love is a Rider” and 
“Cowboy Jack,” then began writing songs like “Lonesome 
Cowgirl,” “Home Sweet Home in Texas” and their most 
famous number, “There’s a Silver Moon on the Golden 
Gate.” The recording career for the Girls of the Golden 
West ended in 1938. 

From 1936 to 1938 the Girls of the Golden West were 
on a program sponsored by Pinex Cough Syrup with Red 
Foley and Lily May Ledford. In 1937 they left Chicago 
and WLS and moved to Cincinnati, where they appeared 
on the Renfro Valley Barn Dance with John Lair. When 
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Lair’s group left for the Renfro Valley in Kentucky, the 
Good sisters remained in Cincinnati. 

In 1934 Millie Good married William “Bill” Joseph 
McCluskey, an announcer and show promoter for WLS. 
Dolly married Tex Atchison, the fiddle player for the 
Prairie Ramblers. 

Patsy Montana 
In the summer of 1933 Patsy Montana went to 

visit the World’s Fair in Chicago and met the Girls of 
the Golden West--Millie and Dolly Good--because her 
mother had corresponded with them. They informed her 
the Prairie Ramblers were looking for a female singer and 
had auditions scheduled that afternoon. For her audition 
Patsy sang a Stuart Hamblen song, “Texas Plains” and 
got the job and joined a group that had Tex Atchison on 
fiddle, Floyd “Salty” Holmes on harmonica, guitar and 
jug, Chick Hurt on mandolin and Jack Taylor on guitar 
and bass. The group played the “Wake Up and Smile” 
show in WLS each morning at 6:30. 

Patsy Montana was born Ruby Rebecca Blevins on 
October 30, 1908 in Beaudry, Arkansas; in 1910 the family 
moved to Jesseville, a few miles from Hot Springs, then 
Hope, Arkansas, where she grew up the seventh child in 
a family of ten--and the only girl. When she was in high 
school she added an “e” to the end of Ruby because “I 
thought Rubye looked more sophisticated.”  

In the late 1920s she discovered the records of Jimmie 
Rodgers and sang his songs. “His music was so different 
from anything else I had ever heard,” she said. “He yodeled 
and I guess that was a big draw for me. He sang about hard 
times, railroads and so many things with which I could 
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identify. The sound was rather bluesy, stuff I had heard 
the black folks singing. At the same time it often sounded 
all jazzed up,” said Patsy in her autobiography. “I loved 
my Jimmie Rodgers records, and I memorized every one 
of them.” 

She graduated from high school in 1928 and the 
following year moved to California where her brother 
lived. Wanting to go to college, she entered the University 
of the West, which later became UCLA, and studied violin 
and piano. Her brother taught her to play the guitar. 

In Los Angeles she entered a talent contest where the 
winner appeared on the “Breakfast Club” on KMTR. She 
performed two Jimmie Rodgers songs and won the contest. 
That same year she became a member of the Montana 
Cowgirls trio, earning $7.50 per show. 

Stuart Hamblen, who was on a competing station, 
offered her a job on his show--the top western radio show 
in L.A.--playing violin and singing with a girl trio. Since 
one of the other girl’s names was “Ruthie,” Hamblen 
encouraged her to change her name so she became “Patsy 
Montana.” 

In 1930 the Montana Girls became regulars with Hoot 
Gibson’s Rodeo and the following year were in the movie 
Lightnin’ Express but the other two girls got married and 
quit performing, so Patsy went on alone. 

She made her first recordings on November 4, 1932 
with Jimmie Davis in New York. On those sessions with 
Davis, who later became Governor of Louisiana as well 
as credited as the writer of classics such as “You Are 
My Sunshine” and “It Makes No Difference Now,” she 
played the violin, sang harmony and yodeled under the 
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name Rubye Blevins. She recorded four songs with Davis 
and four songs on her own for Victor. 

“Jimmie Davis flat out told me I needed to ditch the 
violin and pick up the guitar,” she said. “If I intended to 
sing western music I had to play western music. It had to 
be the guitar because...I could not accompany myself on 
the violin.”  

Patsy and the Prairie Ramblers had only worked the 
WLS traveling shows until a scheduled absence by Lulu 
Belle one Saturday night in 1933 led to their first Barn 
Dance appearance. “They had an opening for a girl singer,” 
remembered Patsy. “I got on the Barn Dance and yodeled 
my heart out on a song called ‘Montana Plains’” (Hurst).  

In a hotel room alone during a road trip in 1934 she 
decided to clean out her purse and came across a scrap of 
paper with “cowboy’s sweetheart” on it. That phrase had 
been jotted down by J. L. Frank, who was booking and 
managing several acts at WLS, including Fibber McGee 
and Molly and Gene Autry. Frank thought it would be 
a good idea for a song and as she sat there, the words 
came quickly, using the tune of Stuart Hamblen’s “Texas 
Plains.” 

That song--the first country or western record by a 
woman to sell a million copies--was originally recorded in 
a New York studio on August 16, 1935 by Patsy Montana 
for the American Recording Company. The producer on 
the session was the legendary Uncle Art Satherley, who 
guided the sessions of Gene Autry. 

The “sweetheart” she was thinking of as she wrote the 
song was Paul Rose, who she married on July 3, 1934. Soon 
after the song was written Patsy and Paul left Chicago and 
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moved to New York where she had her own radio show, 
“Smile a While,” sponsored by KolorBak. In September, 
1935, she moved back to Chicago and WLS. 

“I Want To Be a Cowboy’s Sweetheart” was an instant 
hit and she recorded it again for Decca in Chicago on 
January 26, 1937. That led to her appearance in the Gene 
Autry movie Colorado Sunset, released in 1939. 

Louise Massey and the Westerners 
In October, 1933, The Westerners joined WLS and 

the National Barn Dance. The Prairie Farmer promoted 
the group heavily and broadcast regular programs of their 
western music. The group joined about a month after The 
National Barn Dance had gone full time on the NBC 
network. 

Comprised of the Massey family from the K-Bar 
Ranch near Roswell, New Mexico, the group consisted of 
Allen, Curt and Louise Massey, Louise’s husband, Milton 
Mabie, and accordionist Larry Wellington. The group 
began as amateurs led by their father, old-time fiddler and 
rancher Henry Massey. They came to WLS after appearing 
for five years on KMBC in Kansas City. 

The group had an authentic western background. 
Henry Austin “Dad” Massey was a cattleman and old 
time fiddler in Hart County, Texas. He moved his family 
to the Hondo Valley in Lincoln County, New Mexico 
where he ran the K Bar Ranch near Roswell. Dad Massey 
raised eight children and taught all his children to play 
music but only three made it a profession: Louise, born on 
August 10, 1902; Curt born May 3, 1910; and Allen born 
December 3, 1908. 

Milt Mabie’s family moved from Iowa to the Roswell 
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area of New Mexico and he and Louise began courting; 
in 1919 Louise Massey and Milt Mabie married. Since 
Milt played stand up bass, he was a welcome addition to 
the family band, which performed locally in the Hondo 
Valley at schools, parties and civic events as “The Massey 
Family.” Louise Massey also played piano for silent movies 
at a theatre in Roswell. 

They first joined WIBW in Topeka, Kansas, where 
they were known as the Musical Masseys, then moved to 
KMBC in Kansas City where they hired Larry Wellington 
(born February 15, 1902), an accordion player who became 
the only non-family member of the group. At that point 
they changed their name to “The Westerners.”

In 1928 an agent with the Redpath Lyceum Bureau, 
a booking agency for the Chataqua circuit, discovered 
the Masseys and convinced them to become professional 
entertainers. At that point the group consisted of Louise 
as the main vocalist and occasionally piano (although she 
rarely played on stage), her husband Milt on upright bass; 
brother Curt on fiddle (although he also played trumpet 
and piano) and brother Allen on guitar and tenor banjo; 
Dad played fiddle. Curt had a great voice and was a 
featured singer. 

During the next two seasons, the group was booked 
all over the United States and Canada. Dad Massey grew 
tired of the traveling and quit the group. He advised them 
to get with a radio station and settle there. 

A WLS talent scout in the midwest heard them on 
KMBC and hired them for WLS, where they were given a 
two-year contract. They began broadcasting in September, 
1933 and the following month began recording for the 
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American Recording Corporation. 
In 1935 the group, who became known as “Louise 

Massey and the Westerners” because of Louise’s popularity 
as featured vocalist, became regulars on the NBC program 
“Show Boat.” 

In mid-October, about the same time they joined 
WLS, the Westerners had their first recording session for 
ARC in Chicago, with four songs released on Conqueror.

The group stayed with WLS for over two years, then 
moved to New York City in 1936 for two years where they 
appeared on NBC programs “Log Cabin Dude Ranch,” 
sponsored by Log Cabin Syrup. That show featured music 
from the Westerners as well as dramatizations of stories of 
the Old West. 

Dressed in full western attire, the group was the real 
deal; they had grown up on a ranch and knew the western 
lifestyle first hand. They quickly became one of the most 
popular acts on WLS and during one month drew over 
200,000 letters--a record for WLS acts. 

During their career they had about 150 songs released, 
but only about a fourth were western. The talented group 
recorded polkas, old time fiddle tunes, sacred songs, pop 
ballads and old folk tunes in addition to their western 
numbers. 

The Masseys were fluent in Spanish and many of their 
songs had a Spanish tinge. Their most famous song was 
“My Adobe Hacienda,” written by Louise Massey and Lee 
Penny; it was recorded a number of times and became an 
award winning song for BMI, indicating extensive radio 
and TV airplay. Louise also wrote or co-wrote “Rancho 
Padre,” “All Alone Each Night,” “Bunkhouse Jamboree,” 
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“I’m a Barefooted Mama” and “Old Pinto.” 
“Dude Cowboy” was written by group members Allen, 

Curt and Larry; “The Honey Song” was written by Curt 
and Arbie Gibson; “Waltz Time Melody,” “Rock and Rye 
Polka” and “Beer and Skittles” were all written by Larry 
Wellington; “Song of the Lariat” was written by Milt; 
“Ridin’ Down That Old Texas Trail” was written by Milt 
and Curt; and “Draggin’ the Bow” was written by Curt. 

Bill Monroe and the Monroe Brothers 
A group of great musicians appeared on WLS and the 

National Barn Dance in 1933—but as square dancers. 
The Monroe brothers—Bill, Birch and Charlie—moved 

to the Chicago area to work at a Sinclair Oil refinery and 
played on WWAE in Hammond, then WJKS in Gary, 
Indiana. One evening, the Monroes were dancing during 
a square dance set in Hammond, Indiana (the Monroe 
brothers and their girlfriends were joined by Larry Moore 
and his wife) when they were spotted by WLS square dance 
caller Tom Owens. Owens asked them to join the National 
Barn Dance on a tour of shows sponsored by the station 
for three months. 

During the next three months, the Monroes did short 
tours of Illinois, Indiana and Wisconsin where they shared 
the bill with Red Foley, the Maple City Four and the 
Hoosier Hot Shots. They were booked as a singing and 
dancing act at the Palace Theater in Chicago’s downtown 
loop and performed at the World’s Fair in Chicago. 

The Monroe’s first professional job as musicians was 
on WJKS in Gary, Indiana, then they moved to KFNF 
in Shenandoah, Iowa where they quit their day jobs and 
became full time musicians. 
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Eddie Dean 
Edgar Dean Glosup was born in Posey, Texas in 1907 

and wanted to be a gospel singer. He and his brother, 
Jimmie (born 1903 and not to be confused with the Jimmy 
Dean of “Big Bad John” fame) worked on radio stations 
in Shenandoah, Iowa and Yankton, South Dakota before 
they joined WLS. Eddie and Jimmie moved to Hollywood 
in 1938. 

The Hoosier Hot Shots 
The Hoosier Hot Shots became one of the favorite 

groups at WLS’s National Barn Dance when they joined in 
1933. They were a cornball humor hokum band like Spike 
Jones & the City Slickers. Comprised of Gabe Ward (born 
November 26, 1904 in Knightstown, Indiana) on clarinet, 
saxophone, fife;  Paul “Hezzie” Triesch (born April 11, 
1905 in Arcadia, Indiana) on song whistle, washboard, 
zither (a washboard with bells, horns and other gadgets) 
drums and alto horn; Kenny, “Rudy” Triesch (born 
September 13, 1903 in Arcadia, Indiana) on banjo, tenor 
guitar and bass horn; and Fred Kettering (born January 
1, 1909 in Monmouth, Illinois) on banjo, guitar, flute, 
piccolo, bass fiddle and piano. Rudy and HezzieTriesch 
were brothers 

The group was had been members of Ezra Bussington’s 
Rustic Revelers and spent twelve years on the vaudeville 
circuit then two years on WOWO Fort Wayne, Indiana 
where, in 1932, they formed the Hoosier Hot Shots. . 
Their comedy, unusual instrumentation and novelty songs 
led them to join the National Barn Dance in 1933. They 
took the stage and, after saying, “Are you ready, Hezzie?” 
started their performance. 
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Smiley Burnette 
Smiley Burnette first joined Gene Autry when the 

singer was performing on WLS. The first time the duo 
performed together on stage was on Christmas Eve, 1933, 
when they performed during a Sunday night show at the 
Eighth Street Theater in Chicago. With this performance 
began a partnership that would prove fateful for 26-year 
old Gene Autry’s life. 

Lester Alvin Burnette was born in Summum, Illinois 
on March 18, 1911, the only son of ministers Almira 
Hezlep and George Washington Burnette. When he was 
10, young Lester Burnette lived next door to part-time 
orchestra leaders Bill and Maude Baird in Concord, 
Illinois, who lent him musical instruments to learn to play. 
Burnette was a fast learner and extremely talented. Jon 
Guyot Smith noted that “By the time he entered high 
school, Burnette has mastered several dozen instruments” 
(Smith). He achieved some popularity when he sang at 
local functions which led a furniture store in Champaign-
Urbana to hire 19-year old “Buzz” Burnette (as he was 
then nicknamed) to sing on WDZ in Tuscola. 

James and Edith Bush, who owned station WDZ, 
hired him as a staff announcer and entertainer in the spring 
of 1930. The name “Smiley” came from a children’s show 
he hosted. In 1931 Burnette needed a character’s name so 
he took “Mr. Smiley” from Mark Twain’s story, “Jumping 
Frog of Calaveras County.” “Mr. Smiley” soon became 
“Smiley” and “Buzz” was dropped. 

There are several stories about how Gene Autry came 
to hire Smiley. In one story, Autry’s manager, J. L. Frank 
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heard Smiley and recommended him to Autry. In another 
story, Autry needed an accordion player and a theater 
owner recommended Burnette to him. At any rate, on 
December 19, 1933 Smiley received a telephone call from 
Gene Autry, who offered him a job sight unseen. The 22-
year old Burnette quickly accepted and on December 22, 
both met for the first time in Smiley’s home. Autry and 
J.L. Frank had to assure Burnette’s parents that their son 
would not be booked into any place that served liquor or 
any other “disreputable” joint. 

Recordings in Chicago
There was quite a bit of recording in Chicago by WLS 

and National Barn Dance Acts during 1933. Mac and 
Bob recorded 11 songs over three sessions in January and 
that same month, Gene Autry made his first recordings in 
Chicago, doing five duets with Jimmy Long, “Cowboy’s 
Heaven,” “The Little Ranch House On The Old Circle 
B,” “The Yellow Rose of Texas,” “Your Voice Is Ringing” 
and “Louisiana Moon.” Gene Autry had a long history of 
making records before he arrived in Chicago and had done 
a number of duets with Jimmy Long, including his biggest 
hit at that point, “That Silver Haired Daddy of Mine.” 
The Autry-Long duets were released on Victor Records. 

A number of sessions had been set up by Art Satherley 
with the American Recording Corporation in mid-April 
for WLS and National Barn Dance singers to record. 

On April 11, the Cumberland Ridge Runners, 
comprised of Slim Miller, Karl Davis, Harty Taylor, Red 
Foley and Linda Parker recorded “Sally’s Not the same 
Old Sally.” On that same day, Linda Parker, backed by 
the Ridge Runners, recorded “Take Me Back To Renfro 
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Valley,” written by John Lair, and “I’ll Be All Smiles 
Tonight” while Red Foley made his debut as a solo act, 
singing “The Lone Cowboy” and “Single Life Is Good 
Enough for Me.” 

The next day, with the same line-up, the Cumberland 
Ridge Runners recorded “Goofus,” “Ridin’ On a Humped 
Backed Mule,” “Ole Rattler,” “Nobody’s Darling” and 
“Roundin’ Up The Yearlings.” A session on George 
Goebel, “The Littlest Cowboy” was also on April 12 and, 
backed by Gene Autry on guitar, Goebel did “Berry Picking 
Time,” “Billy Richardson’s Last Ride,” “A Cowboy’s Best 
Friends Is His Horse” and “Night Herding Song,” which 
were all released on Conqueror. 

On April 13, the Maple City Four recorded six songs, 
“Tiger Rag,” “Oh Mo-nah,” “Two Little Pretty Birds,” 
“Will The Angels Play Their Harps For Me,” “Tell My 
Mother I’m In Heaven” and “Rockin’ Alone in an Old 
Rockin” Chair.” The next day, the Three Little Maids 
did four songs, “When The Flowers Are Blooming In the 
Springtime,” “I Hear The Voice Of An Angel,” “Across 
the Blue Ridge” and “It’s Just a Tumble Down Shack (But 
I’d Like To Go Back To My Old Kentucky Home).” 

On April 17, Gene Autry recorded “In The Valley of 
the Moon,” “When The Mailman Says No Mail Today” 
and “When The Humming Birds Are Humming” for the 
American Record Corporation. 

In October, the American Record Corporation 
organized another series of recordings. Gene Autry had 
recorded 11 songs during six sessions in New York since 
his April 17 session in Chicago. On October 4, Autry 
was in Chicago and recorded “A Hill-Billy Wedding in 
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June.” Two days later, the National Barn Dance Orchestra 
recorded 12 songs—mostly fiddle tunes and square dances. 
On October 9 Autry recorded “Moonlight Down In Lovers’ 
Lane” and “The Last Round-Up.” 

On October 13, the Massey Family, known as Louise 
Massey and the Westerners and comprised on this session 
of Louise, Curtis Massey, Larry Wellington, Allen Massey 
and Milt Mabie, made their first recordings in Chicago, 
recording “The Cowboy’s Dream,” “New River Train,” 
“Trail to Mexico” and “The Big Corral.” 

Jimmie Rodgers died in May, 1933 and songwriter 
Bob Miller wrote two songs in honor of his life and 
passing, “The Death of Jimmie Rodgers” and “The Life of 
Jimmie Rodgers” that Art Satherley sent to Autry and the 
singer recorded them. On November 1 in Chicago, Autry 
recorded two more Jimmie Rodgers tribute songs, “When 
Jimmie Rodgers Said Good-bye” and “Good Luck Old 
Pal (‘Till We Meet Bye and Bye).” 

On November 20, Red Foley, backed by Cumberland 
Ridge Runner members Slim Miller, Karl Davis and Harty 
Taylor, recorded “Blonde Headed Girl” and “The Dying 
Rustler.” 

The next day, Louise Massey and the Westerners 
re-recorded “The Cowboy’s Dream” and “The Trail To 
Mexico” because those two from the first session had been 
rejected. 

On December 6, Patsy Montana, backed by the 
Prairie Ramblers (Tex Atchison on fiddle, Chick Hurt on 
mandola, Salty Holmes on guitar and Jack Taylor on bass) 
recorded four songs. That same day, the Prairie Rambles 
recorded eight songs, and accordionist Salty Holmes, 
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backed by the Ramblers, did two songs.  
On December 12, the Three Little Maids recorded four 

songs and Skyland Scotty did four songs, “Homecoming 
Time in Happy Valley,” “Two Little Frogs,” “Great 
Granddad” and “Whippoorwill.” 

Prohibition Ends
When 1934 began, the country was legally “wet” again. 

The era of Prohibition ended when the Constitutional 
Amendment legalizing alcoholic beverages was ratified in 
December, 1933. 

The jukebox industry blossomed because customers at 
bars wanted music with their drinks. It opened up new 
places where country musicians and singers could perform 
and saved the recording industry because the jukeboxes 
purchased records, whose sales had suffered since the 
beginning of the Great Depression. 

After Prohibition ended, country music found a home 
in bars—but not the country music featured on the National 
Barn Dance overseen by Burridge Butler. 

Henry Burr 
Henry Burr, a recording star during the early days of 

the recording industry made a comeback on WLS in 1934. 
Burr was born Harry Haley McClaskey on January 15, 

1882 in New Brunswick, Canada. By the time he was five, 
he was performing publicly in his hometown of St. Stephen. 
He performed as a boy tenor with the Artillery Band in 
Saint John, where his family had moved. He moved to 
New York in 1902 and sang with the Grace Methodist 
Episcopal Church choir and studied voice. He made his 
first recordings around 1902 for Columbia Records under 
the name Henry Burr. In November, 1904 he began 
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recording for Edison Records as Irving Gillette. He made 
his first recordings with Victor Records in January 1905 
and his first hit was “In the Shade of the Old Apple Tree.” 
Later that year he recorded as Billy Murray. 

Burr was a popular artist who eventually recorded 
thousands of songs under various names for a number 
of recording companies. . He recorded for the Columbia 
Record Company with the Columbia Male Quartet, later 
renamed the Peerless Quartet until they disbanded in 
1928. As a solo artist, his hits included “Love Me and the 
World Is Mine,” “To the End of the World With You,” 
“I Wonder Who’s Kissing Her Now,” “Meet Me Tonight 
in Dreamland,” “M-O-T-H-E-R (A Word that Means the 
World To Me,” “Good-Bye, Good Luck, God Bless You 
(Is All That I Can Say),” and “Beautiful Ohio.” 

Between 1911 and 1925 he had a string of hits that 
included “When I Was Twenty-One And You Were Sweet 
Sixteen,” “The Trail of the Lonesome Pine,” ”I’m On 
My Way To Mandalay,” “Till We Meet Again” and “I’m 
Forever Blowing Bubbles.” 

Burr made his radio debut in Denver, Colorado in 
1920 and signed an exclusive contract with Victor that 
same year. However, by the late 1920s, Burr’s recording 
career was over and he became a producer of programs 
for commercial radio networks. He was a wealthy man 
but lost most of his wealth in the 1929 Wall Street Crash. 
Soon after, he became Director of the Artist’s Bureau at 
CBS during the early days of that network but returned to 
performing when he joined WLS in 1934. 

Pat Buttram
Pat Buttram joined WLS in 1934 telling tall tales 
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about his Alabama kinfolk and hosted “The Buttram Radio 
School for New Beginners Just Starting.” 

Maxwell Emmett Buttram was born on June 19, 1915 
in Addison, Alabama, the son of a Methodist minister. 
During his first year at Birmingham-Southern College he 
was in a play and Steve Scissler, who had been at WLS 
and owned a radio station in Birmingham, saw him and 
gave him a spot on his radio station. Two months later, 
Scissler brought him to Chicago during the World’s Fair 
and WLS put him on the air doing yokel humor. 

On his appearances at the National Barn Dance 
Buttram was known for coming to the front of the stage, 
snapping his suspenders and telling the audience “You can 
dance in the aisles or tear up the place if you want to. It 
don’t belong to us” (Evans, 226).  

Rhubarb Red 
Lester William Polfus was born on June 9, 1915 in 

Waukesha, Wisconsin. Polfus and his mother, Evelyn, 
listened to WLS and loved Pie Plant Pete; they attended 
his shows whenever he performed within a hundred miles 
of their home. Pete was master of ceremonies for the WLS 
Showboat which featured a touring cast of performers 
wearing hand-tailored silk sailor suits. The group did one-
night stands in mid-west small towns. 

Les and Evelyn were dressed in identical handmade 
sailor suits and sitting on the front row at a Pie Plant Pete 
show in their hometown. That caught his attention and, 
after the show, they invited him to lunch. Pie Plant Pete 
showed Les some chords on the guitar and, a few days 
later, Pie Plant Pete received a letter telling him that Les 
had purchased a guitar from Sears. 
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Polfus copied Pete’s on-stage patter of corny jokes 
and humorous ditties accompanied by his guitar and 
harmonica held by a wire brace around his neck. Polfus 
became a popular performer in his hometown and became 
known as Red Hot Red because of his freckled face and 
red hair. 

Polfus met Sunny Joe Wolverton, who played in Rube 
Tronson’s band, in the spring of 1931. Wolverton, born 
Ralph Edwin Wolverton on July 8, 1906 (he was nine 
years older than Les) grew up in a musical family in Brazil, 
Indiana. Joe learned to play mandolin, banjo, piano and 
guitar by ear and took violin lessons. Joe and his first wife 
became vaudeville performers and then Wolverton landed 
a staff job on WLS playing banjo and guitar. Around 1930, 
Wolverton quit his staff job at WLS and joined Tronson’s 
Cowboys. 

Polfus was impressed by Wolverton’s guitar playing 
and, during intermission, met Wolverston, who invited Les 
to sit in with the band. Les promised Joe he’d learn all of 
Tronson’s songs—and he did. In August, 1932, Tronson 
called Les and offered him a job playing with his band, the 
Texas Cowboys, on the road because Wolverton had quit 
to take a job in St. Louis on KMOX. Les accepted the $8 
a night offer and Evelyn made fancy cowboy shirts in a 
variety of colors for Les to wear. 

In St. Louis, Wolverton was asked to put together a 
full hillbilly band for the “Farm Folks Hour,” an early 
morning show. Wolverton contacted Les, who was back 
in school after his stint with Tronson’s band, and offered 
him a job for $45 a week. On October 4, 1932, Polfus 
quit school and joined Wolverton in St. Louis, where 
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Wolverton named him “Rhubarb Red,” a name akin to Pie 
Plant Pete’s moniker.  The professional job in St. Louis 
led Polfus to ditch his cheap guitar and buy a Gibson L50 
arch top. 

Sunny Joe Wolverton and His Scalawags were dropped 
by KMOX and Joe became a solo act on the station until 
he was hired by KWTO in Springfield, Missouri. Joe called 
Les to join him and the two performed as the Ozark Apple 
Knockers. Joe bought Les a new Gibson L-5, like the one 
he used. 

Joe was a mentor to young Les, who had an insatiable 
drive to learn the guitar. Joe taught Les pop standards as 
they continued to perform hillbilly songs. In early 1934, the 
Ozark Apple Knockers obtained an audition with WBBM 
in Chicago, an affiliate of CBS and were hired to play five 
or six afternoons a week for $75. In March, their sponsor 
dropped their sponsorship and the Ozark Apple Knocker 
were dismissed. 

A few months later, Joe was hired to form a trio and 
play at the Chicago World’s Fair; Wolverton hired Les and 
another guitar player to play two three-hour shows a day 
for the Reliance Manufacturing Company and advertise 
Big Yank Shirts, made by a subsidiary company. 

During the Fair, Les was fired by Joe, who eventually 
left and became a staff musician at WSM in Nashville, 
where he backed Dinah Shore. 

Rhubarb Red remained in Chicago and performed on 
WLS, then on WGN on a show sponsored by Rival Dog 
Food where he continued his Apple Knockers act before 
he was fired, then landed a gig playing piano in a jazz club. 
Polfus was tired of his Rhubarb Red persona and wanted 
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to play jazz and more advanced music. He was soon hired 
by Ralph Atlass, who owned WJJD and WIND, but had to 
perform as Rhubarb Red on WJJD. However, WJJD staff 
organist Harry Zimmerman introduced him to records 
made by Art Tatum and Django Reinhardt, which pointed 
him in the direction he took as a pop and jazz guitarist. 

He continued to perform as Rhubarb Red but played 
jazz with organist Harry Zimmerman on WIND as Les 
Paul on the electric guitar. Few knew that Rhubarb Red 
and Les Paul was the same person. 

Uncle Ezra
“Uncle Ezra” was Pat Barrett, who made his 

philosophical old gentleman character famous on The 
National Barn Dance. Previously, he had appeared on 
“The National Farm and Home Hour” on WLS after 
beginning on WTMJ in Milwaukee in 1930. Because of 
his popularity on WLS, he had a 15 minute show on NBC 
from October, 1934 until April, 1939; on that show he 
concocted tall tales of living in the country on “Station 
E-Z-R-A.” a powerful five watt station where he began 
each show by rushing in and asking breathlessly “Hain’t 
missed nuthin’—have I?” (Evans, 226). 

The Hoosier Hotshots appeared with him on that 
show, which was sponsored by Alka-Seltzer. Beginning on 
June 13, 1940 and lasting until June 28, 1941, “Uncle 
Ezra’s Radio Station” was on NBC on Saturday nights, 
sponsored by Camel Cigarettes. In addition to the Sons 
of the Pioneers, other regulars on the show included Cliff 
Soubier and “The Rosedale Girl Trio,” comprised of 
Carolyn Montgomery, Betty Bennett and Fran Allison.  
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Gene Autry Moves to Hollywood 
Gene Autry and Smiley Burnette left Chicago in 

the summer of 1934 to appear in their first movie, In Old 
Santa Fe.” The film starred Ken Maynard and Autry had a 
segment where he called a square dance and sang “In Old 
Wyoming.” Smiley Burnette sang “Mama, Don’t ‘Low.” 
After filming that movie, Autry filmed a serial, Phantom 
Empire, toured and then moved to Louisville where he 
joined his booking agent and manager, J. L. Frank. Autry 
appeared on WHAS and made personal appearances in 
that area until he was called back to Hollywood in May to 
prepare for his first starring feature, Tumbling Tumbleweeds, 
which was released in February, 1935. 

That ended Gene Autry’s connected to WLS and 
the National Barn Dance as he continued his career as a 
singing cowboy movie star. 

WLS, The National Barn Dance and Cowboys 
The image of early country music was of hillbillies 

and mountaineers, a negative stereotype. WLS and the 
National Barn Dance were pivotal in changing that image 
to that of the cowboy through performers like Gene Autry, 
Louise Massey and the Westerners, Patsy Montana, the 
Prairie Ramblers Girls of the Golden West and through 
western songs sung by a number of acts. 

The cowboy was a mythical figure, a pioneer who 
helped tame the wild west, a lone figure of honesty, 
integrity and neighborliness who presented an image that 
rural or formerly rural Americans could embrace. Even city 
dwellers embraced the cowboy with the image of a frontier 
that he faced with courage and strength because they, too, 
were facing a frontier of an America changing through 
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technology, culture and scientific thought. The cowboy 
was, on one hand, a member of the working class but with 
a distinct difference: he did his work on a horse, looking 
down on the world while the world looked up to him. 
Western clothing was worn by the rancher as well as his 
hired hands, the working cowboy. The rancher represented 
wealth, success, ownership and a worldliness beyond the 
everyday cowboy. 

Cowboy movies had been popular during the silent 
film era. The first feature movie was The Great Train Robbery, 
a western released in 1903. The first person to create a 
series of western films was Broncho Billy Anderson, 
who created the first western hero/character, Broncho 
Billy. The Broncho Billy films began in 1908 and were 
finished by 1920 but did two important things for westerns: 
they created the first serial hero and moved the western 
filmmaking business to California. 

Hollywood, California was established as a center for 
movie making with the success of a western, The Squaw 
Man, directed by Cecil B. DeMille, released in 1913. Film 
executive Thomas Ince cast William S. Hart in a number 
of influential and popular westerns and Hart emerged as 
the first authentic western film star. 

Hart dominated western movies from 1915 to 1925 
when a number of other actors and directors who became 
influential with western films became involved in the movie 
industry. Those include Pete Morrison Tom Mix, William 
Duncan, Harry Carey and Roy Stewart. 

The William S. Hart films were sentimental, romantic 
and popular with audiences. During the silent era of the 
1920s, western films came of age with early classics such 
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as The Covered Wagon (1923), The Iron Horse (1924), Three 
Badmen (1926) and North of ’36 (1924). 

During that period the movie industry began filming 
adaptations of popular western author Zane Grey’s books. 
Those films included To the Last Man (1923), Riders of the 
Purple Sage (1925), The Vanishing American (1925), The 
Thundering Herd (1925), and Wild Horse Mesa (1925). 

Tom Mix became the next major cowboy star after 
William S. Hart. Mix introduced flashy clothes to the silver 
screen’s cowboy image. While Hart insisted on realism in 
his films, Mix introduced escapism and the elements of the 
mythic cowboy who was a loner but clean living and a fun 
loving hero who always did the right thing. Although Hart 
was the first to list his horse, Fritz, in the screen credits, 
Mix made his horse, Tony, a star. Tony did a number of 
fancy tricks in Mix’s movies. 

Other major western stars during that period were Ken 
Maynard,  Fred Thompson, Tim McCoy, Buck Jones and 
Hoot Gibson. Female western stars included Allene Ray 
and Ruth Roland. 

The coming of sound in movies, beginning with The 
Jazz Singer in 1927, marked a new era for movies. The first 
“sound” western was In Old Arizona (1929), a Cisco Kid 
movie starring Warren Baxter. The Virginian (1929), and 
Cimarron (1931) were also important early sound westerns. 

Chicago was unique because, although it was a city 
it was second in population to New York, it was in many 
ways during the 1920s and 1930s, a city connected to rural 
America. Chicago grew up in the Midwest, far away from 
the Atlantic ports that brought European culture and ideas 
to New York, Boston and Philadelphia. During the first 
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100 years of the United States, Chicago was considered 
part of the west. Chicago was home to the Stockyards 
where cattle, hogs and sheep were shipped for slaughter 
and to be processed in the meat processing plants in the 
city. It was home to the giant mail order firms Sears & 
Roebuck and Montgomery Ward, whose catalogs allowed 
rural Americans to purchase items that were previously 
only available to city dwellers. 

Chicago was a giant magnet for rural America, 
particularly the Midwest, because it pulled people into its 
orbit through its connection to an agricultural past that no 
other major city had. New York, Boston and Philadelphia 
were urban centers but Chicago was a mixture of the 
urban and the rural, the dividing line between East and 
West. As Carl Sandburg noted in his poem, “Chicago,” 
the city was “Hog Butcher for the World, Tool Maker, 
Stacker of Wheat, Player with Railroads and the Nation’s 
Freight Handler; Stormy, husky, brawling, City of the Big 
Shoulders.” 

Chicago was a city teeming with immigrants during 
a time when Americans were xenophobic. Perhaps it is 
not surprising that the cowboy became a central figure 
for country music in Chicago. The cowboy was distinctly 
Anglo-American, a “true” American at a time when 
Americans were suffering a bit of an identity crisis. It is also 
not surprising that it was a “singing cowboy” or a “cowboy 
singer” who emerged as a star in Chicago. Chicago was, 
after all, a major entertainment center, the “toddlin’ town” 
who attractions were legion. It was second only to New 
York in terms of entertainment with the downtown area 
was filled with ballrooms where big bands performed, clubs 
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where jazz was played, and radio stations had network 
links. 

Los Angeles had a music industry spawned by the 
movie industry; Nashville would not emerge as a center 
for country music until after World War II. In terms of 
country music prior to World War II, Chicago was the 
big “it.” The city had the biggest and best country radio 
show, The National Barn Dance, on one of the nation’s 
most powerful radio stations, WLS, and the audience 
who loved country music could easily hear the Chicago 
stations. Chicago’s population included a number of those 
with rural roots and “Chicagoland” encompassed a rural 
Midwest where performers could travel from the Barn 
Dance in Chicago to perform live for their fans. 

The National Barn Dance put a spotlight on 
entertainers who wore western clothing and sang western 
songs. It became a platform for the west and laid the 
groundwork for the singing cowboy films that came out of 
Hollywood during the 1930s and 1940s. 

WLS and National Barn Dance Performers in the Movies 
A number of performers on WLS and the National 

Barn Dance went to Hollywood and appeared in movies, 
led by Gene Autry and Smiley Burnett. Other artists who 
appeared on WLS and then went to Hollywood include 
Smiley Burnette, Eddie Dean, Frankie Marvin, George 
Gobel, the Hoosier Hot Shots, Patsy Montana, Pat 
Buttram, the Maple City Four, Max Terhune and Rex 
Allen. 

Lulu Belle and Scotty also went to Hollywood but 
did not remain there; they were featured in seven films, a 
Roy Rogers movie, Shine On Harvest Moon (1938), and then 
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Hi Neighbor (1940), Village Barn Dance (1940), County Fair 
(1941) and The National Barn Dance (1944). 

The Barn Dance in National Publications 
The popularity of the National Barn Dance created 

interest from national publications. An article in Radio 
Guide, written by a cosmopolitan writer from New York, 
noted that “While the intellectuals of wireless entertainment 
were racking their brains to build a Packard, WLS came 
along with a Ford among the amusements.” The writer 
continued, “Theirs is the Alpha and the Omega of all the 
bucolic revues. Potentially theirs is the last roundup for 
hillbilly talent, and artists of this type who have not faced 
its microphones are still on the fringe of the best yokel 
society.” (Bentinck). 

Traveling Shows by Barn Dance Performers 
In addition to the Barn Dance on Saturday nights, 

WLS created several traveling units that featured Barn 
Dance acts. Radio Digest reported that, “The traveling units 
were the answer to countless pleas by out-of-towners who 
cannot come to Chicago. They were also an outcropping 
of the WLS practice of sending their popular performers to 
state and county fairs, and the myriad other outdoor and 
indoor advertisements that make up the rural entertainment 
program. They have become standard appurtenances of 
corn-husking contests, agricultural shows, stock shows 
and all the other public meetings which engage the 
agriculturist.” (Bentinck).

Those traveling acts became an integral part of WLS 
and the Barn Dance reaching beyond Chicago. Years later, 
Lulu Belle Wiseman remembered that the traveling groups 
would stay in Chicago during the winter, then begin touring 



– 264 –

International Country Music Journal 2019

in the Spring. “I remember the feel of the hands of those 
people who would come back stage, these hard hands that 
had worked so hard, calloused--farmers--and I had such 
respect for those people,” said Lulu Belle. 

The performers appeared on the Barn Dance on 
Saturday night and, as soon as the show was finished, “we 
would run like mad to get on a train...In the summers 
we were out on the road Sunday, Monday, Tuesday, 
Wednesday, and Thursday, and usually Friday, and we’d 
come in late Friday night and do the Barn Dance and go 
back out on Sunday. We’d take our songbooks and records 
sometimes and come home on a weekend and we’d have 
a pile of money--maybe $1,000, maybe $300 or $400 in 
records and songbooks” (Lightfoot). 

An advertisement in the Prairie Farmer at the end of 
1932 announced “WLS Stars Available for Entertainments” 
stating “Clean, wholesome entertainment will assure 
attendance and the success of your community club 
gatherings, organization meetings, church affairs, etc. 
Everybody enjoys a laugh; everybody likes good music. 
And old varieties are always the best. That’s why WLS 
entertainers bring out a crowd. The WLS Artists Bureau 
will supply you talented Radio Stars whom you’ve heard 
on WLS many times and who always prove a welcome 
source of entertainment at all public affairs. Any style of 
good clean, wholesome entertainment can be supplied” 
(Prairie Farmer, Nov 26, 1932). 

Marriages 
There were a number of females on WLS and the 

National Barn Dance, which led to a number of weddings 
during the tenure of the show. In 1934 Patsy Montana 



– 265 –

International Country Music Journal 2019

married Paul Rose, the business manager for Mac and 
Bob, Red Foley married Eva Overstake, Red Blanchard 
married Lucille Overstake of the Three Maids and, in 
December Lulu Belle and Scotty were married. 

Recordingsin Chicago: 1934
In 1934  The American Record Corporation (ARC) 

purchased the Columbia Phonograph Company from 
Grigsby-Grunow, which had the rights to the Vocalion, 
Melotone and Brunswick labels. The Columbia and Okeh 
names were discontinued and the labels used for ARC’s 
recordings were Perfect, Banner (sold by W.T. Grant 
stores), Oriole (for McCrory’s stores) and Romeo (for 
S.H. Kress stores). Sears Roebuck leased product for its 
Conqueror label until the late 1930s. Artist and Repertoire 
(A&R) responsibilities at ARC were handled by by Art 
Satherley and his assistant Don Law.

In March, 1934, Art Satherley came to Chicago for a 
series of recordings. 

On March 21, the Massey Family recorded seven songs 
as The Westerners. Those songs were “There’s An Empty 
Cot in the Bunkhouse Tonight,” “Ridin’ Down That Old 
Texas Trail,” “Goin’ Down to Santa Fe Town,” “When 
the White Azaleas Start Blooming,” “Old Pinto,” “When 
It’s Prayer Meetin’ Time In the Hollow” and “Rounded 
up in Glory.” 

That same day, Red Foley recorded six songs, “I 
Traced Her Little Footsteps In The Snow,” “Seven Long 
Years,” “Just One Little Kiss,“ ”Echoes Of My Plantation 
Home,” “Freight Train Blues” and “In My Childhood 
Days.” 

The next day the Westerns recorded four songs, “Carry 
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Me Back To The Lone Prairie,” ”The Cowboy’s Dream,” 
“A Roundup Lullaby” and “Out On Loco Range” and 
Linda Parker recorded two songs, “Lonesome Valley 
Sally” and “My Ozark Mountain Home.” Karl and Harty 
recorded two songs, “I’m Here to Get My Baby Out of 
Jail” and “I Dreamed I Searched Heaven For You.” 

On March 23, the Maple City Four recorded “Angry” 
and “Take Me Back To Col-Ler-rad-da Fer to Stay” as the 
Washboard Novelty Quartet and Skyland Scotty recorded 
three songs, “Home Comin’ Time,” “Aunt Jemima’s 
Plaster” and “Sweet Kitty Clyde.” 

The next day, Lulu Belle recorded “Daffy Over Taffy,” 
her most requested song on the Barn Dance, and “Little 
Black Mustache.” She also recorded two songs with Red 
Foley, “Hi RinkumInkum Doodle” and “Going Out West 
This Fall.” Skyland Scotty recorded seven songs, “The 
Scolding Wife,” “They Fit and Fit and Fit,” ”Darby’s 
Ram,” “Gathering Up The Shells From the Seashore,” 
“The Whippoorwill  Song,” “Great Grand Dad” and 
“Keep a Horse Shoe Hung Over the Door.” 

On March 26, the Maple City Four recorded “The 
Old Wooden Rocker,” “Beautiful Isle of Somewhere,” 
“Bobby Boy, Oh Boy, Oh Boy,” and “ZettieZumZum 
On The Zither” and Gene Autry recorded “The Round-
Up In Cheyenne” alone and did duets with Jimmie Long 
on “Memories Of That Silver Haired Daddy Of Mine,” 
“After Twenty-One Years” and “Eleven Months in 
Leavenworth.” The next day Autry and Long recorded 
“Little Farm Home,” “There’s A Little Old Lady Waiting” 
and “Dear Old Western Skies.” 

On March 31, Autry recorded “Beautiful Texas” 



– 267 –

International Country Music Journal 2019

and on April 28 he recorded “There’s A Little Old Lady 
Waiting.” 

In late August and early September, Art Satherley was 
back in Chicago for another series of recordings. 

On August 29 Tex Owens recorded “Cattle Call,” 
“Two Sweethearts,” “Rocking Alone In An Old Rocking 
Chair” and “Pride of the Prairie” and on August 31, 
Goebel Reeves as The Texas Drifter recorded 13 songs. 

On September 10, two acts recorded six songs each 
in Chicago. Jimmie and Eddie Dean recorded “Tell 
Mother I’ll Be There,” “(There’s) No Disappointments 
in Heaven,” “There Shall Be Showers of Blessing,” 
”Happy In Him,” ”There’s No Friend Like Jesus” and 
“God Will Take Care of You” and Pie Plant Pete recorded 
“I’ll Remember You Love In My Prayers,” “Goodbye, 
My Lover Goodbye,” “Goin’ Down the Road,” “Go and 
Leave Me If You Wish,” ”Rosalee” and “If I Only Had a 
Home Sweet Home.” 

Another session was set up in November and on the 
first, Pie Plant Pete recorded “Somewhere Somebody’s 
Waiting For You,” “She Lived Down By The Firehouse,” 
“Little Mohee,” “Boston Burglar,” “Stay On The Farm” 
and “Did You Ever Hear a Goldfish Sing?”  The next 
day Pie Plant Pete recorded four more songs, “Don’t Try 
it, It Can’t Be Done,” “The Sailor’s Plea,” “Oh Jailer 
Bring Back That Key” and “The Lake of Ponchatrain.” 
That same day Jimmie and Eddie Dean recorded “My 
Last Moving Day” and “The Soldier’s Story.”  

On November 6 and 8 Louise Massey and the 
Westerners recorded 12 songs. On their first session 
they recorded “Shorty’s Nightmare,” “Beautiful Texas,” 
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“Nobody To Love,” “Rancho Grande,” “Buckaroo 
Stomp” and “Mr. Rhythm.” On their second session they 
recorded “My Gal On The Rio Grande,” “The Santa Fe 
Trail,” “Brown Skin Gal (Down The Lane),” “Round-Up 
Time in Heaven” and “Hot Romance.” 

On November 13, the Hoosier Hot Shots made their 
first recordings. On that day they recorded eight songs, 
“Sentimental Gentleman From Georgia,” “Hoosier 
Stomp,” “Yes She Do—No She Don’t,” “Whistlin’ Joe 
From KoKo Mo,” “Four Thousand Years Ago,” “Farmer 
Gray,” “Oakville Twister” and “I’m Looking For a Girl.” 
That same day Jimmie and Eddie Dean recorded three 
songs,” “When I Move To That New Range,” “The Old 
Mill Wheel” and “Since My Mother’s Dead and Gone.” 
The last two were unissued. 

On November 14, Goebel Reeves as The Texas Drifter 
recorded 12 songs and Louise Massey and the Westerners 
recorded “Pretty Boy Floyd,” “If Jesse James Rode Again,” 
“I Wonder If She’s Blue,” “Twinkle Twinkle Little Star,” 
“Old Rose Waltz,” recorded “Varsovienna” twice—with 
both versions issued—“Gol-Darn Wheel” and “Song Of 
The Lariat.” 

On November 15, Jimmie and Eddie Dean recorded 
“End Of a Bandit’s Trail” and re-recorded “Since My 
Mother’s Dead and Gone.” 

Gangland Chicago
Chicago remained a gangland city during the 1930s. 

In January, 1934, notorious criminal John Dillinger was 
arrested but escaped, leading 5,000 law enforcement 
personnel to search for him. On July 22, 1935, Dillinger 
went to the Biograph movie theater on North Lincoln 
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Avenue with two women, Polly Hamilton, one of his 
girlfriends, and Anna Sage, a former Madam. Sage made 
an arrangement with the FBI to wear a bright orange skirt 
if she was with Dillinger and the trio bought tickets to 
see a gangland film, Manhattan Melodrama, starring Clark 
Gable. 

It was hot that day—the temperature was around 100 
degrees—and over 20 agents waited outside the theater. 
When the movie ended, Dillinger walked out of the theater 
and, seeing the agent, attempted to run for his life but was 
shot down. The spot in the alley where the 31-year old 
Dillinger fell dead saw 20,000 curiously seekers show up 
during the next several days to look at it. It soon became 
a tourist attraction. 

WLS and the National Barn Dance: 1935 
The National Barn Dance at the Eighth Street Theatre 

was divided into half-hour programs with each segment 
built around a “star” with around three other acts, which 
might be a single, a group or instrumentalists. Each segment 
was sponsored and, during a typical evening, there were 
about twenty entertainment units—singles or large—for a 
total of between forty and fifty people on stage during the 
evening. The Barn Dance always had old time fiddlers 
and there were always two sets of square dancers of eight 
members each, with callers 

The show featured a variety of songs, from pop songs 
by Grace Wilson and Henry Burr, ballads by Red Foley 
and Doc Hopkins from the southern mountains , fiddle 
breakdowns and square dance calls by Arkie the Arkansas 
Woodchopper, songs of the American West by Louise 
Massey and the Westerners and the Prairie Ramblers, 
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and the novelty high-jinks of Lulu Belle and Scotty and 
the Hoosier Hot Shots. Each show had something for 
everybody. 

The entire evening was not broadcast; instead segments 
of the show were listed under their sponsor’s name, such 
as the Aladdin Barn Dance Frolic or the Keystone Barn 
Dance Party. Alka-Seltzer was the most famous sponsor 
and that segment was broadcast live. 

In addition to the Barn Dance’s shows, there were 
tours and personal appearances by National Barn Dance 
Acts, booked and managed through WLS Artists, Inc. 
The touring “National Barn Dance Stageshow” in 1935 
featured Rube Tronson and His Texas Cowboys, Arkie the 
Arkansas Woodchopper, Tom Corwine, Bob Gardner and 
the Hayloft Trio. 

It became a tradition for WLS performers to open the 
Illinois State Fair with a Saturday night broadcast in front 
of over 12,000 fans. WLS talent also performed at the state 
fairs of Indiana, Wisconsin and Michigan. 

The Barn Dance and the Great Depression 
There was an effort to avoid repetition so each week’s 

program had about 20 musical numbers and there was a 
continual need for new songs and new talent. Edgar Bill, 
Glenn Snyder, George Biggar and John Lair were WLS 
executives chiefly responsible for finding and auditioning 
performers and casting them into the ongoing programs.

During the Great Depression, the Barn Dance was 
perfect for its time because its rural flavor coincided with 
an America that was quickly becoming urbanized by those 
who looked back at their agrarian heritage. The humor 
was corny and hokey and the performers lacked polish and 
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refinement, which was a strength of the program. 
WLS had published a weekly fan magazine, originally 

named the Prairie Farmer’s WLS Weekly but changed its 
name to Stand By!, which featured WLS personalities and 
National Barn Dance performers in a large 16 page format. 
Fans loved this and it promoted the station, the Barn 
Dance, and individuals connected to the station and show. 

Les Paul and his Solid Body Guitar 
Chicago was the home of the Chicago Music 

Instrument Company, which owned the Gibson and 
Epiphone brands. Les Paul had a dream to create a solid 
body electric guitar whose sound would sustain but he was 
met with skepticism from guitar manufacturers, who were 
accustomed to building acoustic guitar. 

Around 1935, Paul approached Carl and August 
Larson, Swedish luthiers who worked in Chicago in a 
three story barn. Paul paid them $15 to build a semi-solid 
body guitar with a half-inch thick maple top and no sound 
holes. “They thought I was crazy,” Paul told Guitar Player 
magazine. “They told me it wouldn’t vibrate. I told them 
I didn’t want it to vibrate because I was going to put two 
pickups on it. As far as I know, I was the first guy to put 
two pick-ups on a guitar.” (Shaughnessy, 64).  

In 1941, when Paul was in New York, he persuaded 
Epiphone to allow him to use their West 14th Street 
factory to work on a solid body guitar. Paul eventually 
built “The Log,” a twenty-pound guitar that was “solid” 
but too heavy to play. 

Jim Atkins
Jim Atkins performed on WLS under the name 

Tommy Tanner, a name owned by WLS that various 
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performers used. Atkins was from East Tennessee and the 
half brother of Chet Atkins. He was born in a musical 
family; his father was a talented musician and so were his 
two younger brothers, Chester and Lowell. Jim grew up 
on a farm and was a talented guitarist from an early age 
In 1929, when Jim was 13 or 14, his father, angry at farm 
work that hadn’t been done to his satisfaction, kicked Jim 
out of their home. His step-mother gave him money she 
had saved and Jim went to Central City, Nebraska, where 
his Uncle owned a farm. His uncle took him to radio 
station KMMJ where Jim auditioned and was hired. In 
1933, Atkins joined George Morris’s big band in Kansas 
City on WHB where he was a vocalist and played rhythm 
guitar. 

In 1935, Jim Atkins joined WLS where he performed 
old time favorites like “Bury Me Beneath the Willow” and 
“New River Train.” Jim did not want to be identified as 
a country singer because “Everybody looked down their 
noses at hillbillies,” he said. “But the odd thing about it 
was the country music boys who were making the money! 
And the modern boys were eating hamburgers, when and 
if they could buy one” (Shaughnessy, 67).  

Jim Atkins met Les Paul after he admired Paul’s Gibson 
Super 400 sitting in a corner and asked who owned it. Jim 
had wanted to meet Rhubarb Red and when they met they 
clicked; few people knew that Rhubarb Red and Les Paul 
were the same person. Atkins was a fan of Les Paul’s jazz 
playing and the two wanted to leave the country field so, 
with Jim’s friend Ernie Newton on bass, the formed a trio. 
Jim played rhythm and sang with a voice reminiscent of 
Bing Crosby, the most popular singer of the 1930s.
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Linda Parker 
Tragedy struck the WLS family when, on August 3, 

1935, Linda Parker was stricken with acute appendicitis 
during a show in Elkhart, Indiana. She was rushed to a 
hospital in Mishawaka where she died on August 12 from 
peritonitis. 

Recordings in Chicago: 1935
The Prairie Ramblers moved to New York for two 

years and during that time became a hot band, influenced 
by jazz. The first recording session for the Prairie Ramblers 
in 1935 was on February 14 and they recorded a number 
of songs during that period, including some off-color 
numbers written by Bob Miller as the Sweet Violet Boys. 
Mac and Bob also recorded in New York during the first 
part of 1935. 

In Chicago, the Three Little Maids recorded “When 
I Grow Too Old To Dream,” on May 3 but it was not 
released. 

In June, ARC, under the direction of Art Satherley, 
set up recording sessions. On June 14, the Hoosier Hot 
Shots recorded “You May Belong To Somebody Else, But 
I Love You Just the Same,” “Black-Eyed Susan Brown,” 
“This Is The Chorus,” “Down In the Valley,” “Ha-Cha-
Nan (The Daughter of San),” “Shake Your Feet,” ”Meet 
Me By The Ice House Lizzie” and “Back in Indiana.” 

The next day Pie Plant Pete recorded “Prairie Moon” 
and the following day recorded “Think Of Mother All The 
Time,” “Farming By The Fire,” and “I’m Going Back To 
‘Tucky.” That same day Louis Massey and the Westerners 
recorded “Sweet Mama Tree Top Tall,” “Where The 
Morning Glories Grow,” “Dogging The Bow” and “The 
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Little Wooden Whistle Wouldn’t Whistle.” 
On Friday, August 16, 1935, Patsy Montana and the 

Prairie Ramblers were in New York where Patsy, backed 
by Tex Atchison, Chick Hurt, Salty Holmes and Jack 
Taylor of the Prairie Ramblers, recorded “I Want To Be a 
Cowboy’s Sweetheart.” It became the first million selling 
record by a female country artist. She had done a test 
recording of the song on February 14 that was not issued. 

Another set of sessions was set up for the fall in 
Chicago. On October 28, the Hoosier Hot Shots recorded 
“Limehouse Blues,” “I Can’t Give You Anything But 
Love,” “San,” “Everybody Stomp,” “Bow Wow Blues,” 
“Them Hill-Billies Are Mountain Williams Now” and 
“Virginia Blues.” That same day, the Prairie Ramblers 
were back in Chicago and recorded “Take Me Back To 
My Boots and Saddle,” “Down By The Old Mill Stream,” 
and “The Oregon Trail,” the last two as the Sweet Violet 
Boys. 

The next day, Jimmie and Eddie Dean recorded “My 
Herdin’ Song,” “Get Along Little Dogies” and ”Barefoot 
Days.” On October 30 they recorded “That Little Boy 
Of Mine,” “Who’s That Calling?,” “The Oregon Trail,” 
“We’re Saying Goodbye” and “Seven More Days.”

On October 30, Lulu Belle and Scotty recorded 
“Sugar Babe,” “Tildy Johnson,” ”Madam I’ve Come to 
Marry You,” “Get Along Home Cindy,” “The Farmer’s 
Daughter” and “Prisoner At The Bar.” That same day the 
Prairie Ramblers recorded “Roll Along Prairie Moon,” 
“Red Sails In The Sunset,” “Ridin’ Down The Canyon”—
all as the Sweet Violet Boys. The next day they recorded 
“On Treasure Island” and “Put On Your Old Grey Bonnet” 
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again as the Sweet Violet Boys. 
November 1 was a full day of recording. Jimmie and 

Eddie Dean recorded “Red Sails In The Sunset,” “There’s 
An Old Family Album In The Parlor,” “Roll Along Prairie 
Moon” and “Golden Barefoot Days” and JossieEllers 
(probably Josie of The Cumberland Ridge Runners) 
recorded “The Old Maid” and was backed by Karl and 
Harty. 

Karl and Harty, backed by Slim Miller and Tex 
Atchison, recorded “There’ll Come a Time,” “Two 
Babes” (both unissued) and “There’s a Beautiful Home,” 
“My Blue Eyed Boy” and “Friendless And Sad.” The 
Hilltoppers, comprised of Doyne “Don” Wilson, Jimmy 
Atkins (as Tom Tanner) and Ernie Newton recorded “Me 
And My Burro,” “Mountain Boy,” “’Tis Sweet To Be 
Remembered” and “Following The Stars.” Christine Smith 
recorded “Chime Bells” and “Longing To Hear The train 
Whistle Blow,” both unissued. 

On November 2, the Hoosier Hot Shots recorded 
“I Like Bananas Because They Have No Bones,” “Jam 
Making Time,”  “Where You Going Honey,” “They Go 
Wild, Simply Wild Over Me” and “At The Old Maid’s 
Ball.” Uncle Ezra and the Hoosier Hot Shots. Recorded 
“Ida! (Sweet As Apple Cider).”

On December 5, Gene Autry was back in Chicago 
where, backed by Frankie Marvin and Art Davis, he 
recorded “My Old Saddle Pal,” “Ridin’ The Range,” 
“The End of the Trail,” “Don’t Waste Your Tears On 
Me” and “You’re The Only Star (In My Blue Heaven).” 

On December 9, Red Foley did his first recording of 
“Old Shep” as well as “Yodeling Radio Joe,” “Headin’ 
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Back To Texas” and “Sing Me A Hill-Billy Ballad.” 
On Christmas Eve, Gene Autry recorded “Mexicali 

Rose.” 

Western Music on the National Barn Dance
Western music was so popular that WLS planned 

an hour of cowboy songs on their broadcast on Saturday 
night, September 26, 1936. According to Stand By, the 
publication of WLS, the opening tune will be “Pony Boy” 
by the entire ensemble followed by “Leather Britches” by 
the Hayloft Band. Lulu Belle and Scotty will then sing 
“Old Chisholm Trail,” the Hoosier Hot Shots will perform 
“Horse With the Lavender Eyes,” Sally Foster will sing 
“Home in Wyoming” and the Maple City Four with the 
Novelodeons will perform “I’m an Old Cowhand.” “All 
Day on the Prairie” will be performed by Henry Burr 
while Uncle Ezra, the Octette and Verne, Lee & Mary 
will sing “I’m a Wild and Woolly Cowboy from the West 
Side of Town.” The concluding number will be “Cowboy’s 
Lament,” performed by the Ranch Boys, accompanied by 
the ensemble (“Cowboy Barn Dance.”). 

On November 14, 1936, Stand By reported the “Six 
Favorite Hayloft Songs” heard on WLS and the National 
Barn Dance were “Take Me Back to Renfro Valley,” 
“Old Shep,” “Bury Me Beneath the Willow,” “My Pretty 
Quadroon,” “Montana Plains,” “That Little Boy of 
Mine,” “Little Black Moustache,” and “Yellow Rose of 
Texas” (“The Old Hayloft”) .  

In 1936  Lulu Belle was voted “Radio Queen” in a 
poll by Radio Guide magazine. 

The DeZurick Sisters 
The DeZurick sisters, Mary Jane (born February 1, 
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1917) and Carolyn (born December 24, 1918) in Royalton, 
Minnesota, joined the National Barn Dance in November, 
1936. The sisters came from a musical family of seven; 
their father, Joe, played fiddle, their five sisters sang and 
played the guitar and their brother, Jerry, played accordion 
and guitar. They were inspired by the sounds of the birds 
and animals around them, which led to them singing high, 
haunting yodels and yips. 

The DeZurick Sisters won a number of talent contests 
in Minnesota and a representative from the WLS Artists 
Bureau heard them and invited them to Chicago and the 
National Barn Dance. 

In 1937 they performed as The Cackle Sisters on the 
Checkerboard Time radio show sponsored by Purina Mills. 

The Rock Creek Wranglers and Sunshine Sue 
The Rock Creek Wranglers were the Rock Creek 

Rangers before they joined WLS in October, 1936. The 
group was comprised of John (bass) and Sue Workman 
(accordion), and two of John’s brothers, Sam (guitar) and 
George (fiddle). 

Mary Arlene Higdon was born in Kesauqua, Iowa on 
November 12, 1912. She met John Workman when both 
played trumpet in the high school band; she was 13 and he 
was 17 and they married in 1930 after both had finished 
school. They formed a band, the Rock Creek Ramblers 
with John’s brothers and performed on KRNT in Des 
Moines, Iowa and then on WHAS in Louisville before 
they landed at WLS. 

Mary, known as Sunshine Sally, was the band’s 
vocalist and emcee. Since WLS had two performers named 
Sally, Sunshine Sally became Sunshine Sue. After their 
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stint at WLS, the Rock Creek Wranglers moved to WLW 
in Cincinnati and then at WRVA in Richmond, Virginia, 
where she founded the Old Dominion Barn Dance. 

Recordings in Chicago: 1936
The year 1936 started with a series of recordings in 

Chicago. On January 20, Doc Hopkins recorded “Old 
Fiddler Joe,” ”Ducky Daddy,” “Empty Cradle,” “The 
Range In The Sky,” “Fourteen Little Puppies,” “On The 
Hills Over There” and “The Old Cross Roads” and Karl 
and Harty recorded “No Place To Pillow My Head,” “We 
Buried Her Beneath The Willow Ridge,” “I’m S-A-V-
E-D,” “Song Of the Blind” and “I Need the Prayers of 
Those I Love.” 

The next day Patsy Montana, backed by the Prairie 
Ramblers, recorded “Sweetheart Of The Saddle,” “Where 
The Sage Brush Billows Roll” and “The She Buckaroo.” 
The Prairie Ramblers recorded “When The Sage Brush 
Billows Roll,” “The Music Goes Round and Around,” 
“Weary Little Pony,” “Just Come On In” and “Precious 
Sonny Boy.” 

On February 26 the Hoosier Hot Shots recorded 
“Wah-Hoo!,” “At the DarktownStruters’ Ball,” “Nobody’s 
Sweetheart,” “Stay Out Of The South,” “I Like Mountain 
Music” and “You’re Driving Me Crazy (What Did I 
Do?).” 

Another series of recording occurred in the spring. On 
March 4, Karl and Harty recorded “No Need To Pillow 
My Head,” “I Need The Prayers Of Those I Love” and 
“We Buried Her Beneath The Willow , which was the 
Ridge Runner’s tribute to Linda Parker. That same day, 
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Doc Hopkins recorded “Nobody’s Darling But Mine” and 
“Cabin Just Over The Hill.” 

On March 23, the Prairie Ramblers were in Chicago 
and recorded “Sweet Violets,” “Sweet Birds,” “She Come 
Rolling Down The Mountain” and “Old Rocket.” Two 
days later they recorded “Put On An Old Pair of Boots 
(and Saddle Up)” and “Woman’s Answer to Nobody’s 
Darling” and backed Patsy Montana on “The Wheel Of 
The Wagon IS Broken,” “Lone Star” and “Give Me A 
Home In Montana.” 

On April 29, The Prairie Ramblers recorded “Woman’s 
Answer To Nobody’s Darling” because their first recording 
had been rejected. 

On March 30, the Hoosier Hot Shots recorded “Hold 
‘ErEb’ner” and the Hoosier Hot Shots recorded  “Pick 
That Bass.” 

Red Foley recorded four songs on March 31 and the 
Prairie Rambler recorded on April 29. Patsy Montana and 
the Prairie Ramblers recorded on May 13 and on May 20, 
Rhubarb Red recorded four songs. Patsy Montana and the 
Prairie Ramblers recorded on May 26 and 28. 

On June 15, the Hoosier Hot Shots recorded ten songs: 
“Take Me Out To The Ball Game,” “Bye Bye Blues,” 
“Somebody Loves Me,” “I’ll Soon Be Rolling Home,” 
“Ain’t She Sweet,” “Is It True What They Say About 
Dixie,” “I Wish I Could Shimmy Like My Sister Kate,” 
“It Ain’t Nobody’s Biz’ness What I Do,” “No More” and 
“Some of These Days.” 

The Prairie Ramblers recorded on June 26 and July 
3 and 17, Karl and Harty recorded on July 10, and the 
Hoosier Hot Shots recorded eight songs on August 3, 



– 280 –

International Country Music Journal 2019

“Ah Woo! Ah Woo! To You,” and more on October 5, 
doing “That’s What I Learned in College,” “Margie,” 
“Alexander’s Ragtime Band,” “Hot Lips,” “Shake Yur 
Dogs,” “Sweet Sue—Just You” and “Too, Toot, Tootsie, 
Goo’bye.” 

The Prairie Ramblers recorded on August 9 and on 
September 23, Tex Owens—The Texas Ranger, recorded 
ten songs including “Cattle Call.” 

The Hilltoppers recorded five songs as the Wee Wee 
Three on October 9 and the next day Doc Hopkins recorded 
nine songs,  Patsy Montana and the Prairie Ramblers 
recorded five songs on October 13 and another song on 
the 22nd. The Prairie Ramblers recorded on October 5 
and 22 and the Hoosier Hot Shots recorded on November 
17 and 20. 

On December 8, the Crowder Family, comprised 
of brothers Clovis, Warren, Olfa and Ortive recorded 14 
songs and on December 9 an additional four. 

Barn Dance Stars: 1937
According to an audience poll in 1937, the biggest 

stars at the National Barn Dance were  Lulu Belle and 
Scotty, Arkie the Arkansas Woodchopper and the Prairie 
Ramblers. 

Lily May Ledford 
Lily May Ledford was born in Powell County, 

Kentucky on March 17, 1917, the seventh of 14 children 
born to Daw White Ledford, a tenant farmer, and Stella 
May Tacket. She grew up 50 miles east of Lexington and 
her father taught her to play the banjo in a claw hammer 
style when she was young and by 12 she had learned to play 
the fiddle. Her mother sang old songs and gospel hymns. 
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Lily May loved to play traditional dance tunes and 
won a music competition at Mount Vernon, Kentucky 
in 1936. She formed a group, The Red River Ramblers 
with her brother Cayen and played for square dances. She 
joined WLS but did not stay long. 

On October 9, 1937, Lily May made her debut on 
the Renfro Valley Barn as a member of the Coon Creek 
Girls, a group formed by  John Lair, who recruited her 
to the National Barn Dance and signed her to a five year 
management contract. The Coon Creek Girls featured 
Lilly May on banjo and vocals, her sister Rosie on guitar, 
Evelyn Daisy Lange on bass and Esther Violet Koehler 
on mandolin. That was the first all-female string band  
on radio. 

John Lair Forms The Renfro Valley Barn Dance and Leaves WLS 
Although WLS in Chicago became known for their 

western performers who wore western clothing and sang 
western songs, Music Director John Lair disliked the 
cowboy image and wanted a “down home” program for 
country performers. WLS had always insisted that its 
country music was not southern but “prairie ballads.” 
Lair feared the cowboy music trend was removing country 
music too far from its folk roots, so, with Red Foley and 
Whitey Ford (“The Duke of Paducah),” he left WLS with 
the Cumberland Ridge Runners and began The Renfro 
Valley Barn Dance on October 9, 1937. 

Lair had long dreamed of going back to Renfro Valley, 
Kentucky, where he was raised and where he had warm 
memories, and establish a barn dance there. It was, he felt, 
time to do that. 
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The loss of John Lair was a huge loss for WLS and the 
National Barn Dance. It meant the loss of the Kentucky 
connection and “cost the station Lair’s flair for successful, 
rural-style showmanship, his business acumen, and a 
personality that rural Southern performers and audiences 
instinctively trusted” (Henderson, 34).  

Those who left with Lair were Red Foley, Slim Miller, 
Hugh Cross, Girls of the Golden West, Lily May Ledford, 
Whitey Ford (The Duke of Paducah), Jerry Byrd, Walter 
and Bill Brown (known as the Drifting Pioneers), the 
Owens Sisters and the Mountain Rangers (Guy Blakeman, 
Jerry Behren and Roland Gaines) and square dancers 
the Norwood Hoedowners. Lair cast Margaret Lillie as 
“A’ntIdy.” 

The facilities in Renfro Valley were not ready when 
Lair started his program, so the first broadcasts originated 
from the Cincinnati Music Hall over WLW in that city. 
At the Renfro Barn Dance, He organized the Coon Creek 
Girls, the first all-woman string band, around the talents 
of Lily May Ledford.

Another key musician who left WLS in 1937 was Tex 
Atchison, the left-handed fiddler for the Prairie Ramblers, 
who moved to California and became a session musician 
there and appeared in a number of singing cowboys 
movies, most with Charles Starrett. He was replaced by 
Alan Crockett. 

Recordings in Chicago
Chicago was the site of multiple recording sessions 

by Barn Dance acts in 1937. In January, the Hoosier Hot 
Shots, Doc Hopkins, Karl &Harty, Patsy Montana and 
the Prairie Ramblers all had sessions. 
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In March there were recording sessions for the Prairie 
Ramblers and Patsy Montana Patsy and the Prairie Ramblers 
had a session in May as well as Romaine Lowdermilk and 
Gene Autry. In June it was Autry and in July the Prairie 
Ramblers recorded again. 

Chicago 1938 
In 1938 Les Paul had a staff position at WJJD and 

performed as both country singer Rhubarb Red and jazz 
musician Les Paul. He arranged for a WLS booking agent 
to put him, Jim Atkins and Ernie Newton on a tour that 
went to upstate New York, where he left the tour and with 
his trio moved to New York where he started his jazz and 
pop career with Fred Warring. 

In 1939 , Louise Massey and the Westerners left WLS 
for Hollywood where they appeared in the Tex Ritter film, 
Where the Buffalo Roam and several shorts for Paramount. 
They moved back to Chicago and WLS in 1939 where 
they appeared on the daytime “Plantation Party” show, 
broadcast on NBC. This show also featured Red Foley 
and Whitey Ford (“The Duke of Paducah”). From 1941 to 
1945 they were stars on the “Reveille Roundup Program” 
on NBC.

Recordings in Chicago: 1938
During 1938 there were recording sessions for the 

Prairie Ramblers and the Hoosier Hot Shots in February, 
the Prairie Ramblers and Hoosier Hot Shots and Patsy 
Montana in September and October, and in November and 
December there were sessions for the Prairie Ramblers, 
Patsy Montana, the Hoosier Hot Shots and the DeZurick 
sisters, who recorded six songs. 



– 284 –

International Country Music Journal 2019

Burridge Butler: 1939: 
By 1939 The Prairie Farmer magazine featured  

advertisements for fencing, fertilizer and machines. 
Almost all editorial content was local and written by staff 
members and the issues averaged 32 pages with as many 
as 55 pictures. During the Depression years WLS showed 
consistent profits with  WLS paying stockholders dividends 
of 12 percent annually. The organization had assets of over 
$500,000. 

Burridge Butler had outlasted his competition but he 
had changed. The “proud, ramrod-straight young man 
standing six-feet-four had become slightly gnarled,” said 
his biographer, James Evans. Butler was “big, but not fat, 
he still was built like a boxer with long arms, wide shoulders 
and upper torso tapering down to a narrower waist. He still 
darkened doorways when he entered, sometimes having to 
hunch. But those broad shoulders, now slightly rounded, 
topped a long spinal column that was beginning to cause 
almost constant pain. Legs that had long supported more 
than 200 pounds were becoming unsteady. By now he 
walked rather heavily” (Evans, 5). 

Butler’s “dark hair had whitened and largely 
disappeared from the top of his head, except for a sparse 
forelock that he parted to the right. Glasses with round gold 
frames accented the roundness of his face, seeming almost 
too small for the features surrounding them and making 
his nose and long ears even bigger by comparison. His 
dress, long ago improved by a wife with fashionable taste, 
was conservative, yet somehow often rumpled” (Evans, 6).  

Butler spent the winters in Arizona and was “so 
perpetually restless that even a 80 year old farm paper had 
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little chance to grow stale”  His favorite plea as “Let’s start 
something!” (Evans, 232  Evans). 

Arizona was a second retirement for Butler and a form 
of arthritis had begun to bother him while Mrs. Butler had 
a respiratory ailment. They settled on an estate of one and 
a half acres in Phoenix, about ten miles northwest of the 
downtown area. 

Butler “tore down an existing home on his estate and 
replaced it with an adobe-type structure of southwestern 
colonial style with tile floors and beam rafters. A massive 
iron gate from a railroad company greeted visitors at the 
entrance.” His home was known as  CasaDavenal. The 
downstairs in his home was filled with furniture he brought 
from Mexico. 

He bought radio station KOY and had “an immense 
capacity to love but no children upon which to lavish it, a 
man proud of  the Butler name in publishing and crushed 
at the thought of having it vanish.” 

Butler “might have been a different person if he had 
had children,” said his biographer, “for perhaps they 
would have re-channeled his drives, calmed him or, 
conversely even heightened his frustration because he was 
so demanding and domineering. In any case, the fathering 
instinct was one of the most persistent forces within him, 
a force which seem to help account for much of what 
Prairie Farmer, WLS and other enterprises did under his 
ownership” (Evans, 249)  

In 1939: the Prairie Famer had a circulation of over 
300,000 (Evans, 4).

Dale Evans 
Dale Evans, the future “Queen of the West” moved 
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to Chicago in 1939 as a Big Band singer. She had married 
Robert Dale Butts and Butts worked as an arranger for 
NBC while Dale sang with the Jay Mills’ Orchestra at 
the Edgewater Beach Hotel. She then obtained a job 
with the Anson Weeks Orchestra, and toured throughout 
the Midwest and West Coast with that group. She also 
performed in the supper clubs at the Blackstone, Sherman 
and Drake Hotels. She sang on WWBM Radio and on 
network shows for NBC and CBS and had her own show, 
“That Gal From Texas,” broadcast over CBS. 

Dale Evans was living in Chicago in 1940 when 
she received a telegram “out of the blue one afternoon” 
inviting her to come to Hollywood for a screen test. She 
did and was signed by Twentieth Century Fox so she and 
her family moved to Hollywood in 1940. After several 
small parts in movies, she became a featured singer on 
the “Chase and Sanborn Show” on network radio, which 
featured Edgar Bergen and Charlie McCarthy with Don 
Ameche and Jimmy Durante. 

Through her Hollywood agents, Dale Evans was 
brought to the attention of Herbert Yates, head of 
Republic Pictures, home of the singing cowboys. In 1943 
Dale Evans signed with Republic and her first film was 
Swing Your Partner with Lulu Belle and Scotty, two stars of 
the WLS Barn Dance in Chicago. She then appeared in 
Hoosier Holiday, West Side Kid, Here Comes Elmer and her first 
western War of the Wildcats (also known as In Old Oklahoma) 
starring John Wayne. In 1944 she appeared in her first 
movie with Roy Rogers, The Cowboy and the Senorita.; she 
would star in twenty-eight films with Rogers.  
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Changes at the Barn Dance 
By 1939, the National Barn Dance had a staff orchestra 

of union card carrying violinists—not fiddlers—who were 
on stage for at least half of the NBC network segment of 
the show, which began and ended with big production 
numbers featuring the Hayloft Chorus. Square dance 
calling was relegated to a symbolic and transitional role. 

The Barn Dance was still a big draw for rural audiences 
in Chicagoland; in September about 60,000 from 15 
states came to see the troupe perform in a public park 
in Noblesville, Indiana for a Sunday picnic that featured 
WLS’s Little Brown Church of the Air as well as Patsy 
Montana, Maple City Four, the Hoosier Sod Busters and 
Little Genevieve. 

During 1939 there were recording sessions in Chicago 
for the Prairie Ramblers, Patsy Montana, the Hoosier Hot 
Shots, Lulu Belle & Scotty, Bob Atcher (with Bob and 
Randall Atcher and Bonnie Blue Eyes), Louise Massey 
and the Westerners and the Sons of the Ozarks. 

Chicago 1940
In 1940 the favorite artists on WLS, according a 

readers poll, were Red Foley, the Prairie Ramblers, Grace 
Wilson, Lulu Belle & Scotty, Pat Buttram, the Cumberland 
Ridge Runners, Louise Massey and the Westerners, Mac 
and Bob, the Maple City Four, the Hoosier Hot Shots, 
Doc Hopkins, Patsy Montana and Arkie the Arkansas 
Woodchopper. 

In March, 1940, Red Foley returned to WLS, where 
he remained during the World War II years. 

In 1940 Fred Kirby came to the National Barn Dance 
from North Carolina. 
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James Petrillo was elected head of the national 
musicians union and  declared that phonograph records 
and electrical disk transcriptions (“canned music”) were 
a threat to live performances, which would be swept 
away by radio. Thousands of musicians had already been 
thrown out of work by the movies and Petrillo predicted 
a “tidal wave” of canned music would soon replace live 
musicians on radio. Petrillo and the Chicago musicians 
union demanded that on each live performance a certain 
number of card carrying union members had to be present. 

At WBBM in Chicago, the studio orchestra was 
conducted by Caesar Petrillo, James Petrillo’s younger 
brother. 

Sons of the Pioneers 
Although the Sons of the Pioneers were never 

members of WLS or the National Barn Dance, they spent 
an important part of their career in Chicago. In July, 1940, 
the Sons of the Pioneers began a national tour that ended 
in Chicago where they became regulars on the “Uncle 
Ezra” program on NBC. 

The Sons of the Pioneers and their families lived 
in Chicago during the time they were on Uncle Ezra’s 
Radio Show. While in Chicago, they recorded almost 200 
songs with NBC’s Orthacoustic Recording Division for a 
transcription series, which was completed in August, 1940 
and released as “Symphonies of the Sage.” Credits on the 
transcriptions included “Produced by Roy Rogers, Inc.” 
Members of the Sons of the Pioneers during that time were 
Tim Spencer, Bob Nolan and Lloyd Perryman on vocals, 
Karl and Hugh Farr on guitar and fiddle, respectively, and 
Pat Brady on bass. 

In September, 1941, they returned to California. 
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Recordings in Chicago: 1940
The Hoosier Hot Shots, Bob Atcher& Bonnie Blue 

Eyes,, the Prairie Ramblers, Karl &Harty, Louise Massey 
and the Westerners, Patsy Montana, Mac and Bob, the 
Hoosier Rangers recorded in Chicago during 1940 

Chicago Country: 1940s
By the start of 1941 there had been a number of changes 

in the Prairie Ramblers. They had become a hot band, 
capable of playing jazz as well as old time songs. In 1938, 
Tex Atchison left for California and was replaced by Alan 
Crockett. Salty Holmes left the group and was replaced 
by Kenneth Houchens. Through the years members of the 
Prairie Ramblers included Willie Thawl (clarinet),  Bob 
Long (guitar),  Rusty Gill (guitar),  George Barnes (guitar),  
Wade Ray (fiddle) and  Wally Moore (fiddle).  

In 1941 Karl and Harty returned to the National Barn 
Dance and used the name Cumberland Ridge Runners for 
a quartet that included Doc Hopkins and fiddler Buddy 
McDowell. Eva Overstake, who married Red Foley, began 
recording as Judy Martin for Decca 

During 1941 there were recordings in Chicago by the 
Hoosier Rangers, Bob Atcher, the Hoosier Hot Shots, the 
Prairie Ramblers, Louise Massey and the Westerners, Karl 
&Harty, Red Foley, Doc Hopkins, Arkie the Arkansas 
Woodchopper, Eddie Dean, Shorty McCoy & His Southern 
Playboys and the Sons of the Pioneers, who recorded eight 
songs on March 27. 

WLS, the Barn Dance and World War II
On December 7, 1941, “a date that will live in infamy,” 

the Japanese attacked the American naval fleet at Pearl 
Harbor, bringing the United States into World War II. 
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WLS management quickly set aside 500 seats in the Eighth 
Street Theater for armed services personnel who wanted 
to attend the shows on December 20 and 27. Burridge 
Butler saw an opportunity to increase the popularity of 
the National Barn Dance while serving the nation during 
the War through broadcasting patriotic messages and 
mobilizing WLS listeners to get involved in the War effort 
through the purchase of bonds, which is how the United 
States financed the War. 

Burridge inspired Barn Dance entertainers and 
listeners to participate in bond drives where entertainers 
performed and sold bonds. The Barn Dance required the 
purchase of a war bond as admittance to the show on 
several occasions. 

There were drives to collect scrap metal, paper and 
rubber and performers and listeners were encouraged to 
plant Victory Gardens which grew vegetables for home 
consumption. During the War, the Hoosier Hot Shots, 
Connie and Bonnie Linder, Grace Wilson, Doc Hopkins 
and his band, Red Foley and his family, the DeZurick 
Sisters, Arkie the Arkansas Woodchopper and Ted Morris, 
who performed as Otto or Little Genevieve, planted 
vegetable gardens. 

Troops based in Chicago received special treatment on 
Saturday nights and Barn Dance performers entertained 
troops at military bases through the Midwestern United 
Service Organization (USO). 

In January, 1942, the Barn Dance line-up on Saturday 
night featured Julian Bentley with “News” from 6:30 to 
6:45 p.m., then it was City Cousins, sponsored by Quaker 
Full O’Pepe;  Louise Massey and the Westerners sponsored 
by Pinex; the Barn Dance Party sponsored by Keystone 
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Steel & Wire at 7:30; the National Barn Dance sponsored 
by Alka Seltzer at 8; The Murphy Jamboree sponsored by 
Murphey Products at 9;  and 101 Years on the Prairie 
at 9:30 before Commentary by Julian Bentley as the first 
Hayloft audience moved out and a new audience moved in. 

At 10 p.m. the second show began with the Hayloft 
Frolic, sponsored by Mantle Lamp; at 10:15 the WLS Barn 
Dance was featured until 12 midnight. 

The Barn Dance was structured around a theme from 
its beginning and during the War years that theme was 
often patriotic. For example, on the network broadcast on 
January 24, 1942 the theme was a musical salute to the 
allies of the United States (Daniel, “Music.” (80). 

In March, the Alka-Seltzer portion of the Barn Dance 
could be heard on shortwave radio over WRCA and NBC’s 
international stations, and the Westinghouse station WBOS, 
which gave the Barn Dance an international audience. 

Beginning on July 4, the National Barn Dance show 
on the network was reduced from an hour to a half hour 
because Alka-Seltzer wanted to reduce its advertising 
budget. 

During the summer of 1942 scrap metal drives led 
farmers in Chicagoland to bring in old farm machinery 
and household items. At a show in Normal, Illinois, tickets 
could be purchased with scrap material and 750 listeners 
brought 600,000 pounds of scrap metal and nearly 60,000 
pounds of scrap rubber. During the war Band Dance 
entertainers and personnel were responsible for over three 
million pounds of scrap metal, rubber and paper, leading 
the United States War Production Board to issue a Citation 
to WLS—the only radio station to receive that honor. 



– 292 –

International Country Music Journal 2019

During the War years, Bradley Kincaid re-joined WLS 
and the Barn Dance and Lucille Overstake began her solo 
career as Jenny Lou Carson. 

In September, the U.S. Army took over the Eighth 
Street Theater and the Barn Dance was held in the Chicago 
Civic Theater for a year. 

At the end of November, the WLS Artist  Bureau 
announced that Barn Dance performers had appeared in 
127 fairs and expositions during the year. 

On December 5, almost exactly a year after the 
bombing of Pearl Harbor, the Barn Dance had the theme 
of “Red, White and Blue” to celebrate “I Am an American 
Day” and performers did the fiddle tune “Soldier’s Joy,” 
there was a banjo rendition of “Stars and Stripes Forever” 
and Lulu Belle and Scotty performed “Soldier, Will You 
Marry Me?” (Daniel, “Music”  81) 

During World War II patriotic and war-related songs 
were added to the repertoires of Barn Dance performers. 
The Dinning Sisters sang “You’ll Never Be Blue in a 
Blue Uniform” and “Three Thousand One Hundred and 
Twenty-One Miles Away,” banjoist Eddie Peabody played 
“Yankee Doodle Dandy” and “Stars and Stripes Forever” 
and the Barn Dance chorus and orchestra performed 
patriotic songs such as “Our Old USA,” “Marching Along 
Together,” “Roll On, USA,” and “Marching Along to 
Victory.” The Hoosier Hot Shots sang “She’s Got a Great 
Big Army of Friends,” “K.P. Serenade” and “She Was a 
Washout in the Blackout” (Daniel, “Music,” 81).   

During 1942, the first full year of World War II there 
were only eight recording session held in Chicago; artists 
who recorded were Bob Atcher, the Hoosier Rangers, 



– 293 –

International Country Music Journal 2019

Louise Massey and the Westerners, Karl &Harty, Eddie 
Dean and the Hoosier Hot Shots. 

Burridge Butler became concerned that WLS artists 
who became famous nationally were causing the Barn 
Dance to lose “the friendliness, sincerity and simplicity 
of a midwestern rural barn dance or barn warming.” In 
1943 he confided that “the Barn Dance is my adopted 
baby and I love it, but it is being buffeted around by ‘show 
people’…and is dominated too much by the vaudeville and 
the commercial spirit” (Evans 230). 

In 1940 Patsy Montana moved to St. Louis then, in 
February, 1941, to San Antonio, then to Hollywood at the 
end of 1941, where she sang on KNX. In October, 1942, 
she moved back to Chicago to sing on WJJD, then re-
joined WLS in January, 1943. 

The Linder Sisters—19-year old Connie and 17-year 
old Bonnie—joined WLS in January, 1943. The Nebraska 
natives had worked at radio stations in Shenandoah, Iowa 
and Yankton, South Dakota before they joined WLS, 
where they were billed as twins, although they weren’t. 
They were sometimes referred to as the Sunbonnet Girls. 

The Corn Crackers and the Blue Grass boys joined 
the WLS Barn Dance in late 1943. The Corn Crackers 
came from KMMJ in Grand Island, Nebraska and original 
members were Jim Colvard (steel), Jim Cottrell (guitar), 
Lee Lunsford (bass) and Georgia Brown (fiddle). Their 
line-up changed when guitarist Eli Haney replaced Cottrell 
and Joe Maphis became the group’s fiddler after Brown 
departed. The Blue Grass Boys were comprised of Chuck 
Swain, guitar, and Langdon Howe on accordion, banjo 
and guitar; Swain came to Chicago from WLAV in Grand 
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Rapids, Michigan while Howe had been in Chattanooga 
with WAPO. (Daniel, “Music” 76).

In September, 1943, the National Barn Dance was 
back in the Eighth Street Theater. 

ABC buys NBC Blue Network 
NBC had two networks, NBC Red and NBC Blue; 

the Barn Dance was broadcast over the Blue network. 
In February, 1944, the NBC Blue network was sold by 
NBC to a firm that renamed it the American Broadcasting 
Company (ABC). NBC Blue was an affiliate of WLS and 
rumors began within WLS that the station would be sold to 
ABC, which had approached Butler about a sale. Employee 
morale suffered and the staff felt that a sale would result 
in a housecleaning of current employees although Glenn 
Snyder, Vice President and General Manager of WLS 
announced that “WLS is not for sale.” ABC made no 
secret that they wanted to buy the station and have it their 
Chicago affiliate. 

Even the good news that Miles Laboratories and Alka-
Selter, which sponsored the National Barn Dance, had 
renewed their sponsorship for the next year did not stop 
the worry and concern by the Barn Dance cast and crew.  

On April 15, 1944, the theme of the Barn Dance 
show was “Victory Gardens and the cast came on stage 
“carrying hoes, rakes, spades and other garden tools” 
wearing “overalls, straw hats, and sunbonnets” and sang 
the songs “Get Out and Dig, Dig Dig” and “Plant a Little 
Garden in Your Own Backyard” (Daniel, “Music” 81)

In mid-1944, the Jones sisters, Judie and Julie joined 
WLS. They were natives of  West Virginia and were on 
stations in Charleston, West Virginia and Cincinnati, 
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Ohio. During the fall, the Sage Riders, led by navy veteran 
Curley Miller joined WLS. In the group were Miller, who 
had worked as singer, announcer and program emcee on 
KDKA in Pittsburgh and various other stations, his wife 
Harriet and the sister act of Dolores and Pauline Kendall. 

National Barn Dance Movie
The film, The National Barn Dance by Paramount 

premiered on October 14, 1944 at the Eighth Street 
Theater. WLS performers who appeared in the film were 
Pat Buttram, the Hoosier Hot Shots, the Dinning Sisters, 
Lulu Belle and Scotty, Arkie and Joe Kelly. During the 
premier, the film was shown twice, from 8:30-9:45 and 
10:15 to 11:30 so audiences could see the movie as part 
of the regular Barn Dance Show. It was a festive occasion 
and there were searchlights outside lighting up the sky, just 
like they did in Hollywood for a premier. 

The troupe had left for Hollywood after their Saturday 
night broadcast on November 13 that featured a going 
away party and remained in California for six weeks. 

Rex Allen 
Rex Allen was the biggest star on WLS from 1945 to 

1949, earning $75,000 a year during his time there until 
he went west to Hollywood and became the last singing 
cowboy star. He made his debut on the Barn Dance on 
June 2, 1945. 

Rex Elvie Allen grew up on a ranch about four miles 
outside Willcox, Arizona and about 85 miles east of Tucson. 
Rex’s father, Horace Allen, was a fiddler who played for 
dances in and around Willcox. He bought Rex a guitar 
from Sears when the youngster was 11 years old; the idea 
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was for Rex to accompany his father’s fiddling but soon 
the boy began to sing. 

After finishing high school, Rex moved to Phoenix 
where he landed a job at KOY in 1934; a brief foray into 
riding in rodeos ended when a spill from a bull sent him 
back on stage singing. 

In 1939 Rex won a statewide talent contest and 
began a career on radio with WTTM in Trenton, N.J., 
then joined WCAU in Philadelphia where he played fiddle 
and sang harmony with the Sleepy Hollow Gang. In the 
summer of 1944, he did shows at country music parks, 
where he met stars such as Lulu Belle and Scotty from 
The National Barn Dance and Roy Acuff from the Grand 
Ole Opry. Allen auditioned for the Opry in 1944 but was 
turned down became the show had just hired Eddy Arnold. 
He then went to The National Barn Dance where he was 
hired and performed on that show for the next four and a 
half years. 

In 1946 Rex signed with Mercury Records; his first 
chart record, “Afraid,” was on that label and charted in 
1949 after several unsuccessful releases. 

Meanwhile, out in Hollywood at Republic Studios the 
company was still making singing cowboy movies. Their 
newest star, Monte Hale, had done some features but did 
not have the “star appeal” of Gene Autry or Roy Rogers. 
Autry had left the studio in 1947 and it looked like Rogers 
would soon leave (he left in 1951). Republic was hunting 
for the next singing cowboy star and what better place 
to look than WLS in Chicago, the station that had given 
the world Gene Autry, Patsy Montana, Max Terhune, Pat 
Buttram and Louise Massey and the Westerners. Allen 
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auditioned for Herbert Yates and was offered a contract 
with Republic Pictures. 

Rex Allen left Chicago in 1949 for Hollywood, where 
he signed as a contract player--for $300 a week--to 
Republic. His first film, The Arizona Cowboy, was released 
in 1950 and Rex wrote the theme song for the movie, “Too 
Lee Roll Um (I’m an Arizona Cowboy).” Over the next 
four years, Rex starred in 19 singing cowboy movies with 
Republic, with sidekicks in his films such as Slim Pickens, 
Buddy Ebsen and Fuzzy Knight. Rex Allen’s career at 
Republic ended with The Phantom Stallion, released in 1954 
and generally acknowledged to be the last singing cowboy 
movie ever made. 

New Entertainers on the Barn Dance
During 1945 WLS performers were booked on almost 

200 fairs; the leading acts were Lulu Belle and Scotty, Red 
Foley, Otto, and Judie & Julie. 

The Virginia Hams joined WLS in 1945. The trio 
consisted of Ted Morse, a roly-poly trumpet player who 
often put on a ruffled, silken baby dress to portray the 
teddy bear crybaby Little Genevieve, the tall stringbean 
Holly Swanson as Cousin Tilford and musician Jimmie 
James; they performed comedy. 

The Texas Valley Folks, comprised of four handsome 
young men and three attractive young ladies, premiered 
on the early “Smile-A-While” program on May 21; they 
were also on the midday Dinnerbell program and on the 
Barn Dance. 

On July 30, 1945 the Black Hawk Valley Boys, 
comprised of Pete Fall, emcee and comedian; George 
Arthur, guitar; Andy Anderson, accordion; and bassist 
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Penny West joined WLS. They had previously been on the 
“Hoosier Hop” on WOWO in Ford Wayne, Indiana and 
the Midwestern Hayride in Cincinnati on WLW.

A new technology, the Vogue picture disc that featured 
a full color illustration on each side of a 78 rpm record 
premiered during the mid-1940s and Lulu Belle & Scotty 
and Patsy Montana both recorded for the picture disc 
label, which did not last long. 

During 1945, WLS reached 3.5 million homes in 
Illinois, Wisconsin and Indiana alone and the station 
received over a million pieces of mail annually. Twenty-
six stations with the Canadian Broadcasting Corporation 
had begun airing the NBC portion of the show in January 
and there were transcribed portions of the Barn Dance on 
the Armed Forces Radio Service (AFRS). 

Soldiers Return 
Almost 50 artists on WLS had served in the military 

during World War II and in 1945 they began returning home. 
George Goebel, who had served as a flight instructor; Frank 
Messina, accordionist with Dawn Busters and other WLS 
groups; Rusty Gill, who would be re-joining the Prairie 
Ramblers as guitarist and vocalist; banjoist Eddie Peabody; 
Al Rice with the Maple City Four; Frank Kettering of the 
Hoosier Hot Shots; bass player Lee Luinsford, who had 
come to WLS in 1943 with the Corn Crackers; comedian 
Jimmie James; Augie Klein, former member of WLS 
Rangers; and Paul Rose, husband of Patsy Montana and 
one-time booking agent and manager of Mac and Bob, 
had all served. (Evans, 86). 

Post World War II
In 1946, the first full year after World War II, there 
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were articles in the trade magazines Billboard and Variety 
about the possibility of the American Broadcasting 
Company buying WLS and the National Barn Dance. 
Rumors continued to circulate through the cast that their 
days were numbered and morale fluctuated; however, 
Burridge Butler refused to sell. 

The Sackett Sisters, a vocal duo from Wisconsin, 
Donna and Colleen Wilson, billed as the Beaver Valley 
Sweethearts, singer and guitarists Skeeter Bonn from 
Illinois, and Woody Mercer, “a real cowboy from Arizona,” 
all joined WLS in 1946. 

Donald “Red” Blanchard, a former member of Rube 
Tronson’s Texas Cowboys and the Sage Riders also re-
joined WLS. 

Dolph Hewitt 
Adolph Hewitt was born on July 15, 1914 in Washington 

Country, Pennsylvania, between West Findley and Nebo, 
the eldest of nine children. His father was a farmer and 
old-time fiddler and Dolph was first exposed to music at 
square dances. He learned to play the fiddle and, later, the 
guitar and mandolin. He formed a quartet with three of 
his brothers and first appeared on WNBO in Washington, 
Pennsylvania where they won an amateur contest that led 
to a twice a week show. 

After his father died, 16-year old Dolph moved to 
Wheeling, West Virginia and obtained a job with WWVA 
as a fiddler with Frankie Moore and his Log Cabin Gang 
and then joined Shorty Fincher’s Prairie Pals. During 
the next several years, Dolph worked at other stations in 
West Virginia and the Midwest and then at KMOX in St. 
Louis where he was on the ABC Radio Network as part of 
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Pappy Cheshire’s Ozark Champions; at that point, Dolph 
became more known for his singing and guitar playing 
than his fiddling. 

During World War II, Dolph served in the Marine 
Corps in the South Pacific where he saw the American flag 
raised at Iwo Jima. During his time in the Marines, Hewitt 
often entertained the troops. 

After the War, Dolph returned to St. Louis then, in 
January, 1946, joined WLS and the National Barn Dance 
as a member of the Sage Riders.who included, at various 
times, Don 

White, Ray Klein, Red Blanchard, Cy Rowley, Jimmy 
Hutchinson, Wally Moore and Jack Taylor 

 In 1949, he had a top ten country hit with “I Wish I 
Knew” on RCA Victor. 

The Barn Dance on NBC Ends 
The Saturday nights when the Barn Dance was 

broadcast over the NBC network came to an end on 
September 28, 1946. . A major reason was that Red Foley 
left the Barn Dance and joined the Grand Ole Opry in 
Nashville, where he served as host of the Prince Albert 
segment, which was broadcast on NBC.

Beginning October 5, Alka-Seltzer ended its role as 
sponsor. From that point on, the Barn Dance could only 
be heard on WLS. 

The Death of Burridge Butler 
Burridge Butler did not venture into television 

with WLS “because he and his managers believed that 
television—with its confined line-of-sight signal and 
heavy reliance on cigarette and other consumer-oriented 
advertising—simply did not fit their concept of serving farm 
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people. They feared that there would be open criticism 
even if they started or bought a television station and ran 
it as a separate, non-agricultural unit” (Evans, 271). 

On March 23, 1948--less than seven weeks after his 
eightieth birthday—Butler fell backwards during a walk 
in his citrus grove at Casa Davenal. At the hospital, the 
diagnosis was cardiac arrest and a back injury but the 
final diagnosis was uremic poisoning which led to  kidney 
failure. 

Butler remained partially conscious for seven days in 
the hospital and died on the morning of Tuesday, March 
30. The major heirs of his estate were the disadvantaged 
children of Illinois and much of the estate went into the 
Burridge D. Butler Memorial Trust in Chicago. 

Butler’s will, according to Variety, specified that WLS 
could not be sold before 1958 or ten years after his death. 

Trustees for Butler’s estate were Gus Holt, Fred W. 
Orlemann, James Edwards, George Cook, Arthur C. Page 
and Thomas Murphy, all with long-time connections to 
the Prairie Farmer. 

Biggar Returns to WLS
During the Fall of 1948 George Biggar returned to 

WLS as director of the National Barn Dance; he had left 
WLS ten years before for WLW in Cincinnati. Shortly 
after Biggar’s return, the DeZurik Sisters, Doc Hopkins 
and the Prairie Ramblers were presented with eight week 
termination notices. According to Wayne Daniel, “It is 
likely that Biggar’s contract came with a mandate to bring 
in new blood.” The Prairie Ramblers had been a WLS 
fixture since early 1930s. theDeZurik Sisters had been with 
WLS since mid 1930s. and Doc Hopkins had first worked 
at WLS in 1930. 
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 “Although WLS management had a reputation for 
resisting change, officials may have felt that new faces and 
new voices could be more easily sold to postwar sponsors,” 
continued Daniel. Station management lost no time in 
replacing the departing artists (Daniel “Music,” 87).  

Captain Stubby 
In January, 1949, Captain Stubby and His Buccaneers, 

a novelty act, joined WLS and the Barn Dance.
Captain Stubby was Tom Fouts, born November 

24, 1918 in Carroll County, Indiana. He spent a year at 
Indiana Central College in Indianapolis where he formed 
the Rhythm Rustics with a fellow student, Jerry Richards. 
During the summer of 1938, Fouts did comedy and played 
novelty instruments such as a musical hat rack, turned 
toilet seat (Gitarlet) and a washboard with attached horns, 
bells and other gadgets. Gerry Richards played clarinet, 
flute, bass clarinet, ocarina, and tin whistle; Fout and 
Richards both sang. 

Curly Myers and Tiny Stokes of the Hoosier 
Ramblers joined the group to form Captain Stubby and 
the Buccaneers. 

The group began on WDAN in Danville, Illinois and 
were joined there by Chuck Kagy. Between 1940 and 1944 
they were on the Boone County Jamboree on WLW in 
Cincinnati. Kagy left in 1941 and was replaced by Buddy 
Ross. The Buccaneers, with the exception of Myers, joined 
the U.S. Navy in 1944 and were members of the U.S. 
Great Lakes Entertainment Division and appeared in the 
Warner Brothers film Musical Shipmates. 

Myers was replaced by Sonny Fleming and Buddy 
Ross was replaced by Tony Walbert. 
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They were discharged from the Navy in 1946 and 
became regulars at the Village Barn in New York until 
1949, when they were dismissed, then landed at WLS. 
Tony Walbert left the group and was replaced by Peter 
Munnatz, who used the stage name Peter Kaye. 

The best-remembered line-up of Captain Stubby and 
the Buccaneers was Tom Fouts, Jerry Richards, Sonny 
Fleming, Peter Kaye, and Tiny Stokes. 

Changes at WLS and the Barn Dance
Red Blanchard left the Sage Riders and reinvented 

himself as a comedian, and began a solo career. On WLS’s 
daily radio programs, Blanchard served as emcee. 

The Westerners disbanded in 1947 when Louise and 
Milt decided to retire and move back to New Mexico. 
Larry Wellington stayed in Chicago, where he remained 
active in music, Allen moved to California where he 
worked in radio and toured with the Hoosier Hot Shots 
while Curt, the most successful solo member of the group, 
worked in radio, TV and recorded as a solo act or with 
duet partner Martha Tilton. Curt, with a voice reminiscent 
of Bing Crosby’s, wrote the theme song to the popular 
CBS TV show “Petticoat Junction” in the 1960s, which 
starred Smiley Burnette

Bob Atcher
Bob Atcher was the last performer on WLS and the 

National Barn Dance to embrace the cowboy image. 
Born in 1914 in Hardin County, Kentucky, Archer first 
appeared on radio in Louisville then moved to Chicago 
in 1932. In 1943 he had a hit with Bonnie Blue Eyes 
(Loeta Applegate) “Pins and Needles (In My Heart).” In 
the mid-1940s he recorded for Columbia; in 1946 he was 
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on the country chart with “I Must Have Been Wrong”; in 
1948 he had “Signed, Sealed and Deliver”; and in 1949 he 
had two chart hits, “Tennessee Border” and “Why Don’t 
You Haul Off and Love Me?” 

In 1942 Atcher was on CBS’s “Wrigley Spearmint 
Show” with big band leader Ben Bernie; he also hosted 
three daily Chicago-based radio shows on WBBM in 
1948 before he joined the National Barn Dance in 1949, 
replacing Rex Allen. 

Atcher noted that he was invited to come to WLS to 
talk about the Barn Dance and “didn’t know the other 
people in the room at the time, but he learned later they 
included a representative of Phillips Petroleum.” After that 
meeting, WLS executives called and asked him how much 
money would it take for him to become a member of the 
Barn Dance. Atcher talked it over with his manager, then 
named a price that was three times what he was making at 
CBS; the WLS executives agreed to the figure. “I found 
out later that they already had guaranteed I’d be on the 
Phillips 66 sponsored segment of the NBC network Barn 
Dance show,” said Atcher. “So I sold out pretty cheap” 
(Hurst).  

Archer, remained with the Barn Dance through its 
move from WLS to WGN in 1960. 

The Barn Dance on TV 
Television was gaining momentum but the WLS 

management was reluctant to move in that direction so 
it was WENR-TV, owned by the ABC network, that 
broadcast the National Barn Dance, known as the “ABC 
Barn Dance,” on TV as a thirty minute show beginning 
February 21, 1949. The show was broadcast over the 
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entire network on Monday evenings with a talent line-
up of Bob Atcher, Captain Stubby and the Buccaneers, 
the Sage Riders, Lulu Belle & Scotty, Red Blanchard, 
Grace Wilson, the DeZurick Sister, Ted Morse (Otto, 
Little Genevieve), Cousin Tilford and square dance acts 
with caller John Dolce and 12 dancers. Plans called for 
a four-week rotation of casts so there would not be any 
over-exposure of performers. 

On March 19, 1949, the Barn Dance was broadcast 
on the ABC radio network as the “ABC Barn Dance,” a 
30-minute show on Monday nights, sponsored by Phillips 
Petroleum. Directed by George Biggar, the show’s line-up 
was Bob Atcher, Captain Stubby and the Buccaneers, the 
Sage Riders, Lulu Belle & Scotty, Red Blanchard, Grace 
Wilson and others with Bill Bailey the emcee. 

The TV show lasted until November 14 and folded 
because of a lack of sponsorship. 

Frankie Laine 
Frankie Laine never performed as a member of the 

National Barn Dance on WLS but he was born in Chicago 
(as Frank Paul LoVecchio on March 30, 1913) and sang 
in the Merry Garden Ballroom before touring with the 
Merry Garden Company, working dance marathons during 
the Great Depression. (His father served as Al Capone’s 
personal barber). 

Laine was a pop singer but his hits included “Mule 
Train” (number one for six weeks in 1949) and “Theme 
from High Noon (Do Not Forsake Me)” in 1952. Laine 
also sang the title song for western movies Man Without a 
Star (1955), Gunfight At The OK Corral (1957), 3:10 to Yuma 
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(1957), Bullwhip (1958) and Blazing Saddles (1974) as well 
as the theme for the TV western “Rawhide.” 

Homer and Jethro 
Henry “Homer” Haynes (born January 20) and 

Kenneth “Jethro” Burns (born March 10) were both born 
in 1920 and grew up in Knoxville. The Burns family was 
musical; Jethro’s father performed in vaudeville and Jethro’s 
three older brothers played musical instruments. Jethro 
was only six when he picked up the smallest instrument in 
the house—a mandolin—and, after a brother showed him 
some basic chords, became a self-taught musician. 

Knoxville’s WNOX was holding a talent audition in 
1932 and both Haynes and Burns went down to audition. 
As they stood in line, they struck up a conversation; 
Haynes played rhythm guitar in another band while Burns 
stood alone in line to wait his turn. The two “quickly 
discovered common interests—they both loved Django 
Reinhardt and jazz performer Fats Waller.” On that day 
they began playing together but when Lowell Blanchard 
heard them he immediately disqualified them; Blanchard 
thought they couldn’t be amateurs so they couldn’t win the 
talent contest. However, Blanchard hired them to perform 
on the radio station and gave them their name, “Homer 
and Jethro” when he began to introduce them on the air 
but couldn’t remember their names. (Kirtley) 

By 1935 the duo had quit school and was working 
full time at WNOX. In addition to backing WNOX acts 
such as Pee Wee King, Bill and Cliff Carlisle and Archie 
Campbell, they also formed their own band, the String 
Dusters, with guitarist Charlie Hagaman and Jethro’s 
older brother Ayche (for H.E.) who played bass. The 
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String Dusters were a jazz/swing group who did comedy 
skits, singing pop songs in an exaggerated, nasal “country” 
voice. They played locally and on radio stations in Bristol 
and Chattanooga, Tennessee but, while their comedy went 
over well, their jazz and swing numbers were not a hit with 
the Tennessee audiences. Hagaman and Ayche Burns both 
married so, by 1939, the group broke up and Homer and 
Jethro went out on their own. 

They joined the Renfro Barn Dance in Kentucky in 
1939, where audiences loved them, but during World War 
II both volunteered for the Army. Private Kenneth Burns 
was in the infantry while Private Henry Haynes was a 
medic. During his off duty time, Jethro was heard playing 
guitar and was soon transferred to the Army band. Burns 
played guitar in the Army band until he was discharged in 
late 1945, when he moved to Cincinnati and waited for 
Haynes to be discharged. 

Homer and Jethro were on WLW’s “Plantation Party” 
in Cincinnati and recorded for King Records and then 
RCA Victor. They then moved to KWTO in Springfield, 
Missouri and toured with Spike Jones before they joined 
WLS and the National Barn Dance in August, 1950. 

WLS and the Barn Dance: 1954
In an article in Chicago Magazine in October, 1954, 

writer Bernard Asbel interviewed George Topper, owner of 
the Wil-Ken Music shop on the North Side of town, who 
noted “This area is loaded with Southerners. They come 
up here to get factory and construction jobs at higher pay. 
They come to this neighborhood until they get settled 
permanently. Wherever you find furnished rooms and low 
priced hotels, you find country-and-western music.” The 
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article noted the word “hillbilly” was strictly forbidden at 
WLS and station manager Glenn Snyder wanted none of 
the “hungry hillbilly” sound. The article noted “The WLS 
‘family’ dissociates itself from the twang of ‘hungry hillbilly’-
-meaning the South--and directs itself to lovers of ‘better 
music.’” Homer and Jethro star Jethro Burns stated “It’s 
educated hillbilly. You can educate this Northern audience 
to anything, and popular music is getting in the saddle. You 
can’t change the Southern audience” (Asbel, 23).   

The article singled out Bob Atcher, noting he “first 
sang songs publicly in the ...University of Kentucky radio 
station” and stated Scotty Wiseman “is an ‘educated 
hillbilly,’” noting “he just earned his master’s degree.” 
Another cast member, Woody Mercer had a law degree 
from the University of Arizona and  square dancer caller 
John Dolce “was born in Palermo, Italy” while Slim Briggs, 
who appeared as a guest on WLS, “just returned from 
a successful engagement in Paris” and Betty Ross had a 
master’s degree in biology from New York University. The 
article pointed out that “Country-and-western (C&W) 
music, as it’s called in the trade, is a negligible factor in 
Chicago record sales” (Asbel). 

In 1954 the top acts on WLS were Homer and Jethro, 
Captain Stubby and the Buccaneers, Red Blanchard and 
Lulu Belle and Scotty. Those four acts alone appeared in 
23 states and several Canadian provinces and drew four 
million people. Venues included banquet halls, convention 
centers, political rallies, and auto and home shows. 

In 1955, the Eighth Street Theater had a makeover 
with a new façade and a lobby with air conditioning. 
Attendance improved for a while but on August 31, 1957, 
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WLS held their last Saturday night Barn Dance there 
because the theater had been purchased by the Hilton 
Hotel chain for use as a convention site.  During their time 
at the Eighth Street Theater, 2,617,375 people had paid to 
see the National Barn Dance. 

On that last show, Grace Wilson—who had been 
on the first National Barn Dance, Arkie the Arkansas 
Woodchopper and Red Blanchard performed. 

In August, 1959 the WLS Barn Dance suffered a 
wound to their prestige when the Grand Old Opry—not 
the Barn Dance—opened the Illinois State Fair. 

WLS Sold 
In 1960, WLS was sold to the ABC network, which 

had merged with United Paramount Pictures. . 
The last show of the National Barn Dance was on 

April 30, 1960, which was broadcast from the WLS studios. 
Performers on the final show were Bob Atcher and his 
wife Maggie, Grace Wilson, Patsy Montana, Lee Morgan 
and the Midwesterners, Lou Klatt and his polka band, 
the Klatts and Jammeers; and Dolph Hewitt and the Sage 
Riders. Bob Atcher was emcee and Grace Wilson sang 
“Everywhere You Go,” “April Showers,” “Always” and 
“Bringing Home the Bacon.”

Patsy Montana sang “I Want to Be a Cowboy’s 
Sweetheart,” Atcher sang “The Place Where I Worhship 
(Is the Wide Open Space)” and “Ghost Riders in the 
Sky” and accompanied his wife Maggie on “My Adobe 
Hacienda.” 

“It was not until the final minutes of the show, when 
Bob Atcher assumed the role of obituarist, that listeners 
were told that they were hearing the last broadcast.” stated 
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Wayne Daniel. Atcher told the audience “A thing is not 
good because it’s old. It’s old because it’s good.” Grace 
Wilson closed the show with “You Go To Your Church and 
I’ll Go To Mine” and “It Is No Secret.” She uttered the 
last words to be heard on the show, “Good night friends; 
not goodbye, but just so long and God bless” (Daniel, 
“Music,” 94). 

On Monday morning, May 2, 1960, listeners who had 
their radio dial set on WLS woke up to rock’n’roll music. 

James C. Thomson, editor of the Prairie Farmer from 
1950 to 1978 stated that WLS did not have to be sold. 
“The picture at WLS-Prairie Farmer headquarters that 
Thomson paints is one of a profitable but floundering 
operation ruled by a ‘triumvirate’ of powerful executives 
who had long ago abandoned the philosophy and ethics 
espoused by Butler,” stated Wayne Daniel. “They were 
nearing retirement, and, against the protestations of less 
powerful staff members and company stock holders, they 
saw the sale of the broadcasting and publication holdings 
as an opportunity to ‘take the money and run’” (Daniel, 
“Music,” 96).

The Barn Dance Continues
That was not the end of the Barn Dance. In 1961 

WGN radio in Chicago began airing the “WGN Barn 
Dance” on Saturday nights that featured performers Dolph 
Hewitt, Red Blanchard, Bob Atcher, Arkie the Arkansas 
Woodchopper, Cousin Tilford and the Sage Riders. In 
1962 the show moved to WGN television but “there was 
no longer enough authentically rural fare on the show to 
offset pop songs,” stated Jack Hurst. 
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In his article Hurst noted that “Although the show 
actually died on WGN-TV in 1971, its symbolic death 
may be said to have occurred in May of 1960, when Prairie 
Farmer sold WLS to ABC. Without warning, one early 
morning the radios on which rural Midwesterners long 
had listened to WLS in their barns while they were doing 
chores suddenly began playing rock and roll.”

The Decline of Country Music in Chicago
The reasons for the decline of Chicago as a center 

for country music are many and myriad; however, it can 
basically be boiled down to the fact that those at WLS in 
Chicago underestimated the appeal of country music and 
did not understand the music or musicians. Country artists 
like Eddy Arnold who performed in Chicago complained 
about the musician’s union, which required Chicago union 
musicians to be on any date in Chicago. Those musicians 
did not play on the date and there are stories of musicians 
showing up and reading the newspapers. This union rule 
guaranteed pay but not performance and, gradually, artists 
and promoters got tired of it; it was costly and there were 
no benefits attached. 

Other country artists have noted that Chicago was 
filled with “northerners” who did not care for country or 
country people. It was not as “friendly” as the south. Lulu 
Belle noted that the effect of network involvement on the 
Chicago show was to make it more sophisticated, so “the 
country people started listening to Nashville because it had 
more of the country stuff.” Also, she said, more stringent 
musicians’ union rules in Chicago made it necessary to 
have a 16-piece orchestra on the show just to get it on 
the network; this rule not only gave the Barn Dance an 
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increasingly uptown flair, it created a budgetary millstone. 
With a cast of as many as 100 performers during its heyday, 
it neither needed nor could survive such unnecessary 
luxuries as an orchestra--whose members, Lulu Belle says, 
did little but “sit around reading their racing forms.”  

Why did Chicago no longer be the national center 
of country music. First, there was the rise of Nashville 
but it also had to do with losing their sponsor. Further, 
Chicago was not the South or the West and the coldness 
was not something just in the air.  In his book Prairie 
Farmer and WLS: The Burridge D. Butler Years, author James 
F. Evans, writing about the early years of the National 
Barn Dance noted “The Barn Dance was ideal for its 
times, not only because it brought a song and joke but 
also because its genuine rural flavor was in lock-step with 
a fast-urbanizing America’s longing glance backward at an 
agrarian heritage. A lack of polish and refinement probably 
was its greatest strength, not for the sake of those traits but 
for the genuineness which they signaled” (Evans, 231).  

“Your Gene Autrys and Rex Allens were gone,” said 
Jethro Burns, “and they [the management] didn’t seem to 
realize that every time a big star left, he took some portion 
of that audience with him. They never tried to stop it.” 
(Hurst) 

Bob Atcher, who was the last star  on the WLS National 
Barn Dance, regretted he left CBS, stating “I thought they 
were going to really perk it up and start bringing in fine 
new acts,” he said. “Instead, they let their best acts go, 
I think, and what they replaced them with was pseudo-
country, made up principally of Chicago people who 
weren’t country and weren’t pop; they weren’t even what 
you would call old time.”  
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Atcher noted that “unlike the Opry which maintained 
a large roster of country stars to which it kept adding, the 
Barn Dance shunned the ‘star system.’ “To them it was 
a family, and everybody had to be treated the same,” he 
said. “They seemed to try to keep you from becoming a 
star for fear you might try to charge them more money or 
something” (Hurst).  

Chicago wanted to be a “city” and a “city” is the 
opposite of “country” or rural. The image of the city 
person is cultured, sophisticated and worldly, the exact 
opposite of the image of rural or country people. As 
Chicago sought to place itself on the national stage as a 
great city, it naturally preferred to play down its roots as a 
center for agriculture. The 500 acre Stockyards was wiped 
out and the Sears catalog gave way to shopping centers in 
the suburbs and, ultimately, the internet. 

Chicago increasingly lost its connection to farmers and 
agriculture. The influx of blacks from the South and white 
flight made it a town noted for Blues, Jazz and Rhytham& 
Blues, and the city promoted itself that way. In his book, 
The Promised Land, author Nicholas Lehmann notes “By 
the 1940s Chicago had supplanted Harlem as the center of 
black nationalism in the United States” (Lehmann, 28). 

Lehmann continued, “During the 1940s, the black 
population of Chicago increased by 77 per cent, from 
278,000 to 492,000. In the 1950s it grew by another 65 
percent, to 813,000; at one point 2,200 black people were 
moving to Chicago every week. By 1960, Chicago had 
more than half a million more black residents than it had 
had twenty years earlier, and black migrants from the South 
were still coming in tremendous number” (Lehman, 70) . 
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In addition to what Chicago did “wrong,” there 
are the factors of what Nashville and Los Angeles did 
“right.” First, the Grand Ole Opry attracted the top stars 
in country music kept its national sponsor (Prince Albert 
tobacco) until 1960; also, it was owned by an insurance 
company (National Life and Accident) which used the 
Opry as an entry to gain the trust and sell insurance to 
rural southerners. Los Angeles grew in population and 
importance as an entertainment center, starting with the 
movies and then expanding into television while music was 
connected to both. 

It is impossible to know if the National Barn Dance 
would have survived if it had not been sold. The times 
had changed, the music had changed and Chicago had 
changed. Country music had some rough years during the 
1950s, struggling through the rock’n’roll era but it survived 
and then thrived. It is only possible to say that the National 
Barn Dance was timely in its day but its time had run out. 

On the other hand, Nashville and country music 
thrived from 1960 on, so it wasn’t the music that failed. 
With the right leadership and support, there’s no reason 
why Chicago should not be part of the ongoing story of 
country music. 
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Biographies 

Jennifer Bruce is a teacher at HB Williams Elementary 
School. She holds a Bachelor of Arts Degree from the 
University of San Diego and a Master of Arts Degree 
from Vanderbilt University. Her studies at Vanderbilt 
culminated with a Capstone Project. Her project resulted in 
submission and approval for Tennessee Historic Landmarks 
for former properties of Johnny Cash and Roy Orbison in 
Hendersonville, Tennessee. Bruce’s project also consisted 
of a short documentary featuring memories from one of 
Cash’s grandsons and an article detailing the history of both 
properties. She is currently in the development process of 
a book, Southern Music Legends of Hendersonville. 

 Tim Dodge, currently serving as History and Political 
Science Librarian, has been employed at Auburn Universi-
ty since 1992.  He holds a Ph.D. in History (University of 
New Hampshire) and Master of Library Science (Colum-
bia University).   Most recent books published:   Rhythm 
and Blues Goes Calypso (Lexington Books, 2019) and The 
School of Arizona Dranes:  Gospel Music Pioneer (same, 
2013).  With radio experience dating back to 1975, Dodge 
has been broadcasting the Golden Oldies on WEGL – 
Auburn, Ala. FM 91.1 since 1998.  He also enjoys playing 
boogie woogie, blues, gospel, and country piano.

Don Cusic is Curb Professor of Music Industry History 
and Professor of Music Business at Belmont University 
in Nashville. He is the author of over 30 books and has 
written songs recorded by Bobby Bare, Ray Stevens, 
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Jeannie Seely, Jim Ed Brown and others. Cusic is co-host 
with James Akenson of the annual International Music 
Business Conference held at Belmont University the 
weekend after Memorial Day.

Dan Raessler, professor emeritus, taught music history, 
music theory, and piano at Randolph College (formerly 
Randolph-Macon Woman’s College). His presentations at 
professional meetings and publications reveal his affinity 
for lesser-known composers and topics: Jane Mary Guest; 
Daniel GottlobTürk; Ferruccio Busoni; T-Model Ford; 
Lafayette Leake; Theodore Presser; cowboy songs as art 
songs; keyboard touch, articulation and pedaling in late 
eighteenth-century piano music; and disability studies. 

Dave Sichak is a semi-retired auditor (both financial 
and Information Technology). He scratched an itch back 
in April 2000: using technology to document country 
music’s history. Over 67,000 pages of country music 
history from old publications in his collection have been 
digitized along with a searchable database. He is a voting 
member of the CMA and ACM. His itch has resulted in 
many artists and families sharing their history, a source 
of obituaries, online auction references and help to 
other writers and researchers. That itch in 2000 result in  
www.hillbilly-music.com.




