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Town Hall Party:
West Coast Country Music
History of a Radio and
Television Show

By Dave Sichak

The Town Hall Party show has raised
some interesting debates as to determining
who was a part of the show. The truth of the

matter, there were two or shall we say three
\ / iterations Town Hall Party shows. In some
discussions it was actually a debate as to
whether a member of the band could be considered for an award

as the debate was centered on the televised version. Perhaps the
earliest version on the television show was on the Screen Gems
offering called Ranch Party that survives today in video form.
Johnny Bond provided some insight into the beginnings of
the show in his book, The Tex Ritter Story.” The original Town
Hall Party show was started by Bert (Foreman) Phillips, who made
a name promoting country dances at various venues in the Los
Angeles area. One was the Town Hall Party at the old Town Hall
Building in Compton, California. Mr. Phillips gradually wound
down his barn dances until the Town Hall dance was the last one.
William B. Wagnon, Jr. was also a promoter, focusing on
what Mr. Bond termed the “long valley” between Sacramento and
Bakersfield. In 1945, Bill was partner in the Valley Amusement
Company with the former manager of Bob Wills, H. H. McGee.
They were booking Bob and the Texas Playboys for 12 dances in
and around the Fresno area in August 1945. On September 13, Bob
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had an appendicitis attack. He was treated with penicillin shots
and was released but told to take it lightly until they could see
how he reacted. At the time, Bob was doing daily radio shows
over KMJ in Fresno at 6:30am. The shows were sponsored by
Valley Amusement Company and the plan was to have Bob do
transcriptions in the near future to allow them to get a bit more rest.

The Valley Amusement Company was in the news in Fresno in
1944.In December, the Public Works Commissioner of Fresno, Fred
M. Ashley, had to tell the city commission that he had taken steps to
keep the peace at the Fresno Memorial Auditorium, especially when
they had ‘name’ band entertainment that attracted large crowds on
Saturday nights. The trouble was caused mainly by “zoot suiters”
and other disorderly persons. Mr. Ashley worked with the local
police as well as the military police and the Valley Amusement
Company agreed to station two additional uniformed policemen.
It got to the point where the soft drink concession stand had to sell
soda in paper cups so bottles could not be used as weapons. The
zoot suiters would insult soldiers and were blamed for the drinking
problems. It seems that their female companions would smuggle
liquor into the hall in large handbags to avoid detection.

The “commercial dances” that were held on Saturday nights
was also the subject of a city commission review of the rental rates for
the auditorium after a local promoter, Herman J. Pieper, complained
that the rates were too low and the popular dances “...had crippled
his business”. Mr. Pieper claimed that the name band attractions
were earning as much as $4,000. The rental fee for that type of event
was stated to be $500. Mr. Pieper thought one answer would be a
prohibition of the dances but Mr. Ashley stated to do so would ignore
the desire of the general public to attend a popular event. A proposal
was made to allow the rental based on a percentage of the gross.

Around 1952, according to Johnny Bond’s account, Mr.
Wagnon took his business into the Los Angeles area. He purchased

~10-
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the Town Hall lease from Mr. Phillips and began to put his own
stamp on the Town Hall show. Mr. Phillips retired to his lumber
operation in the Redding, California area.

The Town Hall building was located at 400 South Long
Beach Boulevard in Compton. In 2017, one can use Google Earth
and it appears the building no longer exists and now a small strip
mall center is at the location.

The first instance of “The Town Hall Party” was a radio show.
The Town Hall Party went on the air in the fall of 1951. It was
started by Foreman Phillips, who was quite successful promoting
country music shows in the Los Angeles area. The show was put
on at the “Town Hall” building located at 400 South Long Beach
Boulevard in Compton, California.

It was first broadcast over radio station KXILLA in Pasadena,
California and aired from 9:00pm to 9:30pm on Friday nights.
On Saturdays, it was also on from 8:30pm to 9:30pm over the
NBC network. A review of radio logs does not show it airing
over KXLA. However, after further digging, it appears that local
newspapers were not listing any of the programs aired over KXLA
in the fall of 1951. Both The Los Angeles Times and the Long
Beach Independent showed KXLA in their list of stations (1110 on
the AM dial), but listings did not show any programs on KXLA!

The show then moved to radio station KFI and was broadcast
at 8:00pm on Saturday nights for a half-hour. Over time, it moved
as the radio station changed its programming.

The Town Hall Party drew in excess of 2,800 paid admissions
each Friday and Saturday and the attendance records they set are
interesting because they charged more than other shows for admission.

The show was more than just the artists on stage entertaining
the audience. The theater sat about 1,000 folks in front of the stage
but, at the same time, about another 1,200 or so were dancing in
the rear of the huge ballroom.

—11 =
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Town Hall Party

(Photo negative labelled "before television™)
At microphone - Eddie Kirk

On Guitar - Dick Hamilton

On Steel Guitar - Leode Jackson

Circa early 19505

From the Hillbilly=-Music.com collection

Town Hall Party

Photo negative labelled "before television™)
irca early 1950s

From the Hillbill

illy=Music.com collection
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Occasionally, newspapers listed the guests appearing on
the KFI broadcasts. For example, on May 3, 1952, Eddie Kirk
and his band provided the musical backing for Dude Martin,
Sue Thompson, Eddie Dean, Les (Carrot Top) Anderson,
Wesley Tuttle, Karen O’Hara and the Pine Ridge Sisters. On
April 11, 1953 it was “Oklahoma Night” and they featured
Jimmy Wakely.

In 1952, Eddie Kirk had a seven piece band. He did the
Town Hall Party broadcast, but also was the disc jockey on
KXLA for a half-hour show, “Harmony Hoedown.” Prior to his
gig at Town Hall, he spent six years starring in Cliffie Stone’s
Hometown Jamboree. Eddie’s band members included Karen
O’Hara (female vocalist), Billy Hill, fiddle, Sam Leichter, fiddle,
Jimmy Pruett, blind piano player, Dick Hamilton, guitar and Joe
Cozzo, accordion.

In July of 1953, KFI made programming changes. They
started airing The Tex Ritter Show at 7:30p.m. that featured Tex
playing recordings from his personal collection. That meant the
Grand Ole Opry, Town Hall Party and New Talent USA were to
be on 30 minutes later than usual. A couple of weeks later, KFI
added The Tex Williams Show from Knots Berry Farm, preceding
the Tex’s show.

The show became popular and consistently sold out so a
separate Friday evening show was put on to accommodate the
audience. KFI and KTTV programmers told Mr. Wagnon that in
order to attract bigger and better sponsors, the show needed a big
name star to be the face of the show. Tex Ritter came to mind
because he was popular in the Hollywood area and a well-known
singing cowboy movie. Johnny Bond stated that in December
1953, he became the writer of both the radio and television shows,
with assistance from Wesley Tuttle.

— 13—
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Town Hall Party

View from bandstand

At microphone - Eddie Kirk
Circa early 1950s

From the Hillbilly-Music.com callection

Town Hall Party

View from bandstand

At microphone - Charlie Aldrich
Polka Dot Shirt - Red Murreli(?)
Circa early 1950s

From the Hillbilly-Music.com collection
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The show continued to grow. At one time, a Sunday show
was added to an outdoor venue called Sierra Creek Park in the
Santa Monica mountains. KCOP-TV (channel 13) added a two
hour show daily from 4:00pm to 6:00pm. Mr. Bond tells readers
that the Armed Forces TV service started to broadcast the show
over their overseas outlets. Columbia Records tried to ride the
popularity of the show by releasing an LP that featured the
entire cast.

Some of the cast members the show had during its time
include Tex Ritter, Tex Williams, Fiddlin’ Kate, The Collins Kids,
Rose Lee and Joe Maphis, Johnny Bond, Freddie Hart, Wesley
and Marilyn Tuttle, Merle Travis, Les “Carrot Top” Anderson and
Texas Tiny.

Tuning in on the Air Waves
T

s
e

W B

Radio Lo
Oxnard Press Courier
Saturday - December 13, 1952
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Television Schedule
TELEVISION |t} (5w K ity T

LE 1
e e L

Tubp="Walsh §; L mﬂﬂ
L 2 i —Beves Ilﬂ\'-: =
By = a1 | man e
Television Log
Oxnard Press Courier
Monday - December 15, 1952

In 1954, t Eddie Kirk’s new band was called “Hollywood
Caravan” and included Eddie Downs, a 15-year old singer.

On Monday, December 1, 1952, the “Town Hall Party”
television show was first broadcast over KTTV (Channel 11)
in Los Angeles. There were to be two segments of a half-hour
sandwiched between a broadcast of the “March of Time” show on
KTTV.

Two articles, one by King Charles in his “Looking and
Listening” column in the Long Beach Telegram and the other by
Terry Vernon in his “Tele-Vues” column in the Independent of
Long Beach wrote similar stories of the show’s debut that night.

The stars of the show were Eddie Dean, Les (Carrot Top)
Anderson, Wesley Tuttle, Eddie Kirk and Patty Woods. Jimmy
Pruett, noted guitarist, had joined Eddie’s band. He had worked
on recordings for some of the cast as well.

— 16—
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“Town Hall Party”— TGIII'I'E on TU!
Westemn Sirs — Fun — N <
Music and Prizes]

LES “CARROT-TOP* ANDERSON
Eddis Kirk & the Town Hall Band

7:00-7:30 P.M. ond 8:00-8:30 P.ML

STAY WITH CHANNEL 1 FOR —
7:30—THE MARCH OF TIME—suont docn-

| manling llle along America’s busiest river, the
Monongahela.

8:30—-CHAMPIONSHIP WRESTLING— >4t
event: Mr. Molo va. Bobby Managoll, Alsa: Hans
Schnable va. Zebra Kid; Jerry Christy va. Cassay
Sondo; Vincent LopezJuon Hernandezr ve An-
tone Leone-Shoulders Newmen,

KTTV Channel 11

Town Hall Party
Television Show Premier
December 1, 1952

KTTV Premotional Ad
Los Angeles Times

The first half-hour show was at 7:00-7:30pm. Then the KTTV
show “March of Time” aired. The second half-hour aired from
8:00-8:30pm. There was a ploy behind having two segments. The
first half-hour portion was the start of a “send-out” stunt and in the
second half-hour, they awarded prizes. The studio audience would
be held over for games and entertainment. The show bumped the
“How Did We Meet?” program to Friday nights.

—17-
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Slim Dossey decided to leave Seattle, Washington in January
1953 for Southern California. He contacted Bill Wagnon who had
him do a guest appearance on the Town Hall Party. He won over
the audience and before long was a part of the band. Slim later
accepted an offer from Smokey Rogers to appear on his show over
KFMB-TV in San Diego. However, this first attempt at a television
show ran into some hiccups. On March 2, 1953, two newspaper
reported the program’s financial strains. The show would only be
a half-hour that night and, unless a sponsor was found, this would
be the last show.

Town Hall Party Television Show: The Long Run

The televised version of Town Hall Party was off the air
until a small article on August 29, 1953 told readers that KTTV
(Channel 11 in Los Angeles) was going to debut “...the greatest
array of western talent ever assembled on any one platform for
a TV series...” at 10:30pm. The show would be two hours long
and was airing from the same 400 South Long Beach Boulevard
address in Compton. The lineup on that first show was to be Tex
Ritter, Les (Carrot Top) Anderson, Wesley and Marilyn Tuttle,
Jack Lloyd, Joe Maphis, Rose Lee Maphis and Texas Tiny (a disc
jockey at KFOX who had a three hour a day show). Tex Williams
and his band were to provide the musical backing for performers.
Jay Stewart was to be the announcer. The article mentioned “...
Show is a TV version of the old favorite KFI show.”

Les “Carrot Top” Anderson did a “West Coast Ramblings”
column each month for Country Song Roundup for a few months
between August and December 1953. He told readers some details
about the Town Hall Party, including who was in the cast. In the
August issue he wrote that Eddie Kirk’s band was handling the
musical chores for a cast that included himself, Wesley Tuttle, Eddie
Dean, Joe and Rose Lee Maphis along with two newcomers, Teenie

— 18-
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and Nelda, known as The Southern Belles. He said the show was
known as the “dance of dances”. The December issue confirmed
the addition of Tex Ritter to the show. Other additions to the cast
were Marilyn Tuttle, Texas Tiny, Jack Loyd and Jay Stewart was
now handling the announcing chores. Les was pretty busy; he
also worked the Jack MacElroy show on Channel 4 every day at
4:00p.m. At the same time, the Town Hall Party radio show was
also aired over KFI at 8:30 p,m. This is an example of both the radio
and television versions of the show being on the air concurrently.

The Town Hall Party radio show was at times aired twice a
week. On Friday night, September 18, 1953, the show aired for
a half-hour over KFI at 9:00 p.m. On Saturday night, September
19, the show aired at 8:30 p.m. and ran until 9:30pm when it was
followed by Spade Cooley’s show.

KLAC-570 NECA-790 KFOX.1180
Bnn' KH3A10 KFAC-1230
MPC-TIO
KHG.740 KNY.ATS KVOE 1480 ot e — 1
™ KLON-L1  KPOX-1823 KNOB.10X.1 KTLA Chassel & KTTV  Chamsel 11

4:00 P. M.

0% i1

Radio and TV Logs

Town Hall Party on KFI Radio and KTTV (Channel 11)
Saturday - November 21, 1953

Long Beach Press Telegram
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On December 12, 1953, the show celebrated it’s second
anniversary and featured guest stars Sue Thompson and Hank
Penny.

Around the December 1953 time frame Tex Ritter and
Johnny Bond became a part of the show. Their friendship led them
to become partners in the formation of a publishing company. Tex
had started his own publishing company, Tex Ritter Music Co.,
Inc. in conjunction with his Capitol Records connection where
Johnny Bond had his own Red River Songs, Inc. publishing
company. They realized that they might be able to capitalize on the
songwriters and recording artists they were came into contact with
doing the Town Hall Party show. They approached Bill Wagnon
with the idea and he liked it. They named it after their wives; Bill’s
wife’s name was Veva (but Johnny thought it was “Viva”) and
Dorothy was the name of both Johnny and Tex’s wives, so Vidor
(pronounced Vee-dor) Publications, Inc. was born.

They found office space at 5927 Sunset Boulevard in
Hollywood. In that building, there was a “Huksters Restaurant”
on the ground level while other vacant rooms that could be used
for rehearsals. Upstairs, they had several vacant offices and even
a small theater. The office space was needed for Vidor and the
rapidly growing Town Hall operations. Tex’s niece, Jane Deren,
was hired as secretary and worked out of a small reception room.
Mr. Wagnon had an office while Tex and Johnny shared an adjacent
office together.

Tex and Johnny began to discuss the desire to get a hit song
into their catalog. Tex mentioned he had been carrying around a
song for a couple years on an old acetate. The song was called
“The Legend of the Alamo” and was written by Jane Bowers of
Austin, Texas. Tex and Johnny thought it might sell better if it was
renamed “Remember the Alamo” and Ms. Bowers agreed to the
suggestion and assigned the song to Vidor. Both Tex and Johnny

~20-
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recorded it and Warner Brothers had Tex include it in a movie
called Down Liberty Road. That became their first hit song and
inspired other members of the Town Hall Party cast to write and
record songs for the Vidor catalog.

The daily routine at the office involved having the show
cast members show up around 12:30, then go to the restaurant
downstairs where Tex was usually surrounded by patrons wanting
autographs and of course some conversation, which delayed their
work efforts. Eventually, the gang learned to take snacks back up
to their offices.

The publishing company grew to the point that it could support
them. One interesting tidbit Mr. Bond indicated was that Alton and
Rabon Delmore sought their help in resolving some difficulties
with their current publishers. Eventually the Vidor catalog included
some Delmore Brothers classics such as “Beautiful Brown Eyes”,
“Brown’s Ferry Blues”, and, “Blues Stay Away From Me”.
“Hominy Grits” by Smiley Burnette was in their catalog. All of
Tommy Duncan’s compositions were willed to Vidor as well.

A seasonal theme for a show around Christmas was developed
and local disc jockey Texas Tiny, took on the role of Santa Claus.
Promises were made that no reindeer would be used to pull him
around (he was not tiny). The songs on the show were seasonal
and with an emphasis on novelty types. The show closes would
the traditional hymn/tune, “Silent Night”.

December of 1953 saw recognition for a member of the
Town Hall Party cast. Margie Warren, better known as Fiddlin’
Kate, was named “Miss Hoedown” of 1954 by Thurston Moore’s
Hillbilly & Western Hoedown magazine. The article stated she
was known for her “stunning suede cowgirl outfits” as well as her
fiddling talents.

On December 26, 1953, the TV show moved to the 10:00pm
slot and Stuart Hamblen’s shows were dropped.

_21 -
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On Saturday, January 2, 1954, the radio show was broadcast
at 8:00pm for an hour. Terry Vernon in his “Tele-Vues” newspaper
column reported was that the TV version was growing into “...
quite a shindig.”’ The show expanded to three hours; Johnny Bond
and Louise O’Brien were now a part of the show.

In 1954, research found that guest stars on the show were
starting to show up more frequently in the local Long Beach
newspapers. Stars such as Bob Wills and the Texas Playboys,
Rex Allen, Sons of the Pioneers, Hank Thompson and his Brazos
Valley Boys, Grandpa Jones were among those mentioned in that
newspaper.

GRAND OPENING!

TOMORROW NIGHT

JOE MAPHIS

“KING OF THE STRINGS”
and oll the Town Hall Porty Gang
AT THE

PALOMINO

VALLEY'S LARGEST WESTERN NIGHT CLUB
WESTERN DANCING NIGHTLY
WITH

MEL ITAN—;\::n., Tuet., Wed,, Thurs,,

JOMNNY MOSBY—Sunday
JOE MAPHIS—Friday
GENE O'QUIN—Guest Stor
M i

Ha Cavas
6907 LANKERSHIM BLVD, *otmywounwoos

Town Hall Party

Personal Appearance Ad
Palamino Grand Opening
Valley News [Van Nuys, CA)
October 24, 1957
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An interesting aspect of this show was its tendency to
showcase young talent and not necessarily country music oriented.
In 1954, eight-year old Patti Kent made appearances on not only
the Town Hall Party but also Squeakin’ Deacon Moore’s show on
KXLA, as well as appearances with the Charlie Aldrich and Doye
O’Dell shows. An article stated that her first recording, “Mexicali
Rose,” was done when she was 22 months old and she made her
stage debut at the age of three!

Another unique act was Nancy Wible and her “Candy,” a
mannequin/puppet of sorts.

Female vocalist Patti Woods, 18, was from West Virginia
and made a name for herself imitating Clyde McCoy playing the
trumpet with her hand and mouth on the tune “Sugar Blues. She
heard of an opening for a female vocalist on the Town Hall Party
and contacted producer Bill Wagnon, who auditioned her with
Eddie Kirk. She was hired and appeared on both the radio and
televised editions of the show.

In 1954, Eddie Kirk was the face / leader of Town Hall Party.
Eddie Dean was the subject of an “On The Spot” interview in
Country Song Roundup. He was asked what his current activities
included and responded that he was “featured vocalist with Eddie
Kirk’s Town Hall Party... in Compton, California.”

Johnny Bond, wrote for the show, Wesley Tuttle was the
show’s musical director and the show’s producer was Bill Wagnon.
In a 1954 article, Wesley Tuttle stated, “Each show has a theme
and we give the theme of the following week’s show to our cast
on Friday. They tell us the numbers they would like to do. On
Monday, Johnny and I get together and routine the musical portion
of the show. Then, Johnny takes the material to his office and writes
the script.” Bond added, “I try to keep down the talk and make
the songs and artists the main feature. Aside from the dialogue
introducing the artists and their songs, we have two talk spots on

—23_
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the show. These are comedy spots handled by Merle Travis, Texas
Tiny and myself, with Merle [Travis], Tex Williams, Tex Ritter
and myself alternating as straight man for Tiny.”

Johnny finished the scripts for the show on Wednesday, then
there was a meeting between Johnny, Wes and Bill Wagnon to
discuss the radio and TV scripts before they were turned into the
network and station script departments.

Thursdays were their day off. On Fridays rehearsals were
at 7:00pm and went for about an hour while Johnny timed the
script and Wes timed the music. On Saturdays, they ran through
rehearsal around 5:00pm.

Each show had a theme. Some of the themes include “Hank
Williams Night,” “State Nights,” “Veteran’s Nights” and “Jimmie
Rodgers Night.”

The emcee of the show was Jay Stewart and Tex Williams
led a ten-piece Town Hall band, which included Billy Hill and
Fiddlin’ Kate.

ONE NIGHT STAND
ONLY

JOHNNY BONDS

{From Town Hall Party)
With
Mary Lou Duncan
Boots Faye

and
Idahe Call
Bob Croon

Admivgian Frae
Dascing = Thary Thra Sun,
Baer b Sandwicher Served

SILVER SPUR

14414 Volley Bivd., Fontane
Between Charry b Redwood

Town Hall Party

Personal Appearance Ad
Silver Spur

Fontana, CA

San Bernardino County Sun
October 25, 1957
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InJanuary, 1955,anew country music show, “The Ozark Jubilee,
was starting in Columbia, Missouri. It was hosted by Red Foley on
the ABC television network. His initial cast included Jean Shepard,
Hawkshaw Hawkins, Arlie Duff, Tommy Sosebee, the Oklahoma
Wranglers, Grady Martin, the Foggy River Boys and Porter Wagoner
with Pete Stamper doing comedy. That same night, Bob Wills and the
Texas Playboys were on KFI and the Town Hall Party.

January, 1955, also saw the Town Hall Party radio show making
waves. Its Saturday night 7:30 to 8:30 p.m. show had the first half-
hour broadcast over the NBC network while the second half-hour was
broadcast only on the NBC stations on the west coast. A Billboard
blurb reported that the cast members at that time which included
Tex Ritter, Merle Travis, Wesley Tuttle, Johnny Bond, Joe and Rose
Lee Maphis, the Rangers Quartet, Mary Lou (Johnson), Betsy Gay,
Freddie Hart and others. The show was directed by Wesley Tuttle,
written by Johnny Bond and managed by William Wagnon.

In May 1955, a large newspaper ad for Hadley’s Furniture
stores plugged the Town Hall Party and mentioned Dude Martin.
Hadley’s had stores in Alhambra, Glendale, North Long Beach,
Los Angeles, South Gate and Van Nuys. In some of the video
clips of the show on YouTube, the Hadley’s logo can be seen on
the backdrop behind the drummer. Other sponsors mentioned in
newspaper ads were Rheingold and Howell Chevrolet.

In June, 1955, the radio show finished its season on KFI and
then moved to Sierra Creek (or View?) Park and did three shows
a day on Sunday for park visitors. It seems that KFI may have
broadcast those shows since radio listings on KFI show broadcasts
on Saturdays at 8:00 p.m. during the following weeks. During the
last few months of 1955, the KFI show did not turn up in searches
and did not appear on the Saturday night radio logs. The time slot
where Town Hall Party broadcast who artists such as Tex Ritter or
Merle Travis listed. The last listing was probably August 20, 1955.
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HOUSEFUL
OF FINE FURNITURE

FRIE
WITHIN

HADLEY'S!

OPEN DAILY 9 to & & SUNDAY 11 5o &
EASY Pﬁ.nKIHG A.T .I!l.I.L STORES
ALEAME ALE N LONG '1L i SDUTH CATE WAM HEYS

Newspaper Ad by Sponsor
of TaﬂanaH Parltry 4
Hadh{‘

Dude Martin spotlighted
May 24, 1955

Long Beac.l‘l Press Telegram

—26—



International Country Music Journal 2018

The Valley's Home of Weitern Muslc
DON JOHNSON ond the SIERRA WESTERNERS
JOHNNY MOORE, M.C.

I Live Radis Show From ¥ #5 10 o KENO

COMING FRIDAY, JUNME 27
JOHNNY BOND from TOWN HALL PARTY

40th ST. CORRAL

"1 Block Eait of Sierra Way on 40th

Town Hall Party

Personal Appearance Ad
40th Street Corral

San Bernardino, CA

San Bernardine County Sun
June 21, 1958

Dude Martin had a successful career in the San Francisco
area with the Hoffman Hayride, which did on-location broadcasts
for Hoffman Television, the show’s sponsor. In November, 1955
in Los Angeles, the show did an on-location broadcast of the
opening of a new Hadley’s store. The public was invited to watch
the broadcast. Several cast members, including Dude Martin,
Johnny Bond, Fiddlin’ Kate, Mary Jane Johnson and Texas Tiny,
were there. The new store’s location was at 1334 Los Alamitos
Avenue in Long Beach and the furniture received publicity with
stunts such as having Texas Tiny testing a new sofa.

In July, 1956, the Corona Daily Independent reported that
Larry Collins, the 11-year old brother of Lorrie Collins, would
host his own show, “Western Spectacular,” on KTTV.

The Town Hall’s popularity grew and reporter Walter Ames
with the Los Angeles Times wrote in the August 8, 1956 edition
that the show would soon be filmed for national distribution. Ames
reported that Bill Wagnon, Jr. and Mitch Hamilburg had formed
“Town Hall TV Productions” and planned to do a half hour show
where each show featured eight top recording stars. In his book
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Johnny Bond stated that Screen Gems planned to film 39 half-
hour episodes at the Linkletter Playhouse at 1228 Vine Street in
Hollywood. Art Linkletter used the theater for his television show
and Steve Allen also used it for his show.

On November 10, 1956. Walter Ames reported in the L. A.
Times that KTTV was going to interrupt the Town Hall Party that
eveing after the first hour (from 10:00-11:00 p.m.) to broadcast
a special Christmas show benefiting the local Community Chest
hosted by Art Linkletter. The second half fo Town Hall Party
aired from midnight to 1:00 a.m. In the article, Bill Wagnon, Jr.,
producer of the Town Hall Party stated, “Western or country music
is the stepchild of Madison Ave. advertising executives. They don’t
like it but they’re coming to realize that it sells their products for
them. They’ve been overlooking the fact that country music record
sales are at an all-time high these days.”

TOMORROW NITE

A Bl& COMBINED

DANCE And SHOW

00 100
DIRECT FROM THE

4 STEVE ALLEN SO
A MADISON SOUARE GARDEN

and TOWN HALL PARTY
THE SENSATIONAL

—yonuTHes wWitn—
DAVE STOGNER
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Mr. Ames noted that there was always a steady stream of
artists on the show. That particular night, the show featured Grand
Ole Opry stars Carl Smith, Cowboy Copas, Arlie Duff, The Farmer
Boys, Tommy Collins and Ken Marvin. He also noted that two
of Mr. Wagnon’s protégés, Larry and Lorrie Collins had returned
from their eastern tour where they “wowed the natives.”

In November, 1957, the Star-News was reported a “bigger
and better” Town Hall Party. Tex Williams, Spade Cooley and
Doye O’Dell would rotate as emcees during the Saturday night
three hour broadcast. Billboard reported that the new three hour
format began on November 23. Jay Stewart and KXLA D.J.
Charlie Williams handled the intermissions. The article stated that
the cast included Mac Wiseman, Bonnie Guitar, Merle Travis, Tex
Ritter, The Collins Kids, Johnny Bond, Bobby Charles, Joe and
Rose Lee Maphis, Johnny O’Neil, Les (Carrot Top) Anderson,
Gee Nee Sterling, Johnny Western, Dortha Wright, Bonnie Sloan,
Quincy Snodgrass and Wendy Hill. Fiddlin” Kate and Pee Wee
Adams (drums) were the only old band members remaining. New
members included Jelly Sanders on fiddle, Billy Mize on steel,
Cliff Crawford (Crofford) on trumpet, Cousin Herb Henson on
piano and Skeets McDonald playing bass.
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In August, 1960, Billboard magazine reported that Lefty
Frizzell and Freddie Hart were rejoining the cast of Town Hall Party
on September 3; they had been off the show for the previous two
years. The show celebrated its 8th anniversary on the August 27, 1960
show with a telecast that included Tex Williams, Jimmy Wakely, Tex
Ritter, Joe Maphis and Merle Travis as well as Lefty and Freddie.

Terry Vernon in his “Looking and Listening” column in The
Long Beach Telegram reported in the August 27, 1960 edition
that Town Hall Party was going to celebrate its seventh birthday.
That milestone would mark 1,092 hours of telecasts or, if we
extend that to end the end of 1960, over 1,100 hours of television
time. How does that compare to some other long-running popular
television shows? Well, there were 271 “Perry Mason” episodes,
431 “Bonanza” episodes, 360 “Alfred Hitchcock™ shows and 635
episodes of “Gunsmoke. To make it a somewhat fair comparison,
divide the 1,100 hours by three hours and there are 367 three-
hour episodes. We could not resist the urge to compare it to the
long running “Hee-Haw!” series. One site on the internet stated
ran for 25 seasons and was filmed twice a year where they did
13 shows each time. If we do the math, 25 times 26 equals 650
shows. But only 650 hours. If we calculate that the new television
show that began as a two hour show then became a three hour
show, began in the fall of 1953 and ran consecutively until the
end of 1960, that is about 378 shows. We noted previously that
attendance could be 2,800. Let’s say they averaged 2,500 per
show; that is over 945,000 people who saw the show in person
in Compton. If every show was attended by 2,800, then the math
shows 1,058,400 people attended the show. In a February, 1957,
Billboard article touting that Screen Gems would produce a new
show, Western Ranch Party, that article also noted that Town Hall
Party attendance on Saturday nights was 3,000 and the price of
admission was $1.50.
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In October, 1960, Billboard stated that the cast of the Town
Hall Party included Lefty Frizzell, Freddie Hart, Johnny Bond,
Joe and Rose Lee Maphis, Johnny O’Neill, Skeets McDonald,
Fiddlin’ Kate, Billy Mize, Cliff Crofford, Big Jim Denoon, Barbara
Mandrell, Bonnie Sloan, Gee Nee Sterling, Quincy Snodgrass,
Salty Holmes and Jay Stewart. The Halloween themed show
on October 29, featured “spooks and goblins” with Tex Ritter
as special guest. Other performers scheduled for the broadcast
included Pee Wee Adams, Jimmy Pruett, and, Pat O’Neill.

The November 5, 1960 show had the theme of an “Aloha
Party” and Joe and Rose Lee Maphis and Fiddlin’ Kate were going
to the Armed Forces installations in Hawaii on November 9.

Johnny Bond wrote about some of the factors that led to the
demise of Town Hall Party. First, TV as a novelty had worn off; the
show’s television ratings had dropped to a point near zero. Two,
KFI and NBC had aired the remote broadcasts but professional
baseball had moved from Brooklyn to Los Angeles with the
Dodgers and played at the nearby Coliseum, which lured away the
paying audience Town Hall Party had enjoyed.

The show was set to end at the end of 1960. The TV guide in
the Long Beach Independent-Press-Telegram edition of Sunday
December 25, 1960 indicated that the last show on December
31, 1960 would be a three-hour New Year’s Eve celebration.
However, that show may not have aired. The Oxmnard Press-
Courier’s TV listing for Saturday, December 31, 1960 show that
KTTYV (channel 11) was airing a newscast at 10:00 p.m, followed
by Paul Coates at 10:15, then weather and sports news until 11:00
p.m. with “Highway Patrol” wairing at 11:00 p.m.

Johnny Bond indicated that Mr. Wagnon may have
inadvertently caused the demise of the show in Los Angeles.
The Las Vegas Showboat hotel began booking big name acts on
the show, including its star, Tex Ritter, leaving the rest of the
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cast to try and hold the fort. The last show aired over KTTV on
January 14, 1961.

After the Town Hall Party shut down, Mr. Wagnon sold his
one third share in Vidor to Tex Ritter and Johnny Bond. Bond
later lamented that Vidor never had that “biggie” hit but admitted
they turned away Freddie Hart, Bobby Bare, Wynn Stewart, Buck
Owens, Bonnie Owens, Harlan Howard, Jan Howard, Merle
Haggard and Larry and Lorrie Collins.

In closing down operations, Wagnon told Tex and Johnny that
he was giving up the offices on Sunset, which left them wondering
what to do, but then Gene Autry bought the entire building to be
the home of his newest endeavor, owner of the California Angels
baseball club. Eventually, Autry had other ideas for the property
and Tex and Johnny had to find a new base of operations.

In 2017, attempts were made to see what is now at 5927
Sunset Boulevard. Searching Google maps, we found an Arby’s
restaurant nearby, a new office building and another building one
under construction.

The second iteration of the Town Hall Party television show
over channel 11, KTTV, should be noted for its longevity. Town
Hall Party was a broadcast live every week during its run, as far
as we can tell. It was interesting in reviewing television listings to
see what other channels were pitted against the show at its 10:00
p.m. slot. The year 1954 saw shows such as “You’re Never Too
Old,” a Harry Owens show, George Goebel and a show starring
Henry Fonda called “A Star and a Story”. In 1955, stations pitted
George Goebel’s show along with movies or even a show by
the Ames Brothers. In 1956, shows such as Gunsmoke, George
Goebel, Encore Theater, The Late Curtain and The Falcon were
scheduled against the show. In 1957 the competition got stiffer as
the Ozark Jubilee starring Red Foley and George Goebele’s show
were scheduled at the same time. We also saw the Mike Wallace
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Interview show on the listings. Television listings in 1958 saw
the Sammy Kaye show, Ted Mack’s Amateur Hour, Mike Wallace
Interview show and movies in the same time slot. In 1959, Red
Foley’s Jubilee USA was in the same time slot. You wonder if
the networks wanted to divide the audiences of the shows at the
expense of possibly losing both shows. In 1959 the Sammy Kaye
show was in the same slot as well as several nights of the Billy
Graham Crusade from Australia. Jubilee USA continued to be in
the same time slot in 1960 along with new shows such as Music
For A Summer Night or Let’s Dance with Al Jarvis.

Loose Ends

During the research efforts for Town Hall Party, we found
other items of interest. For example, one cast member was GeeNee
Sterling (yes, she admitted to spelling her name that way as a form
of standing out a bit). She went through a divorce and in 1964,
married Bobby Bare and they moved to Nashville. Some of the
cast began appearing in Las Vegas. A February, 1964, article in
the Reno Gazette-Journal told readers that GeeNee she was the
former “Sloughfoot Sue” appearing at the Pepsi Cola House in
Disneyland in Anaheim, California. She was also appearing at the
Holiday Hotel’s Theater Lounge as part of the Bobby Bare troupe.
She had also previously appeared at the Mapes and Riverside
Hotels in Reno prior to that engagement. GeeNee also appeared
at the Wagon Wheel at Lake Tahoe as well as the Tropicana Hotel
in Las Vegas. The article indicated she was born in Long Beach,
California and her dad was on the police force. She made her
debut as an entertainer while a freshman in high school. She had
auditioned for the Town Hall Party and stayed with the show for
three years.

The female duo the Southern Belles was the sister team of
Nelda (Ned) Fairchild and her sister Teena (Ella) Fairchild. Nelda
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was a songwriter and had a few tunes recorded. She divorced
her first husband, Jack Farnsworth, and in 1950 married Richard
Bingo. She performed under the name “Sunny Bingo.” She passed
away in 2015.

Another female duo was the Harmony Sweethearts. In 1954,
they were Norma Palm and Linda Robinson from the state of
Washington. Linda later quit the music business but Norma kept
at it for a time under the name of Norma Lee. Her name is Norma
Davis now and indicated she has nothing but fond memories of the
show. She related that she and Linda would get dressed up at their
home for the shows and recalled it being very crowded in the little
back stage area. She now enjoys showing the videos of the show
to her grand and great grandchildren.

The research saw the comings and goings and life events
as well. Betsy Gay, a yodeler, married Tom Cashen while on the
show and gave birth to twins. Betsy started in Hollywood as the
girlfriend of Alfalfa in the Little Rascals series.

Joe and Rose Lee Maphis also experienced the birth of a child
during the run of the show. We also saw performers announced as
performing at the local churches.

Country music Hall of Famer Whispering Bill Anderson told
us that he could have been a member of the cast sometime in 1960
after he made several appearances on the show but he could not
recall much in the way of details. He indicated it was very tempting
because the pay was quite a bit more than what the Grand Ole Opry
offered at the time but he chose not to and said he would someday
provide the reason. Imagine if Bill had stayed on the west coast;
how would the west coast sound have influenced Bill’s music?

Attempts were made to determine William Wagnon, Jr.’s date
of birth and death. It appears he was born on March 27, 1913 and
information we found indicates he died in May of 1986, but have
not been successful in finding an obituary. He married Veva Bell
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Davis, who was born in Oklahoma in 1921 and died in May of
1982. We did not find any obituary for her either but did find that
in 1954 they lived at 408 S Chester Avenue.

Tex Ritter passed away on January 2, 1974. There was a
service in Nashville and his body was then flown to Texas where he
was buried in his home town of Nederland. The State of Tennessee
arranged a special flight for Tex and the pallbearers. On the plane
were George Richey, Johnny Bond, Joe Allison, Ralph Emery,
Fowler Hollobaugh, Jr., and Mark Clark Bates. Mr. Bond indicated
they were joined in Texas by Tom T. Hall, Jay Stewart and Tex’s
nephew, Kenneth Ritter, who was the mayor of Beaumont.

One interesting article showed how quickly things change in
show business and how folks sometimes let bygones be bygones.
The Los Angeles Times reported on September 19, 1949, that Tex
Ritter was suing William B. Wagnon, Jr. for $14,500. The contract
called for Tex to appear in a show between June 6 and July 6, 1947.
In the suit, which was filed in Superior Court, Tex claimed he was
promised $7,500 but was only paid $500. He wanted $7,000 as the
remainder of the payment in their contract and an additional $7,500
per a punitive provision of the California State Labor Code. We
did not see any subsequent articles that announced the outcome of
the suit but several years later Tex joined forces with Mr. Wagnon
as part of the Town Hall Party and Ranch Party shows.

One of the show’s long-time hosts of the television version
was Jay Stewart. His real name was Jay Fix, the son of Julian Cleve
Fix and Ressie Mae (Jenkins) Fix, and was originally from Indiana.
He worked on radio stations WBOW in Terre Haute, Indiana and
also the powerhouse WLW in Cincinnati, Ohio. He moved to Los
Angeles in 1943 where he continued to work in radio and had over
50 years in broadcasting. Obituaries from September 1989 do not
mention his work on the “Town Hall Party” show. His fame stemmed
from being the announcer for the “Let’s Make a Deal” show that
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was hosted by Monte Hall. From 1963 to 1976, Jay Stewart was
the show’s announcer. He was known for “Jay’s Tray” because he
carried a covered tray that carried a concealed prize. Sometimes
the prize was valuable, sometimes it was not. Monte would haggle
with one of the audience members over the value. The audience
was known for dressing in costumes and Jay sometimes appeared
dressed as a baby when someone picked what was behind the wrong
door. His obituaries mentioned his work on “The Joker’s Wild,”
“Sale of the Century,” and “Tic Tac Dough”; he also worked on “The
Kate Smith Hour,” “Carnation Family Party” and “It’s Fun To Be
Young.” When Mike Douglas moved his show from Philadelphia to
Los Angeles, Jay became the announcer for his show. He later retired
from announcing and became an agent for emcees and announcers,
especially for game shows. In 1981, his oldest daughter committed
suicide. Her death caused him to take a leave from his work and
turn to religion. He appeared on Pat Robertson’s show, “700 Club”
to profess his faith and did voice over promotions for the CBN cable
network. He never overcame his depression and years of chronic
back pain. He died of a self-inflicted gunshot at his home at the age
of 71, survived by his wife and another daughter.
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How Will I Explain About You?
Intellectual and Academic
Uses of Bluegrass

By Neil V. Rosenberg

As read at The Bluegrass Music Symposium
Western Kentucky University
Bowling Green, Kentucky
September 9, 2005

Halfway through the first academic conference devoted
to bluegrass music we’ve heard a diverse group of papers
presented both by academic and non-academic researchers. These
presentations, together with those we’ll be hearing tomorrow,
offer a kaleidoscopic vision of bluegrass music. Despite the many
differences in subject, perspective, and interpretation, all share an
underlying motive: the attempt to better understand and explain
this music and its roles in human life. It’s with this in mind that
I chose the first half of my title, borrowing from a song that Bill
Monroe purchased from Knoxville songwriter Arthur Q. Smith and
recorded for Columbia in Chicago on the afternoon of September
17, 1946.

Smith’s title, for a song about the ending of a love affair, may
seem a bit of stretch for a talk about intellectuals and academics.
But I think it’s appropriate because while the ideals of scholarship
expect an objective stance, the realities of scholarly choice are
permeated with subjectivity. Over the years many of those who
have chosen to study bluegrass have done so because they were
at least intrigued by if not in love with this music. Anybody who
undertakes to study something so close to himself risks falling out
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of love in the process, as the microscope of scholarship reveals the
unexpected.

How Will I Explain About You

I faced this dilemma on my own journey into the world of
bluegrass scholarship. It began during the 1960s when I served twin
apprenticeships as a folklore graduate student at Indiana University
in Bloomington and a worker at Bill Monroe’s Brown County
Jamboree in Bean Blossom. The research strategy that enabled
me to bridge the chasm between these two cultural universes, and
between the objective and the subjective, was discography.

Based on the form of early sound recordings--discs--the
word discography can refer simply to a list of recordings. I call
that a reference or citation discography. What 1 call research
discography is more than this. Synthesizing from data associated
with recordings, I approach discography as a type of archeology.
Sound recordings are artifacts laden with cultural meaning.
Discographical archeology works well for bluegrass because the
music’s formative years are documented on recordings like “How
Will I Explain About You.” This 1946 performance by Bill Monroe
and the Blue Grass Boys was published on a 78 in 1947. Columbia
never reissued it, although they did release an alternate take in a
1992 CD set. Reissued only once on LP, by County in 1980, it is
available now in a Bear Family CD set.

Your handout has the song’s text on one side. On the other
side is a brief survey of the recording’s musical features in a
format that I used in classroom teaching. My description utilizes
terminology that I’ve developed as an academic, but it draws as
well upon the insider knowledge that I’ve acquired as a working
musician. In putting together this survey, I looked for a musical
transcription but didn’t find one. Although the song is from the
repertoire of the most influential early bluegrass band, it wasn’t
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prominent in their repertoire and doesn’t appear in Monroe’s
song folios.

This is the only recording of the so-called “original band”
issued on 78s that has an obvious mistake--a word clash between
Flatt and Monroe in the second line of the first chorus. Monroe
did not perform it often, probably because the text, while full of
repetition, is unusual in having differing words in each duet chorus.
It’s a job for a new lead singer to remember. Although written with
such subtle twists that reflect the craftsmanship of its author, the
song text presents a vision of relationship problems that today’s
self-help books would frown upon. In essence the narrator--who
could be a man or a woman, a nice touch--laments a separation,
denies that there are problems in the relationship, and then says,
Well if there are problems it’s not my fault.

So, how apt a metaphor is this song for my talk? To advance
the study of bluegrass, we must examine aspects of it that we hadn’t
noticed or had taken for granted. Smith’s song expresses the idea
that one member of the couple is struggling to find a way of telling
others--"our friends”’something he or she doesn’t understand or
accept in the action of the other member of the couple. Ultimately,
the narrator “leav[es] it all up to you.” I don’t think this final
statement offers a good message for bluegrass intellectuals.
That brings us to the second half of my title. What do I mean
by “intellectual and academic”? An intellectual is concerned with
matters involving the intellect, which my dictionary defines as:
“the ability to reason or understand or to perceive relationships,
differences,etc.; power of thought; mind.” The connection between
intellectual and academic can be simply that the primary mission
of schools is intellect development. I think it has further meaning,
though. Individual intellects are nurtured in communication with
other intellects. Intellectuals exist in communities. Discourse in
intellectual communities is an infinite series of conversations and
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debates about facts and ideas, about art and politics. Schools are
but training grounds for a lifetime of participation in intellectual
communities. In thinking about sharing my thoughts with others
as a bluegrass intellectual, I’ve concluded that the scholar’s
responsibility is to act as intermediary: I must find a way to explain
about you to those who are not so close, not so knowing.

We do need to explain, and we need too to be able to face
the problems and issues. This is particularly true when we’re
shaping our message for those who are not in love with bluegrass,
be they students or just people curious about the music. When
names for musical genres grow familiar in everyday language,
they become stereotyped. Like celebrities--well known for being
well known--they can evoke scorn or indifference as well as love
or appreciation. As bluegrass’s business leaders have worked for
greater visibility and economic success, the stereotypes associated
with it have persisted. In order to describe this music accurately,
these must be confronted, not denied.

Why Will I Explain About You?

Coming to terms with stereotype is one reason for studying
bluegrass, but there are other answers to the question “Why
study bluegrass music?” This is a popular music with ties to
other contemporary popular musics and folk traditions. Its roots
lie in earlier American and, ultimately, European and African
musics. Tracing its history, dissecting and analyzing its structures,
and comprehending its social relations can provide useful
comparative data about music in human society. This musical
form has a particularly well-documented history: sixty years of
recordings, and forty years of fan literature. It’s not a fad, though
it has experienced fads. It has also experienced regionalization,
gentrification, appropriation, revival, and other social processes
that, when examined carefully, have much to tell us. It has spread
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around the world from the American southeast so that today it
can be heard from Japan to the Czech Republic and many other
places as well. It can be a useful facet of post-secondary teaching
curriculums that include popular and folk culture.

The inclusion of popular and folk culture in the curriculums
of colleges and universities is a comparatively recent phenomenon
that is not without controversy. Universities have been part of
western culture since the late Middle Ages. For most of their
history they have been devoted to educating the young elites in our
societies about high culture. In early universities all instruction
and scholarship was in Latin, the language of the church. The term
“vernacular,” based on the Latin word for home-born slaves, was
first used to describe the native languages of the common people.
Eventually its meaning broadened to describe local popular and
folk culture. It is generally associated with the masses, not the elite.
Why, then, should vernacular culture be studied in the university?
In the 19th century scholars developed rationales for studying
folk culture, and in the mid-20th century similar rationales for the
study of popular culture were developed. Indeed, the boundaries
between folk and popular culture are murky. But the very fact
that such rationales were needed reminds us that the academy is
an elite institution, and that the study and teaching of vernacular
culture in it is viewed by some as an act of cultural subversion.

In the academic workplace, the disciplines in the arts and
humanities--literature, language, history, philosophy, music,
art, geography, and so on--hold a special position. They educate
students about human civilization and cultural heritage. They are
entrenched in post-secondary curriculums because professional
educators believe that, taken as a whole, these disciplines help us
learn how and why we think and behave as we do. Sometimes this
belief includes an assumption equating the “best” of our cultural
past with our elite culture, but that’s debatable.
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A few years ago, critic and intellectual historian Jacques
Barzun wrote in Harper’s about “The Tenth Muse,” the muse
of popular culture. Of course we all know from our schooling in
Greek mythology that there are nine muses, goddess daughters of
Zeus and Mnemosyne [knee-MAWS-in-ee] who preside over song,
poetry, the arts and sciences. In his essay Barzun addressed the
question of “whether popular culture is the contradiction of high
culture or its foundation” as well as related questions of populism
and elitism in the arts. In doing so he pondered the fragmentation
of today’s popular culture and the remoteness of the scholarship
on it “from the reality on the street.” I was particularly struck by
what he said about “the popular” in American music:

It includes cowboy and country, rock and rap, and other
offshoots of early-twentieth-century ragtime and jazz. These
have subdivided endlessly, each with a special name, fine-drawn
characteristics, and clannish devotees.

Like many scholars, Barzun places African-American musics
at the center of modern American popular music. This perspective
is echoed in Robert Cantwell’s emphasis on the importance
of blackface minstrelsy in the history of bluegrass. Cantwell’s
suggestions have been interestingly developed by Allen Farmelo in
an article entitled “Another History of Bluegrass: The Segregation
of Popular Music in the United States, 1820-1900.”

But Barzun could have cast his net even more widely, for
in recent decades, the concept of “world music” has opened a
Pandora’s box of named popular musics from all over that, like
bluegrass, are impure mixtures of local vernacular and non-local
commercial streams. Each of these named musics has (in addition
to clannish devotees) cultural dimensions as well as business
strategies; and each is constantly overrunning its own definitional
boundaries as it strives in the marketplace. To study popular
music today is to examine the places when the art world and the
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entertainment business intersect. And it is also to study politics,
for all social reportage (or ethnographic research, if you like) has
political dimensions.

Who Will Explain About You?

People who teach about popular music to the predominately
youthful students in universities and colleges are the ones who
decide about curriculum content--what gets taught. These teachers
themselves are a diverse group in terms of academic discipline,
nationality and politics. In their work they must deal with a broad
spectrum of cultures, politics and history. It’s a challenge for them
to find readings and recordings that will engage their students.
Usually they choose a mixture of the familiar and the unfamiliar
seen through old and new theoretical lenses. Potentially, bluegrass
is a good fit for use in such courses. At this level the question
becomes “Who Will Explain About You?” In which of “the
academic tribes” can bluegrass be studied? One such tribe or
discipline in which it has been fitted is Folklore.

Indeed, Folklore was the first discipline to include bluegrass
in its canon of subjects. The politics of this inclusion were not
simple. In his best-selling 1944 anthology, The Treasury of
American Folklore, Benjamin A. Botkin, then director of the
Library of Congress’s Archive of American Folk Song, followed
the lead of Alan Lomax in distinguishing between “good hillbilly
music” and “bad hillbilly music” to justify including a Carter
Family piece in his section on folksong. He opened the door for
serious scholars like D.K. Wilgus and Archie Green in the 1950s
and 60s.

During those years Richard M. Dorson became the self-
appointed champion of academic folklore studies. Botkin was his
bete noir. Today Botkin, who died in 1975, is considered “The
Father of Public Folklore.” Dorson, however, saw his popularizing
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work in books like the Treasury as antithetical to the cause of
academic folklore. In 1950 Dorson, striving to open doors in the
elite world of American academic life, coined the term “fakelore”
to describe the work of Botkin and others like him who mostly
worked outside of the academy.

Mayne Smith and I knew nothing of this in the early 1960s
when our interest in folksong drew us to the Indiana University
Folklore Institute as graduate students. Dorson was the Institute’s
director and our supervisor. He associated all hillbilly music with
Botkin’s popularization and did not support research on bluegrass.
Consequently our decisions to address bluegrass as an academic
research topic were not easy. In 1965 Mayne published the first
paper on bluegrass in the Journal of American Folklore. In 1967
when I told Dorson about my forthcoming article in the same
journal he told me he was glad I was being published there but
disappointed that my article was on bluegrass. Nevertheless these
papers paved the way for writing about this music in folklore
studies as well as in other disciplines.

For example, George Carney, who retired a few years ago
from Oklahoma State University, began a distinguished career as
a cultural geographer with his 1974 article “Bluegrass Grows All
Around: The Spatial Dimensions of a Country Music Style” in
the Journal of Geography. His work in mapping the spread of
bluegrass was followed by students who built on his models of
research to study other forms of music. Studies like this work in
two ways: they help cultural geographers understand the topics
in which their discipline is interested, and they also provide
bluegrass intellectuals with valuable research data--part of the
ongoing project of “explaining about you.”

The “who” that have studied bluegrass in academia include
other disciplines but only a few studies have confronted the
stereotypes associated with bluegrass. One example is sociologist
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Stephen Sweet’s 1996 article “Bluegrass Music and Its Misguided
Representation of Appalachia,” published in the journal Popular
Music and Society. In his analysis of the music and lyrics of the
bluegrass classics most frequently included on CD anthologies,
Sweet argues that:

While music can have a liberatory function . . . bluegrass
music instead may impede social progress in Appalachia for two
reasons. First, for the society inside of Appalachia, bluegrass
music does not provide a potent contribution to rituals aimed at
producing collective resistance to exploitation. It largely ignores
economic exploitation, and when it does address social problems
it most often directs response toward politically safe horizons.
Second, bluegrass music hinders social change emanating from
outside of Appalachia because it presents misguided descriptions
of the mountain country as a generally happy place, inhabited
by some culturally backward people. In both cases bluegrass
contributes to the status quo, thereby leaving oppressive social
relations intact.[37]

While I see some problems in Sweet’s study, it’s a welcome
addition to the literature because it calls attention to issues that
heretofore have not been addressed in this way. It’s important too,
because it relates to concerns of the discipline of sociology, which
has utilized various statistical and sampling techniques to address
issues of social action. Popular music studies, which I mentioned
earlier, are multi-disciplinary, but sociologists predominate in the
field. Sweet’s concern with political agendas--issues of exploitation
and social change to remedy them--is typical of much of the work
in this interdisciplinary field.

Similar issues are approached from a different perspective
in the work of Jeannie B. Thomas and Doug Enders, who
published their article “Bluegrass and ‘White Trash’: A Case
Study Concerning the Name ‘Folklore’ and Class Bias” in the
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Journal of Folklore Research in 2000. They address an ongoing
issue in folklore studies--whether or not the name of the discipline
impedes its acceptance in the academic world. This debate carries
on the concerns that motivated Dorson to coin “fakelore.” Their
case study involves Enders’ experience as a member of a bluegrass
band, part of:

. . a real community of “bluegrassers” [that was] not so
rosy and idyllic as he had imagined. He found himself dressed
in the ill-fitting, complete-with-string-tie suit of a dead former
band member. He was working for a had-more-savvy-than-talent
philandering bandleader . . . a Jay Gatsby in cowboy boots . . . .
[His] life with the bluegrassers included routine doses of kindness,
sexism, cornbread, racism, community, duplicity, genuine
friendship, and bluegrass music of all levels. [28]

They conclude that the bandleader’s career demonstrates
both resistance and capitulation to “the dominant economic
and social order,” and discuss at length the complex forces that
shape it.

Just this part of the study is useful because it details realities
rarely encountered in the literature about bluegrass. But the authors
go on to connect their study to concerns about the implications of
folklore’s “history of studying marginalized people and art” [39]-
the vernacular, in a word.

Where Will I Explain About You?

Studies like this make us realize that we must not ask only
How, Why, and Who but also Where. Many important facts
and insights about bluegrass music can be found in bluegrass
magazines and on liner notes. But most often, hard questions
about the social issues surrounding this music have been debated
in the academy and the classroom, where traditions of rigorous
discussion are entrenched.
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However, as Enders and Thomas point out, the academy
doesn’t necessarily consider the art we study and the issues
surrounding it to be significant or relevant. And even if there is a
growing appreciation of the need for the academy to address the
issues raised by non-elite arts, another problem lies in the limited
and fragmented readership of academic journals.

Around the same time I started writing for folklorists about
bluegrass, I also began writing articles in Bluegrass Unlimited.
Connections from this and from folklore circles soon led me
into writing liner notes. At first I didn’t think much about why
I was doing this: it was just part of my ongoing participation in
the social and cultural worlds of bluegrass and folklore in the
zeitgeist of the late sixties and early seventies. Its relation to my
academic work was this: I was beginning to look at the bluegrass
world in terms of the academic questions that engaged me, and as
my twin apprenticeship continued I was reshaping my academic
perspectives on the basis of my experiences as a musician.

An epiphany came in the late 1970s when Ken Irwin of
Rounder Records told me that one of their reissues I’d edited
had sold over 20,000 copies. Not only was that a good figure for
bluegrass albums then, it was at least 20 times larger than the
circulation of the biggest academic journals I was publishing in.
I realized that a lot more people were reading my writing in this
field than in my academic discipline.

I began to give more serious thought, then, to what I was doing
as a writer outside the academy. I think my experience of growing
up in a non-academic household that valued intellectual issues was
useful. When the New Yorker arrived, us kids weren’t allowed to
read it until my old man had folded the top corner of the cover.
John Duffey once told me that Pop Stoneman’s way of getting his
kids to become musicians was to lay an instrument on the bed and
tell them not to touch it. I was like some kids I’ve met in the world

—55 -



International Country Music Journal 2018

of bluegrass whose parents were musicians; they didn’t know how
to play yet, but they knew what it was supposed to sound like. As
a teen I read H.L. Mencken and Edmund Wilson--they were just
interesting books on the shelf at home--and developed an interest
in popular science writing. I didn’t know how to write like that,
but I knew what such writing could be like.

As my writing about bluegrass for publications outside the
academy continued I tried to think about my readers more carefully.
I knew that they were interested in the topic being discussed or
they wouldn’t bother to begin reading. They didn’t want a big dose
of theory, they wanted facts. They didn’t always need the level
of description that I would give to students in the classroom or
readers of my academic articles. I worked to develop a style of
expository prose that was lucid and thought provoking without
seeming didactic and preachy.

Not only was this a practical way of thinking about my
readers, it felt right to be sharing the results of my research when
they seemed to fit the topic at hand. In that sense my writing
was shaped in part by my academic perspective. But it was
also shaped by my own personal focus on discography and my
experiences as a musician. Writing in a variety of publications
for diverse audiences, my goal has been to integrate the academic
and non-academic intellectual visions of this music, wherever I
publish them.

How, Why, Who, Where
Building on a song title from Bill Monroe’s influential
mid-1940s repertoire, I’ve asked a series of questions about the
intellectual and academic uses of this music: How, Why, Who,
and Where.
We’ve already seen in this symposium’s diverse presentations
that “how” we study and think about bluegrass music with all its
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realities and issues is a matter of personal choice and direction. I
say the more the merrier.

The “why” is what brought us all together here--because
those who believe bluegrass is an important cultural force need to
study it. Whether or not we like it all or everything it stands for,
we must strive to understand it.

Examining the question of “who” shows that the bluegrass
intellectual world does not consist solely of academics and that
no single academic discipline has a privileged perspective on
bluegrass. All important thought on this music comes from people
whose curiosity draws them into it. They want to know; they find
ways of learning.

Finally, there’s the “where.” As Tommy Goldsmith’s
Bluegrass Reader has shown, important writing about bluegrass
appears in a diversity of sources. Whatever and wherever we write
about this music we need address the important issues as we see
them. Good research and critical writing about bluegrass music
ought to confront the realities and explain them.

Today’s bluegrass scholars work in a post-Monroe world. In
a few months we celebrate the sixtieth anniversary of the coming-
together of the band whose recording we heard earlier. As time
passes it becomes ever more difficult to explain why and how
people were captivated by that musical texture, as it also becomes
ever more difficult to define bluegrass according to it. The challenge
to us is to negotiate the many changes in the music and help our
fellow intellectuals understand its marvelous diversity. I see this
happening in the presentations and dialogues of this symposium
and, knowing that, look forward to tomorrow’s sessions.

Douglas B. Green writes: “The outright buying of songs was
far more common in the 1940s than it is today; indeed, it was
common practice among all country musicians. Surely the most
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famous song-seller was Arthur Q. Smith, of Knoxville (unrelated
to the two other Arthur Smiths) who sold many a fine song for a
pittance, among them two of country music’s big hits of the 1940s
and early 1950s, ‘Wedding Bells’ (a hit both for Hank Williams
and for Jimmy Wakely and Margaret Whiting) and ‘I Overlooked
An Orchid,” a hit for Carl Smith. Bill recalls ‘I guess I’ve written
90 or 95 percent of the songs with my name on them, but I bought
“How Will I Explain About You” from that boy Arthur Smith up in
Knoxville. In the early days I'd buy a song or two.”” Liner notes,
County CCS 104, Bill Monroe and His Blue Grass Boys: The
Classic Bluegrass Recordings, Volume 1 (1980).

“Picking Myself Apart: A Hoosier Memoir.” Journal of
American Folklore 108 (1995): 277-86.

A very good discographical resource of this type for bluegrass
recordings is Charley Pennell’s website: http://www.ibiblio.org/
hillwilliam/BGdiscography/index.html

Columbia C2K 52478, The Essential Bill Monroe and His
Blue Grass Boys, 1945-1949 (1992.

County CCS 104, Bill Monroe and his Blue Grass Boys: The
Classic Bluegrass Recordings, Volume 1, 1980.

BCD 16399 FL.  Bill Monroe: Blue Moon of Kentucky
1936-1949 (2002).

In The Best American Essays 2002, ed. Stephen Jay Gould
(Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 2002), 1-12. The quotes that follow
are from pages 1 and 2 of that version of the essay.

They are Calliope, Clio, Erato, Euterpe, Melpomene, Polymnia
or Polyhymnia, Terpsichore, Thallia, and Urania. Cf. Apollo.
[ Webster’s New International Dictionary,Second Edition, p. 1614]

Allen Farmelo, “Another History of Bluegrass: The
Segregation of Popular Music in the United States, 1820-1900.”
Journal of Popular Music 25.1-2 (Spring & Summer 2001) [page
#s wanted].
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Hazard Adams, The Academic Tribes. Urbana: University of
Illinois Press, 1988 (2nd edition).

NY: Crown, 1944, 890.

Mayne Smith, “An Introduction to Bluegrass.” Journal of
American Folklore 78 (1965): 245-56.

“From Sound to Style: The Emergence of Bluegrass.” Journal
of American Folklore 80 (1967): 143-50.

George O. Carney, “Bluegrass Grows All Around: The Spatial
Dimensions of a Country Music Style.” Journal of Geography 73
(1974): 34-55.

20.3 (1996): 37-52.

37.1 (2000): 23-52.

MELODIC STRUCTURE (two 4-phrase strophes)
(verse) ABAC

(chorus) DBAC

3/4 time

HARMONIC STRUCTURE (chords in each phrase)
(verse) (chorus)

A:I-IV-1 D: IV-1

B:I-V  B: I-v

A:I-IV-T A: I-TV-1

C:I-V-1 C: I-V-1

Key of G

TEXT STRUCTURE (Solo verse = v, duet harmony chorus = ch)
vl, chl; v2,ch2; v3, ch3; ch3

COMPLETE PERFORMANCE STRUCTURE (11 strophes)
f-vl-chl-m-v2-ch2-f-v3-ch3-m-ch3
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INSTRUMENTAL TEXTURES

All instruments stay within the melodic and harmonic
structure of the song except to play occasional chromatic notes in
phrases at chord changes.

Guitar plays open-string chords and runs. Its rhythmic
support of and phrasing interaction with other instruments can be
heard during mandolin and fiddle breaks.

Banjo plays eighth notes, with quarter-note runs at ends and
beginnings of phrases. It’s most audible during the vocals at the
end of held-out lyrics.

Bass plays all three beats of each measure throughout; a
“walking bass” sound on a waltz-tempo piece.

Mandolin plays backup melody except when Monroe is
singing (it’s inaudible then); tremolo behind the fiddle breaks; and
a combination of tremolo and single-note runs behind the vocals.

Fiddle plays mainly single note obbligato behind vocals. It’s
inaudible during mandolin breaks.

LYRICAL ANALYSIS
First-person narrative, gender neutral.

29 <

Narrator has been abandoned by “my darling,” “to travel
alone.” Lonely and blue, narrator wants to know when friends ask
why “you’re not around,” “how will I explain about you?”

“How will I explain about you?” ends each verse, and opens
and closes all three choruses. It’s sung 11 times. It is reinforced by
the rhyme scheme -- it’s the only line that is rhymed, with “blue,”
“through,” and (twice each) “true,” and “you.” Other repetitions
are: “why you’re not around” and “pathway(s).”

Narrator protests: has been faithful and true; but is now alone
and friends will be disbelieving about their being “through.”

Narrator leaves explanation “all up to you.” What’s unsaid:
it’s your responsibility; I'm in denial.
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“How Will I Explain About You?”’ Columbia CCO 4614-1,
recorded September 17, 1946, 1-3 PM. Bill Monroe, mandolin;
Lester Flatt, guitar; Earl Scruggs, banjo; Chubby Wise, fiddle;
Howard Watts (“Cedric Rainwater”), bass.

Opening, a “break” (full verse melody) by fiddler Chubby
Wise

(verse 1 — vocal solo by Lester Flatt):

You left me, my darling, to travel alone

My heart is so lonely and blue

When friends ask about you -- why you’re not around
How will I explain about you?

(chorus 1 — Monroe sings tenor harmony to Flatt)

How will I explain about you?

They [Flatt] I [Monroe] know I’ve been faithful and true
So when they start asking why you’re not around

How will I explain about you?

Mandolin break by Bill Monroe

(verse 2):

They saw us together for such a long time
They knew that I loved you so true

But now that you’ve gone and I'm left all alone
How will I explain about you?

(chorus 2)

How will I explain about you?

I can’t let them know that we’re through
They wouldn’t believe it could ever be true
How will I explain about you?
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Fiddle break, Wise

(verse 3)

If ever you’re lonely and wish to return
Remember I’'m waiting for you

But if I must travel life’s pathway alone
How will I explain about you?

(chorus 3)

How will I explain about you?

I’m leaving it all up to you

And if you insist that our pathways must part
How will I explain about you?

Mandolin break, Monroe

(chorus 3)
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The Golden Era of Country
Music in Japan

By Kenichi Yamaguchi
Toyota City, Japan

Introduction

It has been 76 years since World War II ended. Country
music was brought to Japan essentially by the Occupation
Forces. Japanese country musicians were brought up in the
music business to entertain GIs first. Influenced by the rockabilly
sensation, these artists established the golden era of country
music in Japan from the late 1950s through the mid-1960s.
Among them, three Japanese musicians who clung to country
music throughout their lives have done a great job. And country
music in Japan has been passed down from one generation to
another. There are not a large number of country music fans in
Japan, but the music continues to be faithfully supported by a
tightly knit group of enthusiastic country music fans here and
there in Japan.

The passage of the history of country music in Japan is
presented and three musicians who have contributed a great deal
to country music in Japan are featured in this paper.

1. World War Il in the Pacific and Post War Japan
1.1 World War II in the Pacific

1) Commencement of World War II in the Pacific

Seventy-five years after “Pear]l Harbor,” the Prime Minister
of Japan, Shinzo Abe, visited Oahu Island of Hawaii on December
26 and 27 in 2016. This was the first time that a Japanese Prime
Minister met to remember Pearl Harbor with a U.S. President. He
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offered his sincere and everlasting condolences to the souls of
those who lost their lives there at Pearl Harbor, and he addressed
the power of reconciliation.

It is sad and miserable to remember, but the war commenced
on December 7, 1941 with the sudden Japanese attack of 353
Imperial Japanese fighter planes on Pearl Harbor. U.S. battleships,
cruisers and destroyers were sunk or damaged, aircrafts were
destroyed, and 2,403 Americans were killed.

2) During the War — No American Culture

The war was prolonged futilely, and times were getting harder
for Japanese people. Young men and supporters of the family were
drafted into the army. Food, resources and consumer goods were
gradually becoming scarcer.

The Japanese government restricted the use of American
culture. People could not use English words anymore, so
entertainers using English names had to change their stage names.
For example, “Dick Mine” changed to Koichi Mine, “Miss
Columbia” to Misao Matsubara, “Victor Chorus” to Kachidoki,
and “Columbia Chorus” to Nicchiku Gassho-dan. People were not
able to use coined, borrowed English words like “ski,” “skate,”
“record,” “golf,” “rugby,” and so on.

The government also issued the “Official Weekly Gazette
No. 328” mandate, which withdrew American and English music
records from music stores on Jan. 28, 1943. We could not enjoy the
songs as before. Some jazz examples included “Dinah,” “My Blue
Heaven,” and “Alexander’s Ragtime Band.” We no longer were
allowed to listen to American Folk Songs like “Yankee Doodle,”
“My Old Kentucky Home,” “Home on the Range,” “Old Black
Joe,” or “Aloha ‘Oe.” American popular songs like “St. Louis
Blues,” “American Patrol Op. 92,” and “Get Out and Get under
the Moon” were also excluded.
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3) End of World War II in the Pacific

Japan’s situation in the war gradually worsened. Finally, two
atomic bombs and lots of air raids destroyed the land of Japan and
millions of people were burned out. These were death blows to
Japan, and at last the war ended on August 15, 1945.

Soon Douglas MacArthur arrived, Japan was occupied by
the victorious nations, and the military requisitioned buildings,
lands and houses for their own use. The Daiichi Life Insurance
building was used as the GHQ office. Military bases and camps
were scattered throughout the Japanese Islands. Many military
officers and officials lived in Japanese residences seized from rich
and wealthy people. The Tokyo Takarazuka Theater was changed
to the Ernie Pyle Theater as an amusement facility for resident
U.S. military soldiers. The Kasumigaseki Country Club switched
to the Johnson Air Force Base Golf Club. And one of the busiest
streets in Tokyo, Ginza Street, was re-named “Times Square.”

Ernie Pyle Theater from Tokyo Takarazuka Theater
Y. Sato : Occupied Tokyo, Kawade Shobo (2006)
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1.2 Post War Japan, namely, Occupied Japan
1) Occupied Japan
Lots of U.S. soldiers were stationed in occupied Japan. As
their numbers increased, American culture began spreading rapidly
throughout Japan. To absorb the culture of victorious nations,
English conversation was booming among Japanese people and
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English text books were selling well. An English radio program
became especially popular, which began with the phrase, “Come,
Come Everybody.”

2) Spreading of American Culture

Radio stations of AFRS, the Armed Force Radio Service, also
spread American culture to the Japanese. They were networked
all over the country. The broadcasts were originally for the US
resident soldiers in Japan, but Japanese people were able to listen
to them easily.

Each AFRS radio station broadcasted several kinds of
music like jazz, popular music, dance music, Latin, French,
country & western music and so on. In those days, Japanese
people generally called all foreign music “jazz.” American
culture smoothly filtered into the hearts of the Japanese people.
American music heard on the air played an important role in
smoothing the differences in racial exchange, overcoming the
walls of language and culture.

2. Entertainment Business in Occupation Force Camps
2.1 Entertainments in Clubs of Occupation Force Camps

To kill time for bored military officers and soldiers, a few
clubs and amusement facilities were built in the occupation force
camps. They were based on classes of rank, such as OC (Officer‘s
Club), NCO (Non Commissioned Club), EM (Enlisted Club) and
so on. Various events and programs were held to entertain officers
and GI soldiers and their families at each club. For lower classes,
their buildings were simple Quonset huts. The huts were also used
as bars, clubs and dance halls.
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2.2 Entertainments by Japanese
In these clubs Japanese entertainers often performed. In
addition to the presentation of classical and light music, also
magic, judo, karate, flower arrangement and tea ceremonies were
shown. Gradually the numbers of these performers increased.
Thus, military officers and soldiers enjoyed and learned traditional
Japanese culture.

2.3 Japanese Musicians and Singers Who Later Became
Famous Performed in Occupation Force Clubs

Among these entertainers who worked at military camps and
bases, some became big names in their fields later. Some of them
are listed below.

Popular Music Singers: [zumi Yukimura, Chiemi Eri, Peggy
Hayama, Yoshiko Ishii, Kazuko Matsuo, Frank Nagai

Jazz Players: Yuzuru Sera, Hidehiko Matsumoto, George
Kawaguchi, Toshio Oida,

Hidehiko Matsumoto, Shungo Sawada,

Band Leaders: Smiley Ohara, Nobuo Hara,

Music Production Presidents: Nabe-Production (Shin and
Misa Watanabe),

Hori-Production (Takeo Hori)

They polished their artistic skills in each field and increased
their entertainment techniques through experiences in the camps.
Artists like those listed above founded the base of popular
entertainment in postwar Japan and played an active and important
role for a long time.

2.4 Country Music Entertainments
In the Occupation Forces many soldiers came from the
southern part of the U.S., so they asked Japanese musicians and
entertainers to play country music. To meet the taste in country
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music for GIs, some Hawaiian and jazz bands changed to
country music bands. Students also formed country music bands.
Following are the bands who often performed and earned money
in the camps, and the year they founded their bands.

1947 Wild Geese (Student Band in Kyoto)

1948 Western Ramblers by Hiroshi Toyama

1949 Chuck Wagon Boys by B. Kuroda, T. Ihara,
H. Sogabe et al.

1951 Wagon Masters by M. Harada, T. Hori, K. Kosaka,
K. Teramoto et al.

1955 Tomi Fujiyama

1957 Takeo Hori, Keiichi Teramoto & Swing West

1957 Jimmie Tokita & Mountain Playboys

1960 Yoshio Ohno & Country Mates

Among those who sang in US Army camps, Kazuya Kosaka,
Jimmie Tokita, Yoshio Ohno, Keiichi Teramoto and others later
became famous country musicians in Japan.

3. Spreading of Country Music in Japan

Country music played by Japanese musicians was performed
for the occupied forces first, but soon it began to be played for
Japanese people, too. Some elements, as movies, radio programs,
music societies and so on, had a positive effect on the spread of
country music in Japan.

1) Western Movies and Country Music
First came Western movies, that is to say cowboy movies.
It was “the golden era of Western movies” around the early 1950s.

<Year> <Movie> <Theme song>
1940 Stage Coach / “Bury Me Not on Lone Prairie”
1947 My Darling Clementine / “My Darling Clementine”
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1949 The Paleface / “Buttons & Bows”

1951 She Wore a Yellow Ribbon / “She Wore a Yellow...”
1952 High Noon / “High Noon”

1953 Shane / “The Call of the Far-away Hills”

1957 Gun Fight at the OK Corral / “OK Corral”

1958 The Big Country / “The Big Country”

These movies were big hits, one after the other, and their
theme songs also became very popular. Especially “Bury Me Not
on Lone Prairie” and “Buttons and Bows” were both huge hits. At
that time, country music was called “western music” or “western
songs” in Japan.

2) Country Music Radio Programs

The second influence was radio broadcasting. WVTR, AFRS
in the Tokyo district, and later FEN, broadcast a country music
program called “Honshu Hayride,” which aired every day at 11:30
am and 4:00 pm. Japanese country musicians eagerly listened
to this program to widen their repertoires. Then the enthusiastic
general public—although not so many---did too. Thus, the number
of country music lovers increased little by little.

Five years later one of the domestic radio stations started
broadcasting a weekly country music program, “Sunday
Western,” on Bunka Broadcast in Feb. 1957. The theme song
was “Movin’ On” by Hank Snow, and Tetsyua Shimamura
and Mariko Tanaka commented on “western music” easily
and knowledgeably. In 1958 Radio Kanto aired “Western
Jamboree.” The theme song was “Carolina Breakdown” by Don
Gibson, and Fumio Suzuki hosted the program. The “Western
Jamboree” program was followed by “Western Holiday” at
Radio Kanto in 1961.
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3) Country Music Societies and Record Concerts

With the spread of western movies and radio programs,
there were some country music lovers especially in the big cities
of Japan. Most of them were highly educated. Because the lyrics
of country music songs are in English, these western music buffs
gathered and established private country music societies in Tokyo
and in Osaka as follows.

1952 “Music Life” Club
1955 Country & Western Music Society (Tokyo)
1954 American Folk Music Society (Osaka)

They held record concerts regularly. They spent their time
enjoying and sharing country music, since records were precious
and rare at that time. In Tokyo, H. Fujii, T. Ihara and K. Yui
explained these records at the “Music Life Friend Club” concert
in 1952. The Country & Western Music Society had hosted the
“Western Music Fun Club Concert” at Tokyo since 1955, and the
American Folk Music Society began their “Vertical Cabinet” at
Osaka in 1955.

4) Country Music Magazines

After the war, Japanese people gradually began to be
interested in foreign music because the occupation forces came
and AFRS aired several new kinds of music. According to the
current of the time, the “Music Life” company published a
magazine focused on music styles like country, Hawaiian, tango
and so on, in 1951.

Private music societies also handed out pamphlets to
explain the music easily at record concerts. Then the American
Folk Music Society in Osaka published the “Western Journal” in
1958. This was the first serial country music magazine in Japan.
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It consisted of 30 pages, introducing country music easily.
Unfortunately they had to cease publication after only three
issues, even though they collected music information that was
very difficult to obtain under severe conditions.

For a while, there was a time of no magazines for country
music, but in 1963 the long-lived magazine of country music in
Japan named “Country and Western” published their first issue
as a quarterly magazine. A western music buff named Takashi
Shimbo and his friends published it themselves. Over 80 issues
were published through the late *70s. This magazine brought up
many country music lovers and gave them a lot of information
about the music.
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5) Importing Country Records and Selling Musical
Instruments

Some of the people who were crazy about country music
wanted to buy records and musical instruments. Gradually
such kinds of business paid off. Many of them were located in
a student town, Kanda, in Tokyo. Some of the important record
shops include Muse-sha, Harmony and Disc Union. The important
musical instrument shops are Kawase and Yamano.

6) Release of Country Records

Japanese record companies began to release country music
records extensively in the late 1950s. Lots of records from RCA
Victor, Columbia, Decca, Dot, United Artists, Capitol, MGM,
Kapp, Epic, Vanguard and others were released, one after another.

The factors mentioned above affected and increased the
popularity of country music. So country music, called “western
music” in Japan, gradually became better known, and Japanese
country musicians enjoyed their popularity, too.
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4. Golden Era of Country Music
For five years after the war ended, occupation forces were
stationed in Japan. The chaotic period of time for post-war Japan
gradually settled down, and the economy was prospering slowly.
In 1950 the Korean War broke out. The US Army asked Japan to
supply war materials and foods, so businesses increased in order to
meet these demands. This raised the standard of living of Japanese
people little by little, and the people could afford to enjoy a few
popular amusements.
A small minority of these people turned their faces toward
country music. Thus the period from the mid-1950s to the early
1960s became the golden era of “western” music.

4.1 Live Western Music for Japanese

1) “Jazz Kissa” - Live at Music Café-

After the Korean War broke out in 1950, live performances
in the camps were decreasing little by little. But on the other hand,
the Japanese economic situation was getting better day by day.

Music cafés called “jazz kissa” appeared in big cities, and
their numbers were increasing. Music like jazz, Hawaiian, chanson
(French), “western” (country), Latin and other styles were played
at the jazz kissa cafés. Music like this was played at the cafés
and entertained the Japanese. Each area like Ginza, Ikebukuro and
Shinjuku had jazz kissas as follows.

Ginza: Tennessee, ACB, New Mimatsu, Tact
Ikebukuro: Drum, Swan
Shinjuku: ACB, La Seine, Opera House Shibuya, Theatre, Prince

Western music was played at Tennessee, ACB, New Mimatsu
and Tact, among other clubs, and gradually became more and
more popular.
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2) “Western Carnival” - Live Country Music Concert

Some western music players who sang at jazz kissas gathered
and started a live country music concert called “Western Carnival”
in 1953, which was held twice a year at the Tokyo Video Hall. The
Western Carnival was a good opportunity for these musicians to
play in front of large audiences. Western music continued to grow
in popularity. As the number of audience members increased and
the popularity of western music grew, the hall became too small.

So the site was moved to a larger hall, the Nichi-Geki Theater.
Thus, the name changed from “Western Carnival” to “Nichi-Geki
Western Carnival.” It ended with the eighth concert in the autumn
of 1957.

Some of the singers in bands who played onstage frequently
at the Western Carnival later became very famous in other musical
fields.

4.2 The “Rockabilly” Sensation and
Authentic Country Music

1) “Nichi-Geki Western Carnival”

Some of the western bands who played at the Western Carnival
also entertained onstage at the Nichi-Geki Western Carnival. Then
at that moment in musical history Elvis Presley had a big hit
with his song, “Heartbreak Hotel” in the US. This style of music
came to Japan a little later as the “Rockabilly” sensation. So a
few western singers in Japan sang rockabilly songs and played
the electric guitar, shaking their bodies onstage like Elvis. They
excited many teenaged girls and made them crazy, for a couple of
years. The three greatest rockabilly stars were Keijiro Yamashita,
Masaaki Hirao and Mickey Curtiss in Japan.

The Carnival continued till the middle of 1960s, following
the fashion of the music. Specifically, the Carnival established
various Japanese music cultures like the “Electric Guitar Sound”
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sensation and the “Group Sound.” From this stage many famous
entertainers in various fields got their start. They are as follows:
Hisahiko lida, Kazuya Kosaka, Hiroshi Mizuhara, Kyu Sakamoto,
Takuya Joe, Hiroshi Inoue, Mitsuo Sagawa, Takeshi Teramoto,
Chosuke Ikariya and others.

2) Authentic Country Music Concert ----“Tokyo Grand
Ole Opry”

During the rockabilly sensation, Bunka Broadcast had been
airing “Sunday Western” to enlighten authentic country music
fans since 1957. Some of the members of the Sunday Western
Fun Club gave a country music concert as the “Tokyo Grand Ole
Opry” in 1960.

The Opry was held monthly and lasted through the mid-
1960s. These were the regular performers: M. Harada & Wagon
Aces, K. Teramoto & Country Gentlemen, J. Tokita & Mountain
Playboys, Robert Tainaka & Smoky Rangers, Biji Kuroda, Yoshio
Ohno, USA Air Force Bands, etc. These artists were responsible
for spreading the popularity of authentic country music to a highly
educated audience.

In the 1960s, many country music stars from the USA visited
Japan, and some of them performed on the stage of Tokyo Grand
Ole Opry. These live concerts were definite evidence of the golden
era of country music in Japan.

November, 1962: Johnny Cash with June Carter

April, 1963: Ferlin Huskey

February, 1964: Hank Snow

May, 1964: Little Jimmie Dickens

May, 1964: Roy Acuff

November, 1964: Marty Robbins

October, 1965: Pop & Country (Nashville Sound); Chet
Atkins, Hank Locklin,

—77 -



International Country Music Journal 2018

The Browns, Skeeter Davis, et al
December, 1966: Sons of the Pioneers
February, 1967: Buck Owens & Buckaroos
March, 1967: Hank Thompson

Stage of Tokyo Grand Ole Opry
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4.3 Three Japanese “Western” Musicians Clung to
Country Music

Among the performers of Tokyo Grand Ole Opry, there
were three Japanese western musicians who clung to country
music throughout their lives who should be mentioned. They
all were university graduates, although they spent some tough
days just after the war. Lots of band mates who played with
them during the golden era of western music switched jobs.
However, these three men have loved country music for their
entire lifetimes.

1) Jimmie Tokita

The first of the three is Jimmie Tokita, born in Tokyo in 1936.
At 15 years old he joined Hiroshi Toyama’s Western Ramblers, one
of the earliest and the most popular bands at that time, and then he
organized a student country music band called the “Western Jolly
Boys” with Yoshio Ohno in 1952. Later he founded his own band,
the “Mountain Playboys” in 1957, while he was still a student
of Aoyama University. He went to the USA from 1967-1969 by
himself.

Jimmie released over 10 LP albums of country music. His
first one, Western Holiday, was released in 1962. He was the
Japanese country singer who released the most records. Sadly, he
passed away in 2000.

Chosuke Ikariya, Kiyohiko Ozaki, Takeshi Terauchi and
others came from his band, and they later became very popular in
the fields of music and comedy in Japan.
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Jimmie Tokita & Mountain Playboys

2) Keiichi Teramoto

The 2nd is Keiichi Teramoto, born in Tokyo in 1933. During
his college days at Aoyama University for eight years, he played
in the Chuck Wagon Boys and Wagon Masters. He also formed
“Swing West” with Takeo Hori, who later became a founder of
the famous entertainment production “Hori-Pro” in 1957, later
performing onstage at the “Western Carnival” and “Tokyo Grand
Ole Opry. Then he formed his own bands, “Keiichi Teramoto and
Country Gentlemen” and “Kelly’s Men.”

He was awarded the “Distinguished Lifetime Achievement”
award from the Country Music Association (CMA) in 1991. He
reunited his band, the Country Gentlemen in 1993 and published a
biographical book, “Straight Line to Country Music” in 2000. The
50th anniversary concert for his country music career was held in
2000. He is still playing and performing sometime as a country
music singer.
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Days in the Band “Swing West” around in 1957

3) Yoshio Ohno

The last is Yoshio Ohno, born in Tokyo in 1931. He formed
the “Western Jolly Boys” with Jimmie Tokita as a college
freshman at Hosei University in 1952. Then he joined and played
the banjo in several western music bands: the Country Rangers
(1954), the Mountain Boys (1952-55), Sons of Drifters (1957)
and Swing West (1957). In 1960 he went to Nashville, Tennessee,
and performed on the stage of the Grand Ole Opry on May 7,
as the first Oriental artists to appear on that legendary stage.
Returning to Japan, he soon formed his own band, the “Country
Mates” in 1960.

He celebrated his 85th birthday at a concert with the Country
Mates in 2016, and he is still playing regularly.
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Yoshio Ohno at Grand Ole Opry on May 26, 1960

5. Current State of Country Music in Japan and Conclusion
5.1 Current State of Country Music in Japan

Lots of the US soldiers transferred into occupied Japan
and were stationed there after World War II. By entertaining the
soldiers, Japanese country musicians polished their skills and
grew. Despite the unprecedented boom of rockabilly which swept
through Japan, some enthusiastic country musicians defended
authentic country music.

Following the three artists described in the previous chapter,
Charlie Nagatani and Kenji Nagatomi carried on the traditions
of country music in Japan. They each have their own live music
clubs at Kumamoto and Kyoto and perform there regularly. They
both have been involved with a big annual country music festival
in Japan for over 30 years, which keeps attracting more country
music fans in Japan.
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There are about 20 bluegrass festivals a year in Japan now.
Among them,over 100 bands have played on the stage at the biggest
festival, “Takarazuka” for over 40 years. Recently, young student
bands, especially from celebrated and excellent universities, are
increasing at an incredible rate. These young men who have
loved bluegrass music were mentored by Toshio Watanabe and
“Sab Watanabe” Inoue. Toshio founded BOM Service, which
has been doing mail-order sales of bluegrass and country music
(mainly bluegrass) since 1971. He has organized the Takarazuka
Bluegrass Festival for more than 40 years. Sab has also published
“MoonShiner,” the Japanese journal of bluegrass music, since
1984. Offering lots of information with abundant data, know-how,
and information for collectors, they continue to support the base of
bluegrass music in Japan. Sab and Toshio Watanabe were awarded
the Distinguished Achievement Award by the International
Bluegrass Music Association (IBMA) in 1995, and Sab received
the IBMA Print Personality of the Year award in 1998.

5.2 Conclusion

It has been 76 years since World War II ended. Country
music was brought to Japan essentially by the Occupation Forces
and AFRS. Japanese country musicians were brought up in the
music business to entertain GIs first. Influenced by the rockabilly
sensation, these artists established the golden era of country music
in Japan from the late 1950s through the mid-1960s. From the
western music stages during this era, “the electric guitar sound”
and “the group sound” sensations originated.

Thus, authentic western singers founded the basis of popular
music today in Japan, and country music in Japan has been passed
down from one generation to another. There are not a large number
of country music fans in Japan, but the music continues to be
faithfully supported by a tightly knit group of enthusiastic country
music fans here and there in Japan.
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Where Is Ford Rush?

By Barbara J. Rose

Manson Ford Rush was born in Marion County, Columbia,
Mississippi on April 7, 1890. His 1942 delayed birth certificate
states this information as accurate. There was no requirement of
birth certificates, in the state of Mississippi, at the time Ford was
born. His delayed certificate profile was certified dependent upon
the written affidavit of a family member or close friend. The birth
certificate lists Ford’s full address as WSM, Nashville, Tennessee.
The witness affidavit to his birth states “I have known him since
April of 1924.” George Hay, 3302 Orleans Drive, Nashville
Tennessee

Ford had been a household name several times prior to
1942. From 1910 to 1917 he worked in a variety of jobs: carpet
salesman, Inspector, Floorwalker, and National Insurance Agent,
all the while moonlighting as a singer with “Four Singing Sailors”.
The “Four Singing Sailors” entertained at various locations in St.
Louis.

During 1912 Ford married Louise Eva Bostelman and they
remained married for 54 years. The year 1918 began with the
couple residing in St Louis. In May of the same year lVariety
Magazine reported that Ford had moved to San Francisco to work
as the manager of Jerome Remick Publishing House, a music
publishing firm located at 608 Market Street.

Amid the entertainment environment of 1918, Ford Sr.’s fame
began to blossom. Variety Magazine continued to write about him
as “an added attraction to the Tivoli Theater.” Ford sings from
the audience of 1,500 people, performing with Al Jolson, who
is on stage. During that time-period Ford formed “The Remick
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Singers.”. They performed at numerous fund raisers, and carried
out “song plugging” for other performers. Ford performed at the
T and D Theater and quickly becomes known for singing the song
“Smiles” as reported by the Oakland Tribune on July 29, 1918.
Ford’s popularity as an entertainer grew as 1919 progressed and .
Ford and Louise welcomed the birth of Ford Edward Rush Jr. on
August 16, 1919.

In 1920, Ford Rush became known for his handsome looks.
His picture was used in a serial soap opera “Ann and Phil,” which
was published in the weekly San Francisco Call and Post.

During 1920, Ford performed at The Casino, The Lyric
Theater, The Tavoli, Pantages and The Coliseum Theater. He
plugged songs—taking them to singers to entice them to perform
them live--individually and with “The Remick Singers”.

In November of 1920 he was broadcasting as a “tenor” over
radio 6XC. This DeForrest Radiophone station was operated at
the California Theater, San Francisco. According to Radio News,
“By placing singers and their backs to the piano...enough sound
intensity from the piano is obtained thru the singers microfones so
as to obtain a proper blending of the voices and piano, Mr. Ford
Rush of California Theater, Madam Frieda Hempel and Forest
Lamont, stars of the Chicago Grand Opera Company, have been
the features of the special concert. Shows are sent out at 7:15 pm
and 9:00 pm weekdays, lasting at least one half hour.”

Ford Rush, Mort Harris and Patrick La Bruin of the California
Theater put together a cast of 15 people to perform individually
and as a group at the “Melody Shop,” a musical theater of sorts that
is located within the California Theater building itself. The group,
along with Ben Black, sets up the stage with musical instruments.
Singers are located where it is as acoustically beneficial as possible.
Performers plug the new hot songs of the day. It was labeled a
“huge success.”
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The first million dollar movie made in the USA, Foolish
Wives, opened at the Strand Theater in San Francisco in 1922.
Ford, as the opening act, sang “Yoo Hoo” and “When Shall
We Meet Again” for the movie that was quite “risqué” with a
“salacious” story line.

On December 22, 1922 Ford Rush and his family had moved
to Chicago. Variety Magazine carried an advertisement that stated
Ford was the manager of Sherman and Clay Publishing, Chicago
office.

In 1923 Ford was broadcasting at Station WCK in Chicago.
A newspaper advertisement described him performing as a “tenor
soloist.” On May 12 the St. Louis Dispatch radio schedules listed
“Frank Magine (composer) presenting his own songs. Assisted by
Ford Rush, tenor. Stuart Barrie is at the organ.”

The performance was repeated during the week at 8 p.m.
from the Missouri Theater.

In 1924, Ford became a household name on radio station WLS
in Chicago after he formed a partnership with Glenn Rowell. They
become known by several names: “Big Ford and Little Glen,”
“Ford and Glenn,” the “How do you do Boys?” and “The Lullaby
Boys.” The two entertainers wrote many songs together and
recorded with Columbia Records. George D. Hay, an announcer
at WLS, introduced the pair on a recording of “Lullaby Time.”
In 1925, George D. Hay moved to Nashville to join radio station
WSM. George D. Hay was known as “The Solemn Ole Judge” and
he, Ford Rush and Glenn Rowell formed a friendship that lasted
many years.

“Ford and Glenn” were joined by Gene Carroll in 1929; they
formed a trio that performed skits, songs and programs; some of
their material leaned towards the “risqué.” The three disbanded
as performers on September 17, 1929 after Ford requested being
released from their contract with Forster Music. However, Ford
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and Glenn remained friends throughout their lives and performed
together again in later years.

In 1930 loyal fans were asking “Where is Ford Rush?”’ The
parting of the ways of Ford and Glenn was a sad note for those
loyal fans. Newspaper stories were published during 1930 that
mentioned Ford Rush. In March, a newspaper stated that Ford was
the “feature performer on an elaborate frolic given by WSM-The
National Life and Accident Insurance Co at 11:30 on Thursday
night.” The article also stated that Rush “is visiting his friend the
‘Solemn Old Judge’ of the Grand Ole’ Opry.”

According to the 1930 United States census, the Rush family
was living in Ward 22, St Louis, MO. The rent was $67.50 per
month and Ford owned a radio set. In August, 1930, a Chicago
Herold reporter wrote “I heard Ford was tenoring at KMOX.”
Family files reveal musical and personal relationships during the
year of 1930, as well as in future years, with George Brown, Willie
Raskins, Billy Hill, George Hay, Smokey Duvall, Wallace Fowler,
Graydon Hall, Hoagy Carmichael, and Glenn Rowell.

Over the years when I sifted through the contents of my
grandfather’s treasures, I would find letters and telegrams from
Billy Hill. Prior to Internet availability I did not know who Billy
Hill was. I wondered “Why did this gentleman keep requesting
finances? Why did he write about songs he had found?” Wikipedia
was helpful in figuring out Billy Hill, as was the music in
grandfather’s collection.

In October, 1931, Ford Rush became known on radio WLW
in Cincinnati as “Old Man Sunshine.” During 1931 he played a
Martin tenor guitar and was nominated for the award “Best Radio
Singer.” Over the next several years Ford received other accolades;
for example, a “WLW poll of listeners” sent 20,000 fan- letters in
one day to WLW, naming Ford as “Favorite Radio Performer.”
During 1932, Ford’s radio program was rated “Best Children’s
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Program” by Radio Digest. In March, 1932, Ford signed a one
year, $40,000 exclusive contract with Crosley Radio. The shows
were broadcast over shortwave WSXAL and WLW. Ford’s
mailbag included letters from New Zealand, Hawaii, Australia,
and South Africa. In April, 1932, Sidney Teneyck of Radio Dials’
“Doodlesocker Dribbles” wrote an intriguing story of Ford. In
summary, Mr. Teneyck is at a restaurant to order dinner. While he
is there; the radio is on and grandfather’s show is being broadcast.
The restaurant is very populated and the staff is bustling about. All
of a sudden the activity stops, workers stop working, people stop
eating, and everyone is focused on grandfather’s words. At the end
of his “statements” all goes back to usual. “Old Man Sunshine,”,
aka Ford Rush is once again a household name.

During the early thirties, Wheatena published a booklet
showing Ford as “Ye Happy Minstrel.” That booklet contains
stories of “Troubadours of Yesterday and Today,” “History of the
Black Minstrel” and a section of cut-out paper dolls, based on the
Alice and Wonderland characters. Ford Rush was the author of
several of those writings and my dad, Ford Rush Jr. is in the story-
pictures for “Baseball tips.” (Back in the day, Dad was a minor
league player.)

Ford Sr. was performing with Pat Shavalon over WCAU radio
while Ford Rush Jr. made his debut at age 14 on WFBE radio.

In May, 1932, Variety Magazine listed the top twelve radio
programs by location. Under Midwestern programs Ford Rush
held three of the top spots. In 1934, radio schedules show Ford
working with Ralph Waldo Emerson on a regular basis. The 1936
WLS Family album lists Ford as an announcer, program director,
and soloist. It also states that in 1932 he was on the Prairie
Farmer staff. Variety wrote about Ford’s success at WLS. In 1937
Variety found Ford Rush Senior and Junior at WGY in New York.
They combined cooking, performing music, and laughter on “The
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Kitchen Show.” A WGY advertisement picked it as their number
one show. Radio Daily dubbed Ford Sr. as a “song philosopher”
while Ford Rush Jr. aka “Silent Slim,” was written up as talking
with his guitar strings more than his mouth. Ford Jr., gave the
short “straight-man” response to Ford Sr.’s jokes, using words
and/or music.

During 1938 the two Ford’s popularity grew as a more “home-
grown, musically talented population” began following their
shows, especially the “Search for Talent” and “Fiddler’s Contests™
that Ford Sr. and Jr. held. On May 4, 1938, it was announced that
Ford Rush Sr. would be in charge of the talent at the Boonville
Fair. Bradley Kincaid was a major attraction at that event. Ford
Jr. was predominantly in charge of the “Search for Talent” contest
while, Ford Sr. ran a “Fiddlers Contest.” As 1939 approached,
the two Fords were performing and holding “Search for Talent”
contests at various parks throughout Nashville. They performed
on WSM, at the Grand Ole Opry Opry and on the National Barn
Dance at WLS in Chicago.

Throughout the years, Ford Rush Sr. was listed many times
and by many authors as “an originator” of the National Barn
Dance. Like “Billy Hill,” the “National Barn Dance” was not a
familiar name to me until 1966 when my grandfather came to
live with us. Our family talked a lot about the Opry and the folks
there, but the National Barn Dance was never mentioned in our
household. During a welcome party for grandfather, at our home in
Foxboro, Massachusetts., my mother told me that it was “because
they never gave him (Ford Sr.) credit for all the work he did.”
No one ever talked about “the work™ either until grandfather’s
death. A survey of period radio schedules, news stories, audible
broadcasted interviews with Ford and Glenn, and family stories
shows the statement “an originator of the National Barn Dance”
to be true.
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Ford Sr. became a Grand Ole Opry member during the 1930’s.
Ford Sr. and Jr. began broadcasting over WSM and performed on
the Opry. In 1938, a WSM Birthday celebration list includes Ford
Sr. As the 1940’s approached, Ford Rush Sr. was known as “The
Singing High Sheriff of the Grand Ole’ Opry.” He performed on
the Grand Ole’ Opry in five of the six venues where the Opry
was held: National Life and Accident Insurance. Co. studio, the
Hillsboro Theater, Dixie Tabernacle, War Memorial, and the
Ryman Auditorium. He did not perform on the current Opry stage
because he passed away in December, 1966. It was very daunting
to visit the Opry of today and stand in the circle that both Ford Sr.
and Ford Jr. had performed from.

During the 1940’s Ford Rush Jr. performed with Pee Wee
King, Roy Acuff and the Smokey Mountain Boys, as well as
writing arrangements of Roy Acuff’s music. The two Ford’s,
father and son, traveled and were members of the Prince Albert
Tobacco Show, as well as “The Camel Caravan.” In 1946, Ford
Sr. was Roy Acuff’s “Personal Representative,” while both Fords
traveled with a group of Opry performers and performed on 206
shows across sixteen states. They drove the whole way.

The research and writing of my grandfather’s life and career
is not over. There are stories to tell so I hope this overview of
his success interests you. He was a household name many times
over in his career, which continued well into the late 1950°s. His
influence on Country and Gospel music was not that he composed
a particular song, or played a particular instrument in a particular
way. He was a talented, outstanding singer who used his talking
voice to persuade. We can hear his views clearly in a 1942
interview with J. Bunker of the Kentucky Courier Journal, titled
“Ford Rush, “the daddy” of all barn dances”

“Those so called Hillbilly tunes” says Mr. Rush, “are the
real American folk music, and the old songs and humor of the
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Saturday night Barn dances attract one of the most ardent and
faithful audiences on radio.”

“Most audiences are appreciative,” he says “but the folks
who follow our “Grand Ole’Opry, The National Barn Dance, and
the Renfro Valley Programs are downright demonstrative. They
come hundreds of miles to hear and see their favorite stars perform
in person.”
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The Lavender Cowboy
in the Modernist City:
Gene Autry and
The Phantom Empire (1935)

By Guerric DeBona, OSB
Saint Meinrad Seminary and School of Theology

In her best selling book, White Trash: The 400 Year Untold
History of Class in America, Nancy Isenberg persuasively argues
that we have ignored class divisions in America, hidden in plain
sight since the colonial period. How can we begin to understand
these divisions and where can we turn to discover artifacts that
might enlighten the subject? One place might be Hollywood’s
representation of emerging country music of the 1930s, when
viewed particularly from the perspective of modernity, class and
mass culture. Conflicting discourses that emerged during the Great
Depression, especially when it comes to left and right, intellectuals
and populism, highbrow and lowbrow, and surface in an interesting
way in American film culture, whose narratives helped to mediate
these anxieties centered around an encroaching fear of modernity.
Until recently, however, the contribution of the B-Western to
assuaging these tensions has gone fairly unexamined, along with
its erstwhile hero, the singing cowboy. I hope to add to the recent
work in this area with a brief look at a popular serial western and
its most prominent singing cowboy in the 1930s. What can we
learn today about the function of country music during this period
that might disclose some current divisions in the 21st Century?

Nobody could have ever predicted the many lives of the
Hollywood Western or its importance to understanding American
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life. Broadly speaking, early silent westerns were historical
fantasies and drew deeply from a popularization of Rousseau’s
“noble savage,” the American Transcendentalists (a Romanic ideal
largely disseminated in the novels of James Fennimore Cooper
and culminating in Owen Wister’s The Virginian, 1902), and a
myth of the frontier as the “wild west.” After the standardization
of the genre—Iless than a decade after The Great Train Robbery
(1903) — American culture’s rewriting of history, representation of
Native Americans and the entitlement to land appropriation would
become the subject of countless narratives, fully a fifth of all U.S.
releases (21 per cent) by 1910. As film technology improved
during the silent era, Hollywood would exploit the discourse on
the invention of the American west to its advantage, especially
when it came to the obvious production values inherent in the
action film and its masculine star hero; in so doing, these films
recycled and invigorated Western frontier mythology. According
to Scott Simmon, “among Hollywood genres, the Western is far
and away the most comfortable propounding ideas about American
historical and political life.”

At the same time, however, these big budget A-Westerns
arguably promoted a mythology and a history lesson that “never
follow through to its implications” because the films set up “a
dialogue about the nature of American history and the relationship
of that history to contemporary life that it proved so completely
ill-equipped to resolve.” That resolution of often contradictory
myths about the West and governing narrative principles of what
Simmon calls “the eastern western,” was largely impossible
to solve for a variety of reasons, among them the cinematic
genre’s own limitations, together with the rewriting of history
in a plot that was necessarily formulaic. These conflicts almost
certainly helped to canonize films like The Iron Horse (1924)
and Stagecoach (1939), as well as place their director, John Ford,
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into the pantheon of auteurs. Indeed, A-list westerns were readily
able to link celebrity power and promotion with the genre. (Who
can forget the star-making tracking shot of John Wayne as Ringo
when we first see him introduced, rifle in hand, in Stagecoach?)
But these “classic” western features were only half the story,
especially when we view the Western from the lens of the 1930’s,
the emergence of the B-Western—and the singing cowboy.

Peter Stanfield, Scott Simmon, Don Cusic and others have
argued persuasively for the B-Western and the singing cowboy film
in particular as a window into American life and as an instrument
of cultural negotiations during the Great Depression. B-films were
able to mediate class and economic tensions in ways that A-feature
westerns were not, for a variety of reasons. As Cusic writes, “The
films of Gene Autry and Roy Rogers presented a West that was
both new and old, contemporary and the Wild West. During the
1930s there were strong elements of the ‘old” West still alive
and well, but the West was becoming more modern, joining the
twentieth century. It was a West where the barren lands got water
from Dams constructed during the new Deal and that benefited
from the national government’s investments in the region. The
singing Cowboy movies, particularly those of Autry and Rogers,
demonstrated those changes.” As Simmon writes, unlike A-list
westerns that slog, “through its histories of nineteenth-century
pioneers, while demanding, in ponderous dialogue and heavy
symbols acknowledgement of the value of their achievements for
twentieth-century descendants. The decade’s B-Westerns make
that argument by leaping across the years. In these B-films, the
nineteenth century generally solves the problems of the twentieth,
the past usually resolves the conflicts of the present, country sets
straight the confusions of the city.”

I would like to particularize this discussion somewhat from
the perspective of film and cultural studies, by examining singing
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cowboy and country music star Gene Autry’s first leading role from
the lens of modernity and mass culture. The Phantom Empire
(1935), directed by Otto Brower and B. Reeves Eason and produced
by Nat Levine Poverty Row Mascot studio as a 12-episode serial
became what Blair Davis calls a “genre amalgamation” of musical,
western and science fiction genres of the 1930s.” In addition to the
confluence of genres, though, The Phantom Empire demonstrates
the ability of mass culture to function as a liberating instrument
during the Great Depression. Along these lines, I would like to
suggest that there are six artistic, modernist cultures coursing
in various ways through The Phantom Empire which help us
to underline the cultural and class division present in the 1930s
and which the star of that film helps to negotiate through plot,
character and song: high art; modernist art; avant-garde art; folk
art; popular art; mass art.

How do these modernist discourses work and how are
they resolved? Sometimes these versions of modernism work
in opposition to one another and are eventually resolved; other
times they are not. “They partake of one another, sometimes, like
figures on a chessboard, living in antagonistic relation. They could
be described as mental constructs, or, in Foucault’s language, as
discursive fields. But even if they’re only ideas, they constitute
a network of real social power; and because their names occur
frequently in the writings of historians and theorists, they have a
certain heuristic value.” With Modernism rising more and more
during the 1920s and 1930s, mass culture (particularly the action
serial of the B-film) and its stars played key roles in mollifying
the anxieties present in American culture. “Although an action
serial aimed at young audiences in small-town America, The
Phantom Empire nevertheless tapped into widespread insecurities
regarding modernity. Ultimately, the easygoing Autry is able to
save the surface people from the most dangerous implications of
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technology, while embracing such aspects of the modern world as
recorded sound, radio and even television, which wired the West
and connect it to the outside world.” My intention for the remainder
of this article is to explore these various conflicting discourses
in The Phantom Empire and suggest particular ways that Autry
negotiates these tensions as a singing cowboy. Along the way I
will make some parallels to the films of Tex Ritter, whose career
lagged behind Autry but whose role as a singing cowboy presents
some interesting parallels to Autry’s as a mediator of cultural
modernism.

High Art: The Elitist Intellectual

The Phantom Empire is as far from a highbrow art house
film as anyone could imagine. After all, the 12-chapter serial
was B-movie entertainment whose viewership thrived in popular
spectatorship, and the kind of entertainment that critics such as
Dwight MacDonald would have detested as mindless distraction
and useless drivel. From the perspective of even middlebrow
art proponents, B-films were barnacles the industry attached to
decaying mass culture. In Chicago, for instance, the film appeared
as a double bill with the Shirley Temple feature musical comedy
The Little Colonel (1935) at one theater. Across town, it twinned
with a romantic drama in another movie house and with a
mystery-thriller in still another. At the same time, however, there
are elements of high art present in the film that clearly function as
binary oppositions in order to underline the contrast between them
both, or what could be called a highbrow/lowbrow showdown.
In this regard, it would be difficult to view the film and not find
some reminder of Fritz Lang’s Metropolis (1927), showcasing the
modern city run amok, and which would become the quintessential
art film and illustrative of German Expressionism that still finds a
place today in the cineaste theater today. In fact, Hollywood had its
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own middlebrow version of German Expressionism, which entered
the industry with German emigrants, like Lang and F.W. Murnau,
whose first American film, Sunrise (1927) became emblematic
of the Hollywood appropriation of high art. John Ford’s time in
Fox studios shared some contact with European emigrants who
would later influence Ford’s experimentation his noir-ish films of
the 1930s, such as The Informer and The Long Voyage Home.
The Phantom Empire, on the other hand, shows no signs of such
integration of German Expressionism; quite the contrary: high art
deliberately stands as a foil to folk or popular art, the modern city
to the rural ranch. Indeed, the “Scientific City of Murania,” whose
architecture and mechanization may gesture toward a kind of low
grade “Metropolis” on a very strict budget, represents the precise
inversion of Gene Autry’s Radio Ranch; this dyad underscores
the ideological functions of both habitations, and, as we shall
see, makes Autry’s character and his songs as a singing cowboy a
crucial and pivotal intermediary between the two worlds.

High art is isolated, elitist and untouchable as it unfolds
in Murania. It is a city carefully estranged from the masses,
even as it defines itself apart. As James Naremore and Patrick
Brantlinger have pointed out, high art has its origin in the
European (monarchical) court tradition and when the standard
became a bourgeois practice and its site was the city, “where it
had the effect of mapping empires, forging national identities,
and subtly maintaining the authority of aristocrats over their
most powerful subjects.” And indeed, Queen Tika in regal attire
rules the metropolis of Murania in The Phantom Empire as an
autocratic dictator; her pedigree and origins are clearly imperious
and could not be further from democracy (or, for that matter, the
New Deal of the 1930s). She sits upon a throne in a palace; her
interests are entirely nationalistic and her methodology remains
ruthlessly authoritarian throughout the serial. She executes anyone
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who disappoints her. Her subjects are an entirely male population,
like a queen bee governing a hive of obedient, subservient drones.
Queen Tika speaks with an affected accent and her subjects dress
in medieval attire and ride horses in battalions, like Renaissance
warriors. Additionally, the landscape of Murania is somewhat
reminiscent of Art Deco style modernist architecture, which
emerged in the mid-1920s and lasted until the beginning of the
Second World War. The illuminated Art Deco design hints at the
science fiction genre in which the film participates (and for which
it would become a blueprint for future serials) and somewhat veils
the elitist aspects of the urban monarchical citadel.

Murania begins to take on the characteristics of high culture
and its expression in high modernism, as Matthew Arnold, who
was enormously influential to constructing an American hierarchy,
would articulate these values in Culture and Anarchy (1869). As
Lawrence W. Levine reads Arnold, the 19th century critic chose
adjectives like “higher” and “lower,” or “pure” and “popular”
hardly by accident. “They clustered around a congeries of values,
a set of categories that defined and distinguished culture vertically,
that created hierarchies which were to remain meaningful for
much of this century.”

Such opposition plays itself out most obviously in the
polarized worlds of Murania and the Radio Ranch, Queen Tika and
Gene Autry. After viewing the Radio Ranch and activities of the
people who live on the surface through her video screen, Queen
Tika arrogantly boasts, “How fortunate we are with our advance
science, our superior mentality.” Like Arnold’s characterization of
the English nobility who distained their youthful past, Murania
is a world of adults only, royal guards and courtiers who operate
by laws and rituals as they would in a European court. By
contrast, Autry’s world is spontaneous and saturated with folk
songs and, of course, the radio. Autry’s first number is a romp
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through a barnyard (“Uncle Noah’s Ark™), filled with vaudeville
humor and child-like characterizations and vulgar animal noises.
Further, the Ranch is made up largely of children, musicians and
string bands, who gather around a democratic ideal (the kids hold
elections and vote!) and brought together by festive song on the
radio. Murania and its inhabitants are the result of an education
without soul, a populous which evolved because of cultivated and
careful education, free from the contamination of Gene Autry and
his Radio Ranch—which is to say, mass culture, democracy and
lowbrow entertainment. There is no diegetic music in Murania, only
a rather ominous non-diegetic soundtrack lurking the background.
The opening opposition between these two worlds that are
literally geographically polarized underlines the democratization
of country music as an American expression, quite apart from its
monarchical and oppressive inversion in Murania. As we shall see,
the diegetic music at the Ranch has its own part to play, as the
singing cowboy brings together the folk and democratic tradition
in opposition to the modern city.

That said, the singing cowboy not only stands in opposition,
but will find himself with a foot in the other world as well. As
the film unfolds Autry works his way back and forth between
the Ranch and Murania, as if to clear a safe passageway between
highbrow and lowbrow culture. After all, the singing cowboy
must retrieve something from modernity, specifically a technology
that will mass-ify country music. Further, Autry is not alone when
it comes to inhabiting these two worlds. The hint of a high art
culture (and its antithesis) in B-Westerns emerges in at least two of
Tex Ritter’s films as well where Ritter also steps into both worlds.
In his first feature for Grand National, Song of the Gringo (1936),
Tex infiltrates a gang in order to solve a murder and finds himself
hiding in a Spanish villa, whose timid patriarch plays chess
and where his daughter, a young woman dressed in European
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elegance prays devoutly to the Virgin Mary. These Continental
trappings of highbrow culture, with its paintings and elaborate
furnishings, serve to contrast the rather unsophisticated Tex, who
sneaks into the house during a storm looking rough and bearded.
His love interest is part of this more refined world which must
become integrated. More revelatory, perhaps, in Arizona Days
(1936), Tex appropriates himself as a popular singer to Professor
McGill, a rather washed up Shakespearian actor who now takes
a minstrel show on the road. In a little bit of aping from Autry’s
first feature, Tumbling Tumbleweeds, the film clearly burlesques
highbrow affectation when the Professor gives a pep talk to one
of Tex’s sidekicks: “My good man, I am a thespian . . . nothing is
impossible.” McGill moments later critiques the terrible trombone
playing, saying “I think you need a little more practice. . . . Just
a little more practice.” Meanwhile, Tex carries on with his folk
ballads and parlor guitar. While visiting the world of high art
the singing cowboy clearly fits into the world of popular art and
returns to it, like the center of gravity.

The Language of Purity: Modernist Art

Murania is a city in which language and architecture
speaks modernity, much of whose underlying ideology remains
a product of the Enlightenment. The city’s architecture seems
like an illumination of the sleek modernism that would come
to dominate the design of buildings in America before and after
World War II. Thunderous symphonic chords accompany the first
revelation of the city when we first glimpse its cylindrical and
electric shapes. As ruled by Queen Tika, Murania represents the
outcome of progress, a blueprint plan designed by a civilization
of over-reachers, eventually doomed for self-destruction. The
moving sidewalks are the signs of progress for a city that never
sleeps and where scientific research governs the practical details
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and improvements in modern living. We know from the plot that
city harbors the coveted Radium resources for further scientific
development and provides the enticement for Professor Beetson
and the other unscrupulous and greedy scientists. In the film’s
cultural context of the Stock Market Crash of 1929 and the Great
Depression that followed that financial disaster, the will to power
and financial corruption has its inevitable outcome: the narrative
reflects the growing anxiety concerning modernism in the context
of the economic turmoil of the 1930s, together with the ideation
of a pure civilization and the threat of fascism and the birth of the
atomic age. As Ron Briley rightly suggests, “The implications of
the Frankenstein myth are quite evident in The Phantom Empire,
and it seems safe to assume that these perceptions resonated with
viewers in a world drifting toward global conflict with dictators and
military regimes promising security through territorial expansion.
Furthermore, new technologies made it possible for planes to rain
destruction from the skies, and civilian populations removed from
the battlefield were no longer safe . . . the Muranians’ reliance
upon radium leads them to construct a weapon that proves to be
their ultimate undoing.”

The all male population (excepting the Queen) suggests a
city without fecundity, as if modernity has already carried out a
kind of post-atomic catastrophe, resulting in a sterile civilization
without humanism, love or reproduction. In the city of Murania
the men are slaves of the Queen and live in a kind of robotic trance
of the status quo until they instigate their rebellion. But even in a
revolution (somewhat resonant of a Renaissance treasonous plot)
it seems as if this is yet another barbaric will to power or ambition
meant to disclose the interest in establishing a patriarchal substitute
for a tyrannical matriarchy. The robots, ubiquitous throughout the
film, recall the automation of which modernity was a part and
which threatened to undermine American freedom, the national
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economy and its jobs and perhaps dismantle agrarian culture
altogether.

As others have noted, The Phantom Empire would set the
stage for future sci-fi fantasy, with serials such as Flash Gordon
Conquers the Universe,(1940),complete with its rather Wagnerian
and triumphant soundtrack. But unlike its science fiction progeny,
the amalgamation of genres in The Phantom Empire is meant to
suggest an alternative universe in contrast with a viable alternative,
a binary inversion between a modernist nightmare and a rural
ideal, Murania and the Radio Ranch. The signification of science
in Murania is not wonder but progress that leads to destruction; the
Ranch is a place of musical theater, which articulates a humanist
vision and led by the singing cowboy, Gene Autry. We know that
B-Westerns were designed for and extremely popular in small rural
communities, where the obvious fear of modernity, the city and the
financial threat from both of these entities were present throughout
the 1930s. Free from the blight of urbanization and Wall Street,
rural spectators viewed the singing cowboy film as an extension
of themselves. As Peter Stanfield reminds us, when it came to
the singing cowboy western, Autry represented “men women
and children who frequented small town, rural and neighborhood
theaters, working class families who wanted a magical fairy tale
transformation of familiar landscapes and characters. This is
primarily the world that the series Westerns gave them, a world
where conflicts between labour and capital are resolved in favor
of the working man and woman.”

As the singing cowboy, Autry offers his radio broadcast as
something like a Greek chorus, commenting on the refuge of rural
life and bucolic ideals away from urbanization. Indeed, the first
production number (about which I will have more to say later) cuts
to a comic array of barnyard animals, as if to enumerate the virtues
of life on the ranch and the rural community more generally. To
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this end, the singing cowboy offered hope by espousing the values
of the New Deal, especially for rural landowners, together with
its public work projects like the WPA and FDR’s Good Neighbor
Policy (which will be a subject for later Autry films, like South of
the Boarder in 1939). Indeed, the genre even generated tourism
and perhaps national pride during the Great Depression. As Don
Cusic writes, “The Singing Cowboy pictures were set in the West
and although the films were in black and white, the grandeur of
the West is captured. Seeing the West on the silver screen inspired
many young boys and girls to grow up wanting to become cowboys
and cowgirls and to visit the West. For the Dad’s and Mom’s who
saw those westerns, it often planted a desire to see the West.” As
Autry reflected on his career in his autobiography, “while my
solutions were a little less complex than those offered by the FBI,
and my methods a bit more direct, I played a kind of New Deal
cowboy who never hesitated to tackle many of the same problems:
the dustbowl, unemployment, or the harnessing of power. This
may have contributed to my popularity with the 1930’s audience.”

Autry is not alone in helping to resolve the plot in The
Phantom Empire. Those who undermine Murania and modernism
are the opposite of the sophistications of the city and the will to
power: children. Frankie and Betsey are instruments for Gene when
he is disabled or otherwise unconscious, and the children who form
their own version of the Thunder Riders and form a rescue squad
(democratically choosing a motto—*“To the Rescue”). At the same
time, the Radio Ranch is not empty of scientific inquiry; it just puts
such investigations together for the common good, like the New Deal
itself. Frankie has a secret laboratory and the draconian Professor
Beetson praises the young man for his “perfect” knowledge of
radio waves. But Frankie and Betsey’s bring not elitist or Fordism
attitudes and commerce (or Futurist robots), but communitarian
and humanist rural values to the people of the Ranch.
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The Avant-Garde: The City on the Hill—or
Below the Surface

Surrealism was part of the historical avant-garde of
modernism that emerged in Europe in the early 1920’s, with works
by Salvador Dali, Man Ray and Luis Bunuel and others. A central
objective of the surrealists was to reveal the bourgeoisification of
culture by cracking the veneer of civilization. Although surrealism
was an artistic movement under the umbrella of modernism,
the obvious touchstone figure was not an artist but Sigmund
Freud. Like Freud, the surrealists sought to bring the individual
and collective unconsciousness to the surface in the context of
everyday life. The surrealist movement would eventually be
mainstreamed by Hollywood, most obviously with directors like
Alfred Hitchcock who used Dali to do the dreamscapes in his film,
Spellbound (1945), and who hints at the perverse unconscious
by the discovery of Norman Bates’s “mother” in the basement. It
should be fairly obvious that there is more than a small element of
surrealism in The Phantom Empire. Scott Simmon argues that the
B-Western rambles into surrealism more generally, upending the
conventional historical narrative of the A-Western. “Approached
logically, B-Westerns seem irresponsibly cavalier about the era
in which they are set. Some B-Westerns with a little punch of
surprise, as in that 1939 version of The New Frontier, with its joke
about the Indians who turn out to be disguised white townsfolk.
But B-Westerns usually play any leap in eras with a straight face.”

In some sense, the city of Murania is literally a buried
collective unconscious that Autry himself brings to the surface.
How phantom an empire we might ask? Gene Autry’s only
real “love interest”—and I use that word guardedly and very
carefully —is Queen Tika. The unlikely pairing of the monarch and
the spokesman for the New Deal deliberately remains antagonistic,
threateningly sexual and in tension throughout the series (all the
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more so for the hero’s identification for the young boys at the
Saturday matinee). But there is something very surrealistic about
Autry’s ambivalent adolescent sexual curiosity that longs to be
brought to the surface in this weird matching between Autry
and the Queen. Interestingly enough, the film uses Autry to its
advantage especially as a “romantic” lead, because the producer,
Nat Levine did not think Autry was masculine enough. Perhaps
the surrealistic effect of the film played also to the dormant sexual
feelings of early and middle adolescents in the theater and their
sexual ambivalence toward the opposite sex. As we have seen,
mass culture is all about negotiating anxiety and sexuality was not
exception: the fears of the 1930s were meant to be accessed by
this world of science fiction—its power hungry civilization and
radioactive elements—and subsequently calmed and negotiated
by a musical troubadour. Autry may scratch the surface of latent
sexuality, even as he assuages more social tensions of modernity.
The role of the singing cowboy as one who participates in a
surrealistic narrative is very interesting and provocative, and
would not be the first a singing troubadour poetically tapped into
the heart of love.

Additionally, Murania is also a place of dreams that are
accessible by a fantastic television-like video machine. History
is replayed as a bad dream and not, as in A-Westerns, part of a
national mythology. The Thunder Riders who furiously come and
go from Murania are reminiscent of the KKK; the futuristic city
and its movements toward automation seem incongruous with a
murderous and racist cult. But the pairing of white supremacists
and modernist over-reachers may not be that unusual for the
surrealist aspect of The Phantom Empire. Perhaps the film may
be hinting at racial tensions and modernity, or the grotesque side
of a progressive modernism that moves toward fanatical racial
purity as in the National Socialism of the Third Reich.
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Autry is just the most obvious example of the way that the
singing cowboy explores the collective unconscious and helps
to reconcile conflicts. Like Orpheus, who was the mythical god
and journeyman who descended into the underworld to rescue
his Eurydice, Autry leaves the world of the Ranch and its link to
real time, only to navigate into the depths of Murania which are
unknown, threatening and darkly modernistic. But Tex Ritter also
serves to bring a buried unconscious to the service as well. In the
Song of the Gringo, for instance, a hostile group of outlaws seeks
to destroy him and stand at the ready to do him in. He confronts
the murderous band out to get him like a prophet with a parlor
guitar and sings the murder ballad “Sam Hall”: “Well, my name
it is Sam Hall, Sam Hall/. Yes, my name it is Sam Hall, it is Sam
Hall/. My name it is Sam Hall an’ I hate you, one and all/. An’ I
hate you, one and all/ Damn your eyes.” The song gives voice to
the hostility in the group (and even the singing cowboy himself),
scratching the veneer of the moment and suggests the ability of
the singing cowboy to cut through deception and the dark artifice
associated with the gang and its money interested sponsor. The
singing cowboy and his songs raise the unconscious of other
characters and of the spectator as well; these ballads suggest the
power of country music to penetrate deep feelings and dramatic
situations with the troubadour cowboy as prophet.

Down at the Ranch: Folk Art and
the Singing Cowboy’s Style
This fourth category of modernism (together with the next
two) initiates what some might refer to as the lowbrow inversion
of the previous three categories. Now the ideation of pre-industrial
communities is as old as the Industrial Revolution itself. The logical
outcome of capitalism, progressive Arnoldian ideals, the Industrial
Revolution, the high tech city and science without humanism is
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a city like Murania. That doomed landscape is what sociologist
Howard Odum might have called a “super-civilization,” since it
“stands in many bold contrasts to culture: superstate over . . . the
folk and learning; organization over people, mass over individual,
power over freedom, machines over men, quantity over quality,
artificial over natural, technology over human, production over
reproduction. The verdict is one for too much civilization and too
little culture.” A popularization of local art began in England with
the so-called “Arts and Crafts movement” in the mid-19th century
and moved to Continental Europe and the United States. Weary of
the bourgeois, massified and non-original effects of industrialized
art, the emergent interest in what we now call a folk tradition
looked elsewhere for sweetness and light. In his fine work on the
culture of the 1930s, Richard Pells argues that the key problem of
modern life in that decade was not just economic but culture versus
civilization. “This state of mind accounted for an extraordinary
interest in folk cultures, agrarian communities, and peasant life
that sprang up in the early 1930’s.” Painters turned to primitive
art and native landscapes of “untouched” pueblos of Mexico or
the islands of the Caribbean. Early in the 20th century, music was
drawing from these folk cultures, with Aaron Copland importing
folk melodies from Appalachia for his symphonies, or Bela Bartok
instrumentalizing indigenous music from Hungary, Romania,
Bulgaria or other countries. A young Allen Lomax partnered with
his father to collect regional music for the Library of Congress
resulting in American Ballads and Folk Songs (1934) and Negro
Folk Songs as Sung by Lead Belly (1936).

Country music already had a secure foothold in American rural
culture by the 1920’s with the likes of the Carter family, Jimmie
Rodgers and the new tradition of the singing cowboys. Autry, who
consciously imitated Jimmie Rogers early in his career, embodied
the Hollywoodization of this emergent subculture. Hollywood’s
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love affair with the modernist folk tradition in just about every
genre is well known. African-Americans played no small role in
Hollywood’s folk tradition, staring in jazzy all black musicals such
as Hallelujah (1929) and Cabin in the Sky (1943). Pianist Dooley
Wilson famously played Rick Blaine’s sidekick in Casablanca
(1942). As comic relief among a gaggle of sidekicks, tap-dancing
Eightball is a member of Autry’s medicine show in Tumbling
Tumbleweeds. Not surprisingly, Tex Ritter’s singing cowboy
rings out the old ballad, the “Boweevil Blues” song (which was
recorded by Leadbelly and captured by Lomax in 1934) in Riders
of the Frontier (1939) with an African-American actor, Mantan
Moreland as a cook and sidekick in this production number. And
Trouble in Texas (1937) integrates some documentary footage of
Native Americans in traditional garb at a large rodeo/festival.

But the singing cowboy’s role as folk hero would be seminal to
the plot of B-Westerns. With a folk appeal to a variety of musical and
filmic audience, it should be easy to see why Hollywood, especially
the Poverty Row studios, was enamored with the B-Western and
with the singing cowboy more particularly. B-westerns were
“quickies” to produce and intentionally shot in the present to
avoid big budgets and high cost sets and costumes. Folk songs
were cheaply done and did not involve elaborate choreography
or sound production techniques. B-Westerns in general did not
involve expensive camera shots (a problem for the sound film
more generally in the early years) or process shots and could mike
a singing cowboy like Autry very easily performing in place with
either a boom mike or one hidden in a prop. A typical budget for
a B-Western, according to Tino Balio was anywhere from $5,000
to $20,000 and several western cowboy’s were engaged for a six-
picture deal at $1,000 a picture. With this in mind, Autry and his
fellow singing cowboys were a bargain. His first feature film for
Republic, Tumbling Tumbleweeds (1935) “was made for less than
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$18,000 and eventually grossed over $1 million . . . Named for
one of Autry’s most popular songs, Tumbling Tumbleweeds led
the new form of the singing Western to such a wide success that
Republic soon introduced an equally popular rival, Roy Rogers.”

Folk music added a difference in to the musical genre.
Autry’s place in the singing cowboy Western was not a
duplication of integrative musicals, which organically arise from
the circumstances of plot and character, “Autry’s films frame it
explicitly as musical performance . . [and] that there is a marked
difference between westerns in which cowboys sing and the singing
western proper, which rests upon a highly distinctive reflexivity in
the representation of musical performance. . . in singing westerns is
a commonplace act that calls attention to the social bond between
the entertainer and his audience. The singing cowboy comes from
and speaks to a commonality; he is in partnership with rather than
set apart from, his audience.” This social bond between Autry and
the audience in The Phantom Empire could not be more obvious
from the first time we see Autry and his string band performing as
the Radio Riders at the Radio Ranch at the beginning of the film.
Country music and its rising star becomes a kind of fulcrum for
establishing a significant relationship with the audience, all the
more of a contrast to the distant world of Murania.

Let me say more about this fascinating bond between the
singing cowboy and his audience. Chapter one introduces Autry
and his band and begins as an action sequence, in which Gene
and the Radio Riders capture a stagecoach filled with instruments
so that they can perform for the radio “Uncle Noah’s Ark.” Autry
announces the ‘“social bond,” in fact, when he tells the radio
audience that, “we are about to bust into your homes.” The film
cuts between Autry and some barnyard animals, the ubiquitous
Smiley Burnett and the other sidekicks in the film. But most
indicative of the deliberate relational strategy when filming the
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singing cowboy is this: Autry’s close-ups allow for the screen
audience to participate in a variety of very expressive headshots
of the performer, disproportionate to the film’s audience on the
porch of the Radio Ranch. We are granted an intimacy with the
performer from the start of the film. In other words, the cinematic
spectator and the little crowd at the Radio Ranch merge as a social
unit: the folk world of the ranch becomes our world, together with
the comedic characters who showcase the performance Autry
himself. “Uncle Noah’s Ark” became a favorite for Autry fans and
was reprised with Burnette for Republic’s production of Round-
Up Time in Texas in 1937. There was an intimacy established
with folk modernism that tied this popular discourse directly to the
rural audience and had the added feature of growing a fan base for
Autry, even as his devotees sought to reproduce their experience
of the film later in audio recordings. Needless to say, the artificial
and cold world of Murania and the icy Queen Tika are a deliberate
foil to folk intimacy and authenticity of Autry and the Ranch.

Popular Art: Radio and the Ranch and
the Singing Cowboy

It would be difficult to exaggerate the importance of popular
radio in 1930s America as a social tool and radio performers as
instruments of transformation. The period of the Great Depression
disclosed numerous anxieties, none so great as the fear of societal
fracture. The radio in the 1930s got the nation through a crisis
it never faced before. “Although the ravages of the Depression
reached far and wide throughout society, there was nevertheless a
fear that new social divides would open up or exacerbate existing
ones.In various ways, and to various political ends,radio was seized
upon as a tool that could bind the various constituents of the nation
together, whenever there were and whatever their circumstances.
The radio was, for example, more than many other cultural forms,
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available to those still working and the unemployed alike.” But
according to Bruce Lenthall, radio’s popularity was the source of
consternation to the public intellectual of the 1930’s, who feared
American broadcasting’s effect on the population. “Radio was a
vehicle, perhaps the leading vehicle, of mass culture in the 1930’s.
For many public intellectuals, that prodded their criticism of the
medium. They disliked and feared mass culture. The commercial
nature of radio forced broadcasters to appeal to broad audiences.
In doing so, this array of thinkers asserted, radio transformed
diverse groups of humanity into a collective audience that denied
the distinctive and had no use for creative or intellectual advance.”
For these intellectuals who could, incidentally, be positioned on
the other side of modernity as ‘“high art” critics, radio and mass
culture in general perpetuated the problem of what Matthew Arnold
called “the populous” doing what it pleases. “They recognized that
radio’s commercial nature made it a vehicle of mass culture—and
because of this, they saw little hope for American broadcasting.”
The narrative dynamics of The Phantom Empire draws from
this tension present in the 1930s between highbrow and lowbrow,
together with the cultural attitudes inherent in radio broadcasting
as a vehicle for mass communication. To a great extent, The
Phantom Empire revolves around the importance of radio and
showcases its production through Gene Autry, the star of the
Radio Ranch. As the owner of the Radio Ranch tells Autry, “Boy
is our ranch popular. And all because of your broadcasts.” The
power of advertising (obviously derided by intellectuals as the
mass-ified machinations of radio), was capable of disseminating
a wide amount of product information in ways that would
have been impossible before. Radio brought a fractious society
together in one living room, and increased the access of remote
rural communities to a national conversation of entertainment,
news and FDR’s “Fireside Chats.” At the same time, the rural
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world of Gene Autry, the Radio Ranch and the country music
radiobroadcasts stands in stark contrast to the elitist city. Later,
Professor Beetson says that Autry makes the Radio Ranch
“popular.” Without him, the place would soon become deserted.
The object then becomes to get rid of Autry so that the Radio
Ranch would be unpopular and deserted, clearing the way for
excavations for Radium. Popularity for both the radio and its star
is a key feature of the plot because it is the popular precisely
as mass culture, which secures both information and perpetuates
interest. The intellectual like Beetson knows exactly how to
sabotage mass culture: by removing the celebrity from the mike.

While the Radio Ranch thrives on the wide transmission of
information and entertainment, Murania, the scientific city, holds
a tight aegis over its communication. In contrast to Autry’s singing
cowboy, with his congenial air and intimate relationship with the
viewer, Queen Tika looks into her video screen like a sorceress
conjuring a spell on her victims. In a series of unusual camera
shots, the Queen looks directly and very sternly into the camera,
breaking the “fourth wall” of the cinema, a severe contrast to
Autry’s charismatic smile and musical appeal, drawing in the
spectator with an oblique series of standard Hollywood shots. The
film continues to position Queen Tika as anti-entertainment, an
enemy to mass culture. Having seen horse races, boxing matches,
car races and other visions of contemporary life she says that, “The
world today is a mad house. We are fortunate in Murania.” The
characterization hints at censorship and a control of information.
As the Empress of a lost civilization, she alone is privy to the news
and her video oracles, unless she cares to share it with her chosen
and exclusive band of warriors who do her bidding in her control
room. When one of the scientists inadvertently stumbles on the
threshold of Murania, the Queen is horrified. “Surface men in our
Garden of Life. It has never happened before and it will never
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happen again.” Much like the relationship between mass culture
and intellectuals of the 1930s, the very air of the surface world is
deadly, suffocating and contaminating to the rarified atmosphere
of the citizens of Murania. The people of Murania literally die from
breathing the surface air. The habitat of the popular is poisonous to
those of the modernist city.

The junior radio pioneer, Frankie (who has a “perfect
understanding of radio beams”) makes use of his secret laboratory
and poaches parts such as cathode ray tubes from the radio engineer
to build “adirection finder” in order to discover just where the origin
of a radio transmission might be. When the direction finder stands
on his head, Frankie and Betsey tell Gene that the signals might
indicate a civilization under the earth. But this is just one of many
examples in the plot in which popular radio will be the undoing of
the modern city. The importance of radio is suggested throughout
the plot, not surprisingly, especially given the radio’s role in rural
America. Feigning interest in an archeological discovery of an
idol in a nearby gulley, the scientists convince Gene to show them
where they might find the origins of a cultural find associated with
such a city under the earth. He does so on the condition that he
return at two o’clock, just in time for his radio broadcast. To fail
to do so would mean that he would lose his contract. And sure
enough, having been shot at, thrown from his horse, knocked
unconscious lost and almost burned by his own campfire, the show
goes on. After Frankie and Betsey rescue Gene, his one concern is
getting back in time for the broadcast. And if he fails to perform,
they will lose Radio Ranch. For several chapters in the series, the
plot hangs on the crucial reality of maintaining the broadcast—or
else. Radio has big stakes. So does losing the Ranch, a fear that
must have had a lot of reverberations in the 1930s as people were
in jeopardy of losing their homes and livelihood. Popular radio
and Gene Autry helped negotiate those anxieties, even as radio
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itself was an agent of unification for a divided nation and a lifeline
to isolated rural towns.

Mass Art and the Songs of the Cowboy

The popular discourses diffused in modernity comprise a
variety of expressions: American cinema, network radio and
popular “pulp” fiction and magazines make up a massification
of art in the context of the 1930s. “These were the institutions
comprising what Horkeimer and Adorno [members of the
Frankfurt School] labeled the culture industry — the manufacturers
of Kitsch, a German word meaning ‘trash’ or ‘rubbish.” Murania
represents the robotization or Fordism of modernity, the place of
automation and sterilization, enhanced by an Arnoldian, European
sensibility with overtones of European monarchy. Although
Gene Autry’s Radio Ranch’s radio culture certainly suggests
and promotes the values of popular religiosity and homespun
values —much of which occurs not only in the plot but also in the
production numbers—the film hints at a massification of culture at
the Radio Ranch as well and hints at a reconciliation: as much the
film argues for Autry’s authenticity as a singer, he is the owner of
Radio Ranch and its airwaves carry his voice to millions of listeners
and he is acknowledged as an advertising spokesman. The camera
showcases his talents in ways that would never be possible in a
live performance. In a fascinating way this very ambivalence is
embodied by the singing cowboy: he is represented as an authentic
crooner, singing ballads that are personal and heartfelt, wearing
rural sincerity as a badge. But his personal reach is compromised
by Fordism itself: he is singing not to me but to millions, and
these recordings will become manufactured, popular artifacts in
future movies, records and spinoffs. He is able to be authentic—a
kind of original artist—by virtue of mass art. There is only one
Gene Autry, but he is reproduced by mass art for the delight of
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many, even as the camera shots persuade us that he is in our living
rooms. This ambivalence of the singing cowboy begins to hint at
the reasons why he inhabits both the world of modernity and rural
America in the film: he must reconcile these two worlds because
he embodies both the artistic and the commercial.

The line between folk or even popular art and mass art is
very thin, but The Phantom Empire wears mass art on its sleeve.
As I have suggested, much of the plot of the series begs a survival
motif around the triumph of the radio broadcast itself as well as its
star performer, Gene Autry. The opening sequence is really about
mass art and how it works its magic on an audience. Although he
achieved success in Tumbling Tumbleweed as a singing cowboy,
Gene Autry came to The Phantom Empire not as a movie star, but
as a radio personality, having broadcast on WLS AM radio from
Chicago in the National Barn Dance and continued his success
in radio throughout the Phantom series. To some extent, The
Phantom Empire is not only about Autry the singing cowboy, but
also Autry the radio personality, who, of course, plays himself in
the film. The first sequence is very much a recollection of Autry
exploiting off-screen space as a celebrity burlesquing a hold-up
and making off with the instruments just in time for the radio show.

But there is more. The songs such as “Uncle Noah’s Ark”
function as a kind of commentary on the narrative, with the
singing cowboy as its bard or prophet who offers a social critique
of modernity. Let us recall that the first production number sets
us up with an intimate version of Autry and his relationship with
the audience. The lyrics of “Uncle Noah’s Ark” comically recall
the folk history of the world as saved by Noah during the flood,
according the Book of Genesis: “A long time ago/As all of you
folks should know/Uncle Noah build himself an ark/Uncle Noah:
that’s a boat, folks/. For 40 days and nights/The rain was quite
a fright/The animals nearly tore the ark apart/ The ducks went
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quack. . .” I might speculate that in some sense this gathering of
popular religiosity about the salvation of the world from the Great
Flood, comments on the high art, scientific city of Murania and its
inhabitants (from the lost tribe of Mu with their own “Garden of
Life”), who also faced extinction but secured a place underground
in the last glacial period. “Uncle Noah’s Ark” underlines human
history, brought together by radio, mass art and the singing
cowboy. The song is reprised at the end, as if to hint at a victory
for the familiar story of civilization that has now triumphed over
the barren Queen and the scientific city. Furthermore, Murania’s
troubled past has also been sterile, without family, even as it
exists as a race of adults without children or couples to reproduce
them. Murania’s populous has no history, as if they the citizens
themselves have been manufactured. Autry’s second number in the
series, “Silver Haired Daddy of Mine,” (a reprise from Tumbling
Tumbleweeds) recollects a familial relationship that longs for
healing and discloses a scenario that could not be more different
than what we will see in Murania: “If God would but grant me the
power/Just to turn back the pages of time/ I'd give all I own, if I
could atone to that silver haired Daddy of mine.”

Autry’s songs reinforce folk tradition, mass art and its
vehicle, radio, by endorsing humanist values associated with the
popular. The signifiers for these values are the symbols and sounds
embedded in folk culture, which embrace home, religion and
common fellowship. These promotions and acknowledgement of
grief and mortality run completely antithetical to Queen Tika’s
empire of the elite. As I have suggested, the Queen is not only
fearful of Autry, but also mass culture, entertainment and the
populous that enjoys its pleasures. When Tika looks into her video
screen in Chapter Two, for instance, she deplores what see sees
as frivolous; it is Autry singing “Oscar and Pete,” a song that
expresses community values that rural communities would hold
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dear. “Now when I want my britches pressed and when I want to
look my best I call on Oscar . . . And when my saddle needs some
soap, I know the guy that’s got the dope, I call on Pete.” The song
builds a fraternal relationship with the folk culture that surrounds
it, thrives on it and admires it; the song celebrates a camaraderie
long held dear in rural communities. Some of these songs became
hits for Autry, even as they found an opposition to high, elitist
culture.

But while The Phantom Empire champions mass art and its
underlying folk and popular values, it also reconciles the anxieties
perceived with modernity. Consider, for instance, the way the plot
resolves. After Argo and the rebellion triggers the destruction of
the modernist city, the Queen suddenly performs a humanist act
of heroics by letting Gene and his friends go; she prefers to die
with all of Murania. But while Autry might be out of the hands
of the Queen and Murania’s death ray, that still does not save
Gene from the accusation of killing Frankie and Betsey’s father
until Frankie uses a gadget from the debris of Murania in his
secret lab to play back a video recording of Professor Beetson’s
confession to the crime. One gets the sense that Murania must die
so that the Radio Ranch might live. Murania’s modernist scientific
fruits, now integrated into rural America, have not only solved
the crime, but also rescued Gene. In an eerie projection of future
communication, it was the video machine and not the radio that
rescued the star. A modernist invention in the Metropolis of elite
engineers comes into the possession of a boy who delivers truth
electronically when the criminal is recorded. Mass art comes to the
service of the common good, even as two worlds are reconciled.
The authentic testimony of a witness becomes possible through
electronic media. The singing cowboy reconciles two worlds.
Maybe he will help to reconcile our own.
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The Absurdity and Irony of the
Hillbilly Shakespeare

By Carl Eddy

They clepe us drunkards and with swinish phrase
Soil our addition, and indeed it takes
From our achievements, though performed at height,
The pith and marrow of our attribute.
Hamlet (1.4.18-22)

The Hillbilly Shakespeare

A web search on the words “Hillbilly Shakespeare” yields
a robust majority of results relating to Hank Williams; seventy-
one of the top one hundred results, and fifty-eight of the top one
hundred images. It is a safe bet to say that Hank Williams and the
Hillbilly Shakespeare label are closely associated. A handful of
these findings use the moniker in the title of an article or the review
of a book, movie, or recording collection, without elaborating on
its source or meaning. In some cases, writers mention the nickname
in passing, on their way to making another point about Hank,
using transitional phrases such as, “The Hillbilly Shakespeare will
be brought to life...,” “Referred to by some as...,” “...a music
legend dubbed...,” “...often called the...,” etc. It is a catchy
appropriation of the William Shakespeare name and legacy, but
in most instances it is used casually. In the field of journalism and
scholarship about Hank Williams, it is a staple of the lexicon. But,
where and when did it start, and why is it so commonplace today,
roughly seventy years after Hank’s time? It would be helpful to
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have an etymology of the expression, “The Hillbilly Shakespeare,”
and some validation of its use.

The first time the words “hillbilly” and “Shakespeare” were
documented in association with Hank Williams was on April 4,
1948. Allen Rankin, a columnist for the Montgomery Advertiser,
often wrote about Hank and the progress of his career in his “Rankin
File” column. In his April 4th column, Rankin describes a scene
at Montgomery’s WSFA radio studio where Hank was performing
three times a day and developing a reputation as a songwriter:

This is why the boys around the studio — even avowed
haters of hillbilly — get quiet and reverent when Hank
looks like he might be even beginning to think of having
another song idea.

“Shhh,” they say, “That’s Shakespeare. It used to be
hillbilly. Now it’s Shakespeare!”

At that time, Hank was basking in the success of his first
major hit, “Move It on Over,” which was released in June of the
previous year, 1947, and peaked at number four on Billboard
magazine’s “Most Played Juke Box Folk Records” chart. By the
time of Rankin’s quote, Hank had also written and released “When
God Comes and Gathers His Jewels,” “I Saw the Light,” “Mansion
on the Hill,” and fourteen other original songs. Six of his songs
had been recorded by Molly O’Day. In terms of songwriting, this
was a good track record, but it was still a year before his major
break-out with “Lovesick Blues,” which, although it was a cover
song, certainly brought more prominence to Hank, likely including
the fact that he wrote the majority of the songs he recorded. To
place this point in time in qualitative terms of Hank’s songwriting
chronology, Rankin’s mention of Shakespeare in 1948 occurred
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over a year before Hank released “I’'m So Lonesome I Could
Cry” and “Why Don’t You Love Me,” two and a half years before
“Cold, Cold Heart,” three years before “Hey Good Lookin’” and
“I Can’t Help It,” and, over four years before “You Win Again,”
“Jambalaya,” and ““Your Cheatin’ Heart.”

InRankin’s description of this scene, with the “boys around the
studio,” one gets the feeling of a group of bandmates and buddies,
who carefreely used the name of the great playwright and poet as a
superlative to honor Hank’s songwriting accomplishments, much
like a group of ball-playing pals of that period might have called
a good hitter “The Bambino” after the great Babe Ruth. However,
there’s ambiguity in Rankin’s words. That’s Shakespeare. It used
to be hillbilly. Now it’s Shakespeare. Are the boys referring to
Hank as a hillbilly? Or, was Hank nicknamed “Hillbilly?” In fact,
in the same column, Rankin reverts back to “hillbilly Hank.” Or, is
it a reference to the hillbilly category still used to identify country
performers, their recordings, and their buyers at this time? Neither
Rankin nor the boys say definitively that “Hank Williams is The
Hillbilly Shakespeare.” At best, this scene and the reference to
Shakespeare are prototypical.

There were other labels applied to Hank during his career:
the Irving Berlin of the Straw Set, the Sinatra of the hillbilly set,
the spur-jangling Sinatra of the Western Ballad, the Lovesick
Blues Boy, Mr. Lovesick Blues, the King of Hillbillies, and The
King of the Blues. Allen Rankin himself, in another Montgomery
Advertiser column, published the day of Hank’s funeral, refers
to “Hank the Hillbilly Hammerstein” and elaborates on his “...
remarkable Hammersteinian ear, for what was clean and clever in
our rural language...”

With all this said, I did not find any other use of a Shakespeare—
related nickname in relation to Hank Williams during Hank’s
lifetime or for roughly ten years after his death: not in a print ad
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for record releases, not on a personal appearance poster, not in a
magazine feature, not in the statements made over the years by
those who were close to him, and not in the record of statements
attributed to Hank himself — with two exceptions.

Hank mentioned Shakespeare in just two instances. On one
occasion, when he was asked to provide feedback on a fellow
writer’s lyrics, Hank said, ““You write just like Shakespeare. If you
don’t watch out, you’ll be buried in the same grave with him.” If
Hank elaborated on what he meant by this, it was not captured for
the record. We can assume that he felt his fellow writer’s lyrics
were too uptown or highfalutin’ for the country music audience,
because, in other instances, Hank attributed his music’s popularity
to sincerity aimed at “the dreams and prayers and hopes of the
working people,” “I call them the ‘best people,”” he said, “because
they are the ones that the world is made up most of.” “It’s just that
there are more people who are like us than there are the educated,
cultured kind.”

Apparently, Hank believed William Shakespeare wrote
for the more educated and cultured people, rather than Hank’s
working class audience. This is evidenced by the second statement
attributed to Hank about Shakespeare. From Allen Rankin’s
column, published the day of Hank’s funeral, “Flowery, stilted
phrases offended you. The worst thing you could think to say
about a fancy lyricist was, ‘He’s no good atall [sic]. He writes just
like Shakespeare.””

The major writings about Hank Williams do not reveal
whether he was exposed to Shakespeare’s works in school.
However, it is noted that he had little interest in school, was focused
on a singing career by the age of fourteen, was playing gigs with
his band, skipped or slept through many classes, and quit high
school at the age of sixteen. Likely, if Hank had any impression
of Shakespeare’s work, it was as part of the schoolwork he had
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no interest in, so his cognizance of Shakespeare was superficial
at best, and stereotyped at worst. On its surface, the connection
between Hank Williams and William Shakespeare is absurd.

The hillbilly Shakespeare signifier vanished from use until
1963, when it was described in a feature about Frank B. Walker
and the development of country music in Billboard’s special
issue, “The World of Country Music,” dated November 2nd. With
an influential career behind him as a talent finder for Columbia
Records and President of RCA Records, Walker had launched
MGM Records in 1945 and signed Hank Williams to a MGM
recording contract in 1947. Walker cited Hank Williams as the
most important contributor in the history of country music.

He was a poet, a hillbilly Shakespeare, Walker notes,
adding that Williams first conceived of his songs as
poems. He would first write the verses and then pick up
his guitar and softly strum a melodic accompaniment.
And in this way he would build a melody around the
lines.

You could tell stories to Hank, discuss things with him...
and out of the conversation would come something...a
spark of conversation could set him working on a poem
which would later become a song...He always had
paper and pencil near.

Here, more than Rankin or the boys around the studio in 1948,
Walker connects the Shakespeare signifier directly to Hank, and
explains his rationale for doing so: Hank was the most important
contributor to country music’s development, and he was a poet.

Walker’s perception of Hank Williams as a poet was rooted
in his earlier role of talent scout for Columbia Records, in the
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course of which he recruited, recorded, and marketed rural talent
for the emerging hillbilly and race music markets of the 1920s
and 1930s. He described his reasoning to Mike Seeger in a 1962
interview.

You see, what is not generally understood, Mike, is that
a song writer in the South or in the hills is different than
a songwriter in the North or in the cities.

Primarily, he’s a poet. Up here, a man may be a musician.
Down there they write the words first. Up here, you
have collaborators, one is a lyric writer and the other is
a musician. But down there, essentially speaking, it is
all done by one person. So essentially in his heart he is
a poet. He writes something. He writes and it thymes.
Let’s call him a rhymester, not a poet.

Like Hank Williams. That’s the way he wrote all of
his things. He would write words as they happened to
come to him, to fit a certain situation like Cold, Cold
Heart. Maybe you would not like a word or two, but he
didn’t know no other one to fit in its place. So he’d pick
up his guitar, worked around it until that word that he
didn’t like or didn’t properly fit (perhaps in the rhyme)
—nevertheless, made sense when music was put to it. He
made it fit.

Walker did not live to elaborate on his notion of Hank as a
hillbilly Shakespeare. Although he died on October 15, 1963, less
than three weeks before the Billboard feature, his views seem to
have established a new lens through which to interpret Hank’s life
and body of work. One year later, Billboard’s Paul Ackerman refers
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to Walker’s use of “hillbilly Shakespeare.” Another year later, in
June 1965, Time magazine’s review of the movie Your Cheatin’
Heart used the title “Hillbilly Shakespeare,” (the first use of a
capital “H”) and the review refers to “the ‘hillbilly Shakespeare’”
(the first use of “the” instead of “a”). A slip of the pen, maybe.
Small points, yes, but they suggest a growing acceptance of the
moniker and a subtle shift toward its application to one individual:
Hank Williams.

Billboard reprinted the Walker articles and reverberated
Walker’s “hillbilly Shakespeare” notions for over a dozen years.
In 1966, Ackerman elaborated on “The Poetry and Imagery
of Country Songs,” including the Walker quotes. Also in 1966,
Robert Shelton followed Time’s example, tagging Hank as the
“hillbilly Shakespeare,” while employing Elizabethan descriptors
including poets, bards, tragedy, and falling action. In the first major
biography of Hank Williams, Sing a Sad Song, published in 1970,
Roger M. Williams writes in his preface, “Williams has been hailed
as a folk poet, a ‘hillbilly Shakespeare,” and his best work, with
its poignant simplicity and unblushing emotion, is indeed poetic.”
In a 1983 TV Guide magazine feature (presumably very widely
distributed), timed to coincide with the broadcast of the television
movie, Living Proof: The Hank Williams Jr. Story, playwright
Larry L. King’s feature on Hank Sr. uses the moniker three times,
including in the title, “The Hillbilly Shakespeare left‘em sobbin’
in their beer” [sic].

The steady reverberation of the Fred Walker and Paul
Ackerman signifiers and concepts in Billboard, combined with
the dissemination of the words through nationally-distributed,
household magazines, and with its frequent inclusion in the
growing scholarship about country music and literature about
Hank Williams — altogether, this apparently led to an awareness, an
acceptance, and the buy-in to the impression that Hank Williams is
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the one and only Hillbilly Shakespeare. But, why has this sobriquet
endured for seventy years? Why not, the “King of the Hillbillies,”
or, the “spur-jangling Sinatra of the Western Ballad?” Before this
begins to sound like a country music version of Miracle on 34th
Street (or, if you will, a “Miracle on 16th Avenue” — forgive me),
let us consider a few comparisons.

Absurdities

AsIsuggested earlier, the connection between Hank Williams
and William Shakespeare appears absurd. Beyond the obvious
differences in time, geography, and culture, there are numerous
disparities.

Hank’s only known words about Shakespeare were in the
form of criticism of song lyrics that were too fancy, too educated,
or too cultured for his taste. His poverty-stricken childhood,
broken family, alcoholism, and the call of music must have
limited his ability to imagine opportunities through education
and probably squelched any motivation to continue schooling
beyond the legal requirement. He quit school at sixteen. Writers
often label him as illiterate or semi-literate. It is unlikely that the
Shakespeare signifier used by the boys around the WSFA studio
in 1948 was something Hank nurtured for himself and less likely
that the themes of his songwriting were rooted in an awareness of
Shakespeare’s work. It is written that Hank once told his mother
what songs are made of; he said, “Love. It’s love that makes the
best songs.” Yet, as an example of an opportunity he might have
slept through, one that might have served him well, nothing to-
date indicates that Hank had even a superficial awareness of, say,
Shakespeare’s great love story, Romeo and Juliet.

In contrast, William Shakespeare’s education likely included
rigorous instruction in the articles of the Christian faith, and the
mastery of Latin, including the active use of Latin in the study and
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performance of ancient plays by Ovid, Terence, and Plutus. In fact,
Shakespeare actively retained his grammar school learnings and
played them forward, as evidenced by the later appearance of those
ancient words, plots, and themes in his own plays and poems. It is
unlikely that Hank would have approached Shakespeare’s level of
literacy even if he had perfect attendance every year through high
school and stayed awake in every class.

In terms of sheer volume, Shakespeare produced 884,647
words and 118,406 lines. Hank produced an estimated 17,940
words and 2,080 lines. Even if Hank’s ten-year productive period,
roughly 1942-1952, was doubled to approximately the length of
Shakespeare’s active period of 1589-1613, the deficit in production
would still be overwhelming. These are crude comparisons for
sure, and they offer neither a qualitative analysis of their bodies
of work, nor do they consider the formats and merits of their
respective literary genres. Neither does it consider the amount
of collaboration that both Hank and Will participated in, but the
chasm in raw production data contributes to the absurdity of the
association of these two individuals.

From a qualitative perspective, William Shakespeare’s
body of work reflects an extraordinary knowledge and ability to
incorporate, dramatize, and poeticize language, history, literature,
politics, foreign affairs, and the human condition. On the other
hand, it has been questioned whether Hank Williams’s song lyrics
even stand up as poetry. Lee Smith states, “A set of rhymes is
not a poem. Poetry depends upon metaphor.” In evaluating “Your
Cheatin’ Heart,” she refers to the lyrics as, “...raw emotional fact,
given to us in sing-song doggerel verse.”

In addition to William Shakespeare’s talent as a playwright,
performer,and poet,he demonstrated the businessskilland discipline
to lead and manage his theater troupe, the Lord Chamberlain’s
Men. Eventually, his group directed the construction of, and
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managed their own theater, the Globe. He made wise investments,
accumulated a modest fortune, and managed it wisely. Accepting
for the moment that Hank Williams was a poet, and one of the
most influential artists of the 20th century, the flip side is that his
management of the personal and business dimensions of his life
and career pales next to that of Shakespeare. Hank was plagued
with alcoholism, which contributed to his personal volatility and
unreliability. His lack of business acumen led to woeful money
management and investment losses. His bitterness and feelings
of inferiority stemming from his hardscrabble background,
sometimes exceeded his common man pride and spewed forth
as arrogance, anger, and boorish behavior. Compared to William
Shakespeare, and to most business professionals of Hank’s own
time, Hank was a very loose cannon.

Similarities

In light of these great discrepancies, why does Hank Williams
as the Hillbilly Shakespeare still resonate? Does it merely signify
higher credibility or pizazz than “the Hillbilly Hammerstein?” Or
is there something more to it? Don Cusic alludes to the poetic
strength of Hank’s lyrics and, like Shakespeare, his ability to
articulate the emotions of every man and woman. Allen Rankin
likened Hank to ““...a bard of the type that once chronicled
heart-feelings and events of the Middle Ages.” Fred Walker
described Hank’s songwriting process and its similarity to that
of the balladeers of the British Isles, transmitting new, personally
relevant lyrics through the use of familiar, repeatable melodies.
Nonetheless, seriously, is it comparable to Shakespeare? There are
some intriguing similarities.

Few records specific to William Shakespeare’s childhood
have survived, but Stephen Greenblatt creates a compelling case
for Shakespeare’s developmental experiences by detailing what
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is known of the time, the culture, and the events surrounding
young Will. For example, in addition to his playacting in school,
he may very well have seen performances by traveling playing
companies. Their arrival in his provincial town of Stratford-upon-
Avon would have been announced by a festive parade including the
fanfare of trumpets and drums. (This in itself is reminiscent of the
automobiles used in Hank’s time, with roof-mounted loudspeakers,
driven through towns to advertise upcoming performances.) The
plays of young Will’s time were mostly “morality plays,” secular
sermons demonstrating the consequences of sins and weaknesses,
embodied in characters with names like Ignorance, Lechery, All-
for-Money, Idleness, or simply, The Vice. It takes little stretch of
the imagination to see the similarity to Hank’s Luke the Drifter
recordings. Through characters like the bad girl down the street,
the shameful gambler, the outcast who was once a true woman,
and the walking dead with broken hearts, Luke would caution his
listeners against criticism, condemnation, gossip, greed, and to be
careful of stones that you throw. Some of these were original songs
and some were songs Hank picked up along the way, but in either
case, they speak to a core of humanity within Hank that permeates
his body of work, as young Will’s assimilation of the morality
plays resonated deeply and played forward into the masterworks
he would go on to create as an adult.

In addition to transmitting folk wisdom and reaching the
great mass of ordinary people, the morality plays of Will’s
time also featured a current of subversive humor. The Vice
character was jesting, prattling, a mischief-maker, prancing
about, “scorning the hicks, insulting the solemn agents of order
and piety.” Will learned that the boundary between comedy and
tragedy is porous. “His sense of tragedy had room for clowning
and laughter” and it is imaginable that he might have taken great
pleasure in Hank’s performances of sad tales packaged in upbeat
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tempos and humorous language, with lines like: “My hair’s still
curly and my eyes are still blue, why don’t you love me like you
used to do;” “I ain’t had a kiss since I fell out of my crib, it looks
to me like I’ve been cheated out of my rib;” “You got me chasin’
rabbits, spittin’ out teeth, and howling at the moon;” and, “Kaw-
Liga just stands there as lonely as can be, and wishes he was still
an old pine tree.”

Stephen Greenblatt repeatedly emphasizes how Will absorbed
everything he experienced in terms of people, professions,
institutions, and personal relationships, and how he incorporated it
all into his body of work. In particular, “He was the supreme poet
of courtship...” expressing love, courting, pleading, and longing
“more profoundly than almost anyone in the world.” The same can
be said about Hank Williams. Remember his statement that “It’s
love that makes the best songs.” His songs expressing the giddy
joys and heartbreaking depths of love dominate his repertoire.
According to Dorothy Horstman, Hank “remains to this day the
most sympathetic and successful figure in the musical expression
of unrequited love.”

Consider the similarity of these lines of Shakespeare’s,
describing a general pattern to courtship and marriage, and compare
them to the subsequent example from Hank’s body of work:

Men are April when they woo, December when they wed.

Maids are May when they are maids, but the sky changes
when they are wives.

As You Like It (4.1.140-141)

We met in the springtime when blossoms unfold,
The pastures were green and the meadows were gold.
Our love was in flower as summer grew on,

Her love, like the leaves, now has withered and gone.
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The roses have faded, there’s frost at my door,
The birds in the morning don’t sing anymore.
The grass in the valley is starting to die,
And out in the darkness, the whippoorwills cry.
“Alone and Forsaken”

In a similar vein, Shakespeare’s character, Beatrice, describes
a template of love’s progression, that of “wooing, wedding,
repenting.”
For hear me, Hero, wooing, wedding, and repenting is as
a Scotch jig, a measure, and a cinquepace. The first suite is hot
and hasty like a Scotch jig, and full as fantastical; the wedding,
mannerly modest as a measure, full of state and ancientry; and then
comes repentance, and with his bad legs falls into the cinquepace
faster and faster till he sink into his grave.
Much Ado about Nothing (2.1.60-65)

This is Hank’s wheelhouse. Beatrice’s template could
be played out in a Hank Williams concept collection of songs.
Consider these key passages from songs Hank performed or wrote
for others:

Wooing -

When you and your baby have a falling out,
Call me up sweet mama, and we’ll go steppin’ out.
“Honky Tonkin’”

Say, hey good lookin’, whatcha got cookin’,
How’s about cookin’ something up with me?
“Hey Good Lookin’”
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I never thought in this old world a fool could fall so hard,
But, honey baby, when I fell, the whole world must have
jarred.

“Howlin’ At the Moon”

Well, me and my baby are going steady,
We ain’t married but we’re getting ready.
“Goin’ Steady”,

I run around in circles and turn in fire alarms,
I’m nutty as a fruitcake when you’re not in my arms.
“Baby We’re Really in Love”

Wedding -

My folks think I’ve gone crazy, and I don’t feel too sure,
And yet there’s nothing wrong with me that wedding bells
won’t cure.

“Baby, We’re Really in Love”

All the happiness I ever known, came the day you said you’d
be my own, And it matters not what we go through, darling, I
could never be ashamed of you.

“I Could Never Be Ashamed Of You”

We’ll get the ring and be on our way to see the preacher man,
And when you say I do sweetheart, I'll slip the ring on your
loving hand.

“Goin’ Steady”
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Repenting -

This ain’t right, and that is wrong, you just keep naggin’, all
the day long.
It’s gotta stop, I don’t mean please, you’re gonna change or
I’m a’gonna leave.

“You’re Gonna Change (Or I’'m Gonna Leave)”

If I get my head beat black and blue, now that’s my wife and
my stove wood too, Why don’t you mind your own business,
mind your own business.

“Mind Your Own Business”

There was a time when I believed that you belonged to me,
But now I know your heart is shackled to a memory.
“Cold, Cold Heart”

She promised to honor, to love and obey,
Each vow was a plaything that she threw away.
“Alone and Forsaken”

The silence of a falling star lights up a purple sky,
And as [ wonder where you are, I’'m so lonesome I could cry.
“I’'m So Lonesome I Could Cry”

Yes, I received your note today, saying you’d come back and
stay, Don’t come back now, it is too late, my love for you has
turned to hate.

“My Love for You Has Turned To Hate”
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As much as Woody Guthrie’s Dust Bowl Ballads, Willie
Nelson’s Phases and Stages and Red Headed Stranger, Frank
Sinatra’s In The Wee Small Hours and September Of My Years,
a Hank Williams collection titled after William Shakespeare’s
Wooing, Wedding, and Repenting model would comprise a
magnificent concept album.

The theme of gold and greed is another vein that runs through
the works of Hank Williams and William Shakespeare. In Timon
of Athens,Timon is an Athenian lord who is surrounded by friends
who are drawn to him because of his wealth and extravagant
generosity. Timon is warned by the misanthropic philosopher,
Apemantus, that his friends are the fair weather kind, while
Timon’s loyal servant Flavius warns that Timon is actually sinking
into debt. Eventually, Timon discovers gold in the woods and re-
establishes his wealth, but his trust in humankind has already been
destroyed and has descended into permanent hatred.

The plot of Timon of Athens has echoes of Hank’s
achievement of wealth and the class bitterness that he carried
with him to the end. In describing how he came to write “Men
with Broken Hearts,” he said, “Don’t know why I happen to of
wrote that thing...except somebody that fell, he’s the same man as
before he fell, ain’t he? Got the same blood in his veins. How can
he be such a nice guy when he’s got it and such a bad guy when
he ain’t got nothin’? Can you tell me?” Once, after achieving
success and prominence, he sensed he was receiving special
treatment from a music shop in Montgomery. “You know I tried to
buy a guitar on credit there once when I was comin’ up, and they
wouldn’t have nothing to do with me. Now they want to give me
one.” In another instance, he refused a dinner invitation from a
Montgomery banker, because, “when I was starving in this town,
the son of a bitch wouldn’t buy me a hamburger. Now there’s
nothing too good for me. What’s the matter, ain’t I the same guy?”
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His Apemantus was in the character of the fraudulent addiction
therapist, Toby Marshall. In Marshall’s analysis of Hank’s failing
condition in 1952, Marshall later wrote, ““...he had a host of fair
weather friends, most of whom were parasites who fawned upon
him, played up to him, kept him supplied with liquor and women,
and usually wound up by getting to him for a chunk of money.”

For another instance of the gold theme, this time from Romeo
and Juliet, Romeo engages an apothecary to obtain poison so that
he may join Juliet in her apparent death. Initially, the apothecary
is averse to breaking the law against selling such poison, but he is
also poor and therefore accepts Romeo’s offer of forty ducats. In
completing the transaction, Romeo says —

There is thy gold, worse poison to men’s souls,
Doing more murder in this loathsome world,
Than these poor compounds that thou mayst not sell.
I sell thee poison. Thou hast sold me none.
Romeo and Juliet (5.1.82-85)

Shakespeare speaks to the consequences of greed in his epic
poem, The Rape of Lucrece, and Hank addresses the same in his
songs “House of Gold” and “Wealth Won’t Save Your Soul.”

Those that much covet are with gain so fond
For what they have not, that which they possess,
They scatter and unloose it from their bond;
And so by hoping more they have but less,
Or, gaining more, the profit of excess
Is but to surfeit, and such griefs sustain
That they prove bankrupt in this poor-rich gain.
The Rape of Lucrece (134-140)
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People steal, they cheat and lie,
For wealth and what it will buy,
But don’t they know on the Judgement Day,
That gold and silver will melt away.
“House of Gold”

As we journey along life’s wicked road,

So selfish are we for silver and gold,

You can treasure your wealth, your silver and gold,

But, my friends, it won’t save your poor wicked soul.
“Wealth Won’t Save Your Soul”

Perhaps the negativity in the themes of gold and wealth stem
from the financial issues the Shakespeare and Williams families
experienced. Will’s father, John, rose through successive positions
of municipal responsibility in Stratford, up to bailiff, similar
to a mayor, and would have been trusted and respected in the
community. Then, when Will was about thirteen years old, John’s
fortunes abruptly changed, perhaps as a result of a government
crackdown on illegal dealing in the wool trade. Whatever the
cause, he dropped out of public life, ceased to attend town council
meetings, and discontinued mandatory church attendance, likely
to avoid facing debt processes. As his resources dwindled, he sold
off land interests and consumed his wife’s, resources and properties
as well. Will, who observed and remembered every nuance of his
life’s experience, would have keenly felt the humiliation of his
father’s fall from grace. It may have prevented Will from attending
university.

Hank’s father, Lon Williams, was a World War I veteran
who had suffered a head injury in a fight over a French woman.
When he returned to Alabama, he began working for the logging
companies as he was fond of saying, “from can to cain’t.” Lon
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began to experience facial paralysis, stemming from his wartime
injury, and became unable to hold down a job. He left the family
home in 1930, when Hank was six, and was admitted for over
eight years to the Veterans Administration hospital system. Lon’s
absence from the Williams home put Hank’s mother, Lillie, in full
charge of their situation in order to survive, a role she assumed
assertively. In addition to working a variety of jobs to sustain
her impoverished family, Lillie put young Hank to work selling
peanuts and shining shoes. One of Hank’s responses to Lon’s
absence was to write a poem, “I Wish I Had a Dad.” Like Will,
Hank did not forget his hardscrabble childhood, however, he was
not as able to overcome his family’s poor standing and channel his
lessons learned constructively. Hank harbored a distrust of wealth
and social class and was defensive about it for the rest of his life.
Beginning in his teens, these feelings would be combined with
shame over his excessive drinking.

There are further lines of investigation and comparative
analysis, too numerous to consider in depth in this format. For
those looking to pursue additional trains of thought, the following
are some potential points of interest.

The true authorship of each individual’s body of work has
been contested in some circles. In Shakespeare’s case, it has been
suggested that perhaps Christopher Marlowe, Francis Bacon, or
the Earl of Oxford actually wrote the great plays. The arguments
against Shakespeare being the true author of his extraordinary
body of work are founded on the incompatibility between the
knowledge demonstrated in his works and his lack of a university
education. In Hank’s case, the extent of Fred Rose’s role as his
publisher, A&R man, and songwriting mentor, has long been
a subject of debate. Rose, a strong songwriter himself, wrote
some songs for Hank, shared credit with Hank on others, and is
generally acknowledged to have polished other songs for which

143 -



International Country Music Journal 2018

he took no credit. In the opinion of one Nashville insider, “Hank
was a grammar school drop-out, who was an alcoholic before he
was old enough to join the Boys Scouts, which he never did...
Think of the lyrics to some of the songs...Have you ever heard a
redneck hillbilly from South Alabama use language like that?” In
addition to the thought that Fred Rose was responsible for Hank’s
best songs, questions have been raised over how many of Hank’s
songs were purchased from other writers, in particular, “Cold,
Cold Heart,” and, “I’'m So Lonesome I Could Cry.” Known also to
borrow melodies from other artists’ recordings, he was even sued
for plagiarism over the melody he used for “Cold, Cold, Heart.”

Greenblatt writes of the charmed period when Shakespeare
and other playwrights converged upon the London scene. He
mentions other time periods when the stars came into alignment in
other fields: painters upon Florence, jazz artists upon New Orleans,
and blues performers upon Chicago. It is mildly surprising,
if not a glaring omission, that he did not include Nashville and
the evolution of country music as another example. It would be
fascinating to compare the social, economic, and political forces
at work in the theater world of 16th century London, and those
affecting the post-World War II emergence of the country music
industry in Nashville.

Perhaps the most timely and relevant study and analysis of
these two bodies of work would be directed toward issues of race,
religion, ethnicity, gender, and diversity, as well as tolerance,
acceptance, and appreciation: the anti-Semitism and hatred of
“alien-strangers” during Shakespeare’s period; the racism and
pursuit of civil rights in Hank’s time; and, the current unrest
over racism, intolerance, white supremacy, and immigration. In
Will’s time, there was great concern about subversive Catholics,
Jews (who had been banished from England for centuries), and
the threat of foreign invasion. As a youth, Shakespeare may have
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been discreetly Catholic when fealty to the Protestant Church of
England was mandatory. In Hank’s case, it is well-known that he
was tutored by a black street musician as an adolescent and had a
bluesy vibe to many of his songs, but there is also evidence that
he used the racial epithets common to his time and place. It can
be a very slippery slope when attempting to compare values and
attitudes from one time and place to another. Analyzing Will’s and
Hank’s cultural norms, relating them to their work, and relating
it all to today’s issues would be a challenging yet potentially
fascinating study. Anyone attempting such a study should first
consider the case of Abraham Lincoln. The Great Emancipator
himself has come in for criticism of his beliefs, words, and actions
regarding racism, emancipation, and equality. Similar to Lincoln’s
imperfection, perhaps Will and Hank were also men of their eras,
and yet somewhat more inclusive than the cultural norms of their
respective times and places. The following passages might serve as
a starting point. Digest their relevance in today’s world while you
consider in your mind’s eye the images of racial conflict, sexual
and other forms of violence and harassment, of DACA Dreamers
facing expulsion, and the body of three year-old refugee Aylan
Kurdi washed up on the Mediterranean shore —

Imagine that you see the wretched strangers,

Their babies at their backs, with their poor luggage

Plodding to th’ ports and coasts for transportation,

And that you sit as kings in your desires,

Authority quite silenced by your brawl

And you in ruff of your opinions clothed:

What had you got? I’'ll tell you. You had taught

How insolence and strong hand should prevail,

How order should be quelled — and by this pattern

Not one of you should live an aged man,

For other ruffians as their fancies wrought
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With selfsame hand, self reasons, self right
Would shark on you, and men like ravenous fishes
Would feed on one another.
Sir Thomas Moore (83-96)

You have no right to judge, to criticize and condemn,
Just think, but for the grace of God, it would be you instead
of him.

Oh so humble you should be when they come passing by,
For it’s written that the greatest men never get too big to cry.

You’ve never walked in that man’s shoes, or saw things
through his eyes, Or stood and watched with helpless hands
while the heart inside you dies.

So help your brother along the road, no matter where you
start, For the God that made you, made them too, these men
with broken hearts.

“Men with Broken Hearts”

Further potential avenues of comparative study might
include the “falling action” periods of both Hank’s and Will’s
careers and lives, considering how Hank’s back surgery, divorce
from his wife, and/or firing from the Grand Ole Opry compare to
the period of Shakespeare’s retirement and life after the Globe
Theater burned. How did they endure the economic and personal
consequences of career interruptions? For Shakespeare, it was the
bubonic plague and the closure of London’s theaters in 1594; for
Hank, it was the ban on recording by the American Federation of
Musicians in 1948.
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Ironies

The first irony is that Will and Hank had more in common
than many people suspect. Yes, Hank Williams was born and
raised in rural poverty, was poorly educated, yet he rose to achieve
fame as a songwriter and performer. And yet, Will’s story contains
some similarities. Having been born and raised in small Stratford-
upon-Avon, Shakespeare also had deep roots in the country. All
of his close relatives were farmers; he spent a great deal of time
in the fields, the woods, and he experienced small-town seasonal
festivals and folk customs. Importantly, he did not repudiate the
provincial people and experiences of his youth when he moved to
London, became successful, and operated in higher classes. He
took his experiences and characters with him and brought them to
dramatic life in his work.

In the course of achieving success on the London stage,
Shakespeare needed to demonstrate his exceptional talents and
overcome the likely perceptions that he was a “country bumpkin”
and an “upstart crow” who did not attend university at Cambridge
or Oxford, which conferred a significant amount of personal and
professional credibility on those who did. Will’s career path was
similar to that of many country music performers trying to hit the
big time. Thomas Bradac, founder of Shakespeare Orange County
and a theater professor at Chapman University describes, “It’s
always ironic to me when people start talking about Shakespeare
as being so highfalutin’...the plays themselves were the dime
novels of their day. That’s why the royalty didn’t go to them, and
why they got kicked out of London, and moved to the South Bank,
next to the whorehouses.”

The ultimate irony is knowing that Hank Williams himself
held the view that Shakespeare appealed only to higher-cultured,
higher-educated people. Yet Hank’s work is recognized for some
of the same reasons as Shakespeare’s: it’s timeless, it’s universal,
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and it connects with people from all walks of life. Writer Neil
LaBute, in praising the The Wizard of Oz film (1939), describes
how broadly popular and long-lasting works achieve that
connection, “one of the great gifts to an audience which is not
spelling everything out, allowing [allows] the audience to do
the rest of the work, to take these elements home with them and
decide for themselves what they’ve actually got from it and allow
subjectivity to reign.” Maybe Hank even had an inkling of the
broader appeal of his music when he said, “There ain’t nothing
at all queer about them Europeans liking our kind of singing. It’s
liable to teach them more about what everyday Americans are like
than anything else.” What would Will and Hank have thought of
today’s literary culture, multiple intelligences, multiple literacies,
multiple text formats, and an era in which Hank Williams is
awarded a Pulitzer Prize, and Hank Williams disciple Bob Dylan
wins the Nobel Prize for Literature?

In today’s milieu, where the boundaries between highbrow/
lowbrow, songs/poetry, audio/video, virtual/reality, and sense/
nonsense are blurred, and the relevance of everything is much
more subjective. The responsibility for determining meaning
belongs more to the reader, the viewer, the listener, the sensor, the
consumer. In this environment, it does not matter as much what
Fred Walker, Paul Ackerman, the boys around the studio, or any
of us say. No. Meaning is more in the eye of the beholder. As
Greenblatt describes, “...the difference between the professional
actor and the amateur actor 1s not finally, the crucial consideration.
They both rely on the imagination of the spectators.”

In closing, I mimic the opening words of Robert Sawyer’s
article, Country Matters: Shakespeare and Music in the American
South. Sawyer quizzed, “Which of the word groups does not fit
in the following list: battered pick-up trucks, blue tick hounds,
Pabst Blue Ribbon Beer, and the Bard of Avon.” The anomaly is
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meant to be obvious (although Sawyer goes on to describe how the
lines are more blurred than we might expect). Below, I offer what
I feel is a more subtle set of choices, and, although the answer
might be obvious due our familiarity with the canons of Williams
Shakespeare and Hank Williams, the incongruence of their words
is much less so.

When in disgrace with fortune and men’s eyes

I all alone beweep my outcast state,

And trouble deaf heaven with my bootless cries,
And look upon myself and curse my fate,

How can I then return in happy plight

That am debarred the benefit of rest?

When day’s oppression is not eased by night,
But day by night and night by day oppressed?

For then my thoughts, from far where I abide,
Intend a zealous pilgrimage to thee,

And keep my drooping eyelids wide,
Looking on darkness which the blind do see.

Your cheatin’ heart, will make you weep,
You’ll cry and cry, and try to sleep.

But sleep won’t come the whole night through,
Your cheatin’ heart will tell on you.

In conclusion, if the word “hillbilly” signifies a uniquely
American variant of those iconic children of Charles Dickens,
Ignorance and Want, then it is certainly absurd that it has come
to be associated with the name “Shakespeare,” which signifies to
many the epitome of creativity, high class, and advanced literary
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expression. However, if the combination of these two signifiers
represents Hank Williams, a semi-literate country singer who
dominates the history of the genre to this day, and has achieved a
similar universal, multi-class reach as William Shakespeare, then
it is not only ironic, it is entirely appropriate for the reasons I have
described.

Nothing in his life became
Him like the leaving it. He died
As one that had been studied in his death
To throw away the dearest thing he owed
As ‘twere a careless trifle.
Macbeth (1.4.8-9)
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More Than Just “"Tramp On
The Street”: The Musical
Legacy of Grady,
Hazel and Jack Cole

By Bobby Moore, M. A.
Freelance Country Music Journalist

Introduction

Pretty much any mention of Grady and Hazel Cole describes
them as the North Georgia hillbilly music duo responsible for
the often-covered country-gospel song “Tramp on the Street.”
Considering the sustained reputation of their Biblical allegory
about society’s forgotten vagrants, the song alone leaves behind
quite a legacy for both performers. Beyond a lone example of
topical storytelling, the Coles’ music and careers, as a duo or as
the Cole Family Trio with youngest son Jack, exemplify a time
when early country music propelled regular working-class people
to radio stardom. Those radio stars became entrepreneurs in the
post-depression South, translating their mastery of regional folk
traditions to careers as some of country music’s earliest touring
and recording artists.

Those mentions of the Coles as the talents behind “Tramp
on the Street,” written by such scholars as Bill C. Malone and
Charles K. Wolfe, establish the family as influential figures in the
early development of country music. Hank Williams, the Louvin
Brothers, and other artists destined for greater fame were moved
enough by the family’s compositions to incorporate them into
their own radio programs or stage shows. Just as Georgia-based
peer Pete Cassell’s radio performances inspired a young Eddy
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Arnold, the Coles are among the numerous “hillbilly” acts that
first influenced country stars who’d transcend the prior era of
sheet music and 15-minute radio spots.

As archetypal country singers, featuring at times an early
example of a child singing star, the Coles’ career deserves a closer
look beyond the one obvious song. From their debut on WRGA
radio in Rome, Georgia in the 1930’s to the fading popularity of
hillbilly broadcasts in the 1950’s, the family represented various
trends. They were mill workers turned country stars, building a
family business that dominated their youngest son’s childhood.
When the earliest record labels were inviting rural entertainers to
big cities to cut 78 RPM records, the Coles got the call from RCA
Victor. As Scripps-Howard owned WNOX in Knoxville, Tennessee
developed into one of the South’s prime destinations for hillbilly
musicians and comedians, the entire family relocated there for a
high-profile gig. Sadly, as the vices of the road grounded many
careers to a halt, the Coles’ run as secular entertainers ended.

It should be noted that the Coles’ youngest son Jack is a
longtime family friend. Former radio star Little Jackie Cole went
on to become Brother Jack Cole, spreading the gospel in the sort
of small Southern communities that helped launch his parents’
careers as professional hillbilly musicians. He was my parents’
pastor in the late 1970s and early 1980s, during his stints as pastor
of New Antioch Baptist Church and the Rome Baptist Temple,
both in Rome, Georgia. In more recent years, he served as a mentor
to my older brother, a Rome-based Baptist pastor himself.

If anything, close ties to the lone living artist covered makes
telling the story more difficult. Grady Cole in particular is a tragic
figure, whose hard luck and poor decisions may have limited his
career trajectory. Further, some of Jack Cole’s memories of his
time in music are hazy at best. Some of that comes from age, as
Cole was 84-years-old when interviewed in January 2018. Also,
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as a child used to being around his parent’s career, he was not as
impressed as others might have been to share a stage with someone
like the Delmore Brothers, Chet Atkins, or Johnnie Wright. Some
memories that’d be interesting now didn’t seem worth retaining to
Jack Cole.

Much of this story would be impossible to tell without
the Wayne W. Daniel Special Collection at the Georgia State
University Library. In 1987, Daniel, the scholar behind Pickin’
On Peachtree: A History of Country Music in Atlanta, Ga.,
donated a box full of research notes, archival photographs, and
other artifacts from his time researching the Coles. Daniel’s work,
including his interviews with Hazel in 1981 and Jack in 1984,
provide the backbone of my own research.

Ordinary Folks

When it comes to the idea of hillbilly musicians from rural
areas, keeping both roots music and Southern stereotypes alive,
none lived the part fuller than Grady and Hazel Cole. It was
no stretch for radio stations to promote them as regular people,
straight from the Piedmont South’s mill culture to the airwaves.
Nor was it a lie to present the Coles as believers of the Christian
virtues and down-home values extolled in their songs.

Henry Grady Cole was born in LaFayette in Northwest
Georgia on August 26, 1909. The son of the Rev. James M. Cole,
he likely heard from birth the gospel hymns that would influence
his songwriting. Cole was not from a musically-inclined family,
yet he proved to be a natural after trying his hand at guitar as a
teenager. A blossoming interest in writing poems paired well with
his newfound musical talents, leading Cole to write his first of
over 500 compositions.

The future Mrs. Cole was born Hazel Key on November
28, 1910 in Gilmer County, Georgia. She met Grady while both

-163 -



International Country Music Journal 2018

worked at the Pepperell Mill in Floyd County, Georgia. The couple
wed a year later. Hazel soon became Grady’s singing partner and
bass fiddle player, appearing on WRGA in Rome, Georgia during
the 1930’s.

During their time in the Rome area, the Coles’ front porch
picking sessions drew crowds of neighbors, all of whom likely
worked at the same mill. Sometimes billed as the Country Cousins
on the radio, the Coles surely seemed like a normal family to the
people in Rome and Floyd County. They were just regular people,
singing the types of songs other regular people learned from their
grandparents. In this setting, the Coles were probably perceived
as no different than a gospel quartet making the rounds at local
churches would be viewed now.

Jack Olin Cole, the youngest of the couple’s two sons, was
born in 1933. His brother Billy was born two years earlier, but he
never participated in their parent’s music. Around age 3, Grady
had Jack standing on a piano stool and singing along to country
and gospel songs. Soon, he was singing “Fly Birdie Fly”” and other
age-appropriate songs as part of his parent’s live broadcasts. At
a time when Shirley Temple was a Hollywood attraction, and a
few years before Hovie Lister was the teenage gospel sensation of
independent Baptist evangelist Mordecai Ham’s traveling revival,
“Little Jackie” Cole gave WRGA and the family’s sponsors their
own home-grown child star.

Fan mail received regularly by WRGA enticed WGST in
Atlanta to hire the Coles, meaning their fellow residents of Floyd
Country propelled them to a larger market. In adocument preserved
by Daniel (box 1, folder 3), WRGA station director Jimmy Kirby
wrote a letter of recommendation for the duo:

For the past two years, Grady & Hazel Cole have been featured
over this station, WRGA, and, judging from fan mail, have next to
the largest audiences of live talent shows on this station.
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I endorse Grady & Hazel Cole for their type of show and
sincerely believe that you will not go wrong in featuring them.

Products of the Time

Like other early country singers, the Coles’ career was
dependent on changing radio markets, when necessary. Although
the family went on to have numerous songbooks and records to its
name, radio was needed to line up such merchandise and play out
enough to sell these products. Like the country singers of today
who go from open mic nights to larger venues, the Coles sought
a bigger audience by pursuing a fanbase outside of Northwest
Georgia.

After Rome, the Coles relocated to Atlanta to perform on
WGST. A major transportation hub, Atlanta was one of the major
cities for the dissemination of country music at the time. The move
better exposed Grady’s talents to such influential peers as fellow
North Georgia gospel legend and Oak Ridge Boys founder Wally
Fowler, vocalist and one-time songwriting partner Pete Cassell,
and fiddling contest era mainstay turned post-war radio star
Riley Puckett. Grady co-wrote a song included on most Cassell
compilations titled “A Message to the One I Love.” In addition, he
helped compose the unreleased Puckett song “True Love is Hard
to Find.”

Although WGST lacked the signal power and social clout of
Atlanta’s WSB, the Coles excelled at their new radio home. Grady
once claimed to have received an average of 75 cards and letters
per day from several different Southern states. By their last year at
the station, the Coles were paid a weekly sustaining fee of $30, or
about $500 base pay by today’s numbers, to keep them in Atlanta
(Daniel, 160).

After other stops, including Dalton, Georgia; Gadsden,
Alabama; and Chattanooga, the Cole family’s reputation earned
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them a spot on one of the region’s most influential radio stations.
WNOX in Knoxville, Tennessee became a major player in live
hillbilly music under the watch of announcer and talent connoisseur
Lowell Blanchard. When the Coles made it to WNOX in the
mid-1940’s as part of the popular “Tennessee Barn Dance” radio
broadcast and live show, the talent roster was staggering. Johnnie
Wright (the husband of Kitty Wells and one-half of Johnnie and
Jack), the Delmore Brothers, and a young Chet Atkins were
there, as was Puckett and Fowler. While in Knoxville, the Coles
teamed with Lost John Miller and the Allied Kentuckians for a
transcribed program heard on over 144 stations nationwide. As
a young teenager, Jack Cole often sang on the air with Miller’s
group, which was named for Chattanooga’s Allied Drug Company
(Daniel, 160).

As a whole, the Coles’ radio career exemplified the times.
The family would work a market for a few years, appearing at
every church or auditorium within driving distance to make
money and promote their radio program. Sponsors would help
fund a program, usually running for just 15 minutes. Success in
a market was measured by live attendance and the amount of
fan mail received at the radio station. If those numbers dipped,
an act would have to relocate to a different market. Perhaps this
need to move around frequently benefitted family singing groups,
as it would have been easier for Grady to convince his wife and
children to move for the greater good than it would have been to
convince other families to do the same.

Grady’s songwriting talents deserve credit for the whole
family’s adaptability to different radio markets. He wrote or co-
wrote over 500 songs in his life. Although many of them featured
spiritual themes, he also wrote the sort of sentimental songs of
home and country that grabbed rural audiences’ attention in the
1930’s and 1940’s. In addition, he wrote topical songs relevant

- 166 —



International Country Music Journal 2018

to the fears of Southern society during World War II. While “A
Tramp on the Street” aged well for its timeless interpretation of
the stories of Lazarus and Jesus, such topical song titles as “The
Devil and Mr. Hitler” and ““You Won’t Know Tokyo When We Get
Through” stirred patriotic emotions at the time (Daniel, 159).

When major labels set up makeshift recording studios in major
urban areas to capture hillbilly and blues musicians’ recordings,
Grady and Hazel Cole got the call from RCA Victor. The couple
cut six sides at Atlanta’s Kimball House Hotel, including the
first known recording of “Tramp on the Street,” on Thursday,
August 24, 1939. For “Tramp on the Street,” the duo was joined
by guitarist Curley Hicks and accordion player Elmer Hicks. It’s
unclear if these other musicians worked for the label or were local
acquaintances of the Coles. Other songs cut that day were “Will
You Think of Me?,” “Brother, Be Ready For that Day,” “You Can
Be a Millionaire With Me,” “I’m Building a Home, Sweet Home,”
and “I Want to Live Like Daddy” (Russell and Pinson, 217).

A return trip to record six more songs occurred on Tuesday,
February 6, 1940. Less is known about this session, which led to
recordings of “Shattered Love,” “Precious Thoughts of Mother,”
“Forbidden Love,” “What a Change One Day Can Make,” “I’'m
On My Way to the Holy Land,” and “A Beautiful Dream.” Songs
from both sessions were released on 78 RPM records on two of
RCA Victor’s discount priced imprints, Bluebird and Montgomery
Ward (Russell and Pinson, 217).

Even less is known about sessions about a decade later,
recorded when Grady, Hazel, and Jack performed together as the
Cole Family Trio. Several gospel songs were recorded by that
lineup. Jack sang lead while Hazel sang alto and Grady handled
baritone on “I’'m Getting Ready For Heaven,” “I’ll Follow Jesus
All the Way,” and other gospel originals either written or co-
written by Grady. Those two songs appeared on a split record with
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the Maddox Brothers and Rose on the 4 Star Imprint. Similar sides
issued by the Gilt-Edge label likely came from this same session.

Another means to promote the family’s music and make
some extra money was sheet music and song books. A barometer
of widespread popularity before recorded music became widely
available, printed versions of the family’s music furthered Grady
and Hazel’s reputations while providing something to sell to fans at
live appearances. These books included 1945°s Grady and Hazel
Cole’s Blue Ridge Mountain Songs (Chart Music Publishing
House, Chicago) and several other titles. Blue Rldge Mountain
Songs mixes charming tunes by Grady and Hazel (“I'm Just a
Hillbilly at Heart” and “I Want to Be a City Slicker”) with lyrics
and music for such old standards as “I’ve Been Working on the
Railroad” and “The Old Gray Mare” and even a song written by
WRGA’s master of hillbilly ceremonies, Jimmy Kirby (“There’s a
Little White House on the Side of the Hill)”).

Grady’s entrepreneurial spirit extended beyond wanting
to make the most of opportunities to be published or recorded.
Throughout his career, he offered such services as setting others’
poems to music and even created his own mail-order guitar lessons,
operating at different times through the Moreland Publishing
Company in Atlanta’s Little Five Points district and through his
own Liberty Music Service in Lindale, Georgia, “where your music
problem is our business.” At his best moments as a professional
musician, Grady Cole defined what’s now called a “do it yourself”
spirit, going above and beyond to spread and monetize his talents
as a performer and instructor.

Little Jackie Cole
Like many children known for sharing their talents in a
field dominated by grown-ups, Jack Cole had a complicated
relationship with his parents’ music careers. Since older brother
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Billy froze up if put in front of a microphone, Jack was his parents’
last hope to add a special attraction to a radio and stage show built
around family values and child-like faith. Although Jack has fond
memories of his time with his parents and is proud of his father’s
body of work, he feels as if he was forced into the music business
as soon as he could walk and talk.

Due to their parents’ need to move from radio market to radio
market every few years, the Cole brothers changed schools often.
For Jack, this was especially challenging. Whenever he changed
schools, bullies already knew the new singing star in town was
embarrassingly billed as “Little Jackie.”

While he likely wasn’t forced into free labor out of spite, some
of Jack’s sparse memories find him front-and-center as his father
furthered his own money-making goals. At live appearances, Jack
would often work the merchandise table as a means to charm fans
into buying song books. Fans would give the child star enough
quarters to fill all of his pockets. To Jack’s disappointment, Grady
always made him empty his pockets completely once they got
home for the night.

As he got older and developed into a talented gospel singer
and songwriter in his own right, Jack became a troubled young
man. Per a booklet about Jack’s life titled Walking in the Light, a
major change in attitude came after he was arrested in East Point,
Georgia for an unspecified crime. The following Saturday, August
28,1948, Jack gave his life to the Lord at an old-fashioned cottage
prayer meeting held at his parent’s house.

A few years after he began living the songs he sang on the
radio, Jack made a tough decision. He broke his father’s heart by
saying he was tired after spending nearly a lifetime as part of his
parents’ music career. Jack opted instead to pursue a regular job.
There, he met future wife Audrey Cheatham. The couple wed on
September 20, 1951.
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Jack later felt the call to preach, beginning his ministry in
1957. Ironically, the constant travel that helped drive him away
from music became part of his life again, as he, Audrey, and their
three children moved around a lot. In the decades that followed, he
pastored various churches in Georgia, Tennessee, and Texas. Jack
believes that the Lord prepared him for these moves through his
time as a travelling hillbilly performer.

As part of his ministry, Jack often sang his family’s gospel
songs as the “special” solo performance in between the choir and
the sermon. The classic Grady and Hazel Cole song “You Can Be a
Millionaire With Me” was heard in churches Jack pastored, as was
such later Cole Family Trio songs he had a hand in writing such as
“There Will Never Be Another Like Jesus.” A moving version of
the latter closes out the CD and cassette Jack recorded in the ‘90’s
as a quartet with Audrey and their daughters Reatha and Yvonne.

“Only A Tramp...”

Although Grady and Hazel’s music and importance transcends
“Tramp on the Street,” presumed interest in their broader story
hinges on how far their best-known composition spread at
different times among hillbilly, country, gospel, bluegrass, and
folk performers and listeners. Jack Cole said that over 20 cover
versions were counted at one point. That number might actually be
low, as the figure was tallied in the 1980’s. Now, with Discogs and
other online sources, it’s easier to dig up such obscure versions as
the one by British folk singer Pauline Filby (from her 1969 album
Show Me a Rainbow), further proving the song’s seemingly
incalculable reach.

The Coles’ most recognizable composition comes from two
sources: The Bible and a pre-existing poem and song. A poem titled
“Only a Tramp” ran in the Sacramento Daily Union newspaper
on June 16, 1877. It contained lines adapted for the Cole’s chorus:
“Somebody’s Darling and somebody’s son; somebody rocked him,
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a baby to sleep.” Sheet music by its writer, Dr. Adison Crabtre,
followed, with that song covered on early recordings by Uncle
Pete & Louise and others.

Grady and Hazel took the song’s overall theme and wrote
something that better reflected Christian beliefs and the Depression
Era prominence of vagrants in both urban and rural areas. Just as
the Carter Family, Roy Acuff, and others popularized “Wabash
Cannonball,” an updated take on 19th century composition “The
Great Rock Island Route,” the Coles brought new life to an old
concept. In the process, they crafted a then-modern folk tune
that’d outlast the days of hillbilly radio broadcasts.

Despite never commercially recording the song, Hank
Williams’ version of “Tramp on the Street,” as heard on the “Health
and Happiness” radio show circa 1949, ensured the song’s staying
power within country music (Rogers and Gidroll, 283). Most of
the scattered mentions of Grady and Hazel Cole in history books
identify them simply as the writers of one of Williams’ better
gospel songs. Only Williams biographer Colin Escott provides an
opinion on the Coles’ version, and it’s very negative. To Escott,
the original “Tramp on the Street” recording “is like a parody of
a hillbilly record” with a message strong enough that it “survived
the indignities the Coles inflicted upon it.” Escott further praises
Williams for “changing the Coles’ geeky waltz into a haunting piece
that was an even more direct tug at the heartstrings” (Escott, 49).

“Geeky” or not, the Coles’ arrangement did take a back seat
when it came to country singers’ introduction to “Tramp on the
Street.” One of the better-known versions of the song by a female
singer was by Molly O’ Day. The Cumberland Mountain Folks
singer learned the song from Williams during his time with WSFA
in Montgomery, Alabama (Rogers and Gldroll, 283).

Another version lost to history is Bill Carlisle’s 1948
recording. Despite the fame of the Williams and Joan Baez
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versions, only Carlisle’s cover was a top 15 hit. Carlisle, known in
part for his more humorous material, is yet another WNOX alum
and a member of the Country Music Hall of Fame.

Beyond Williams, O’Day, and Carlisle, numerous other
soloists cut country music renditions of the Cole family’s most
famous composition, including Hank Thompson and Little Jimmy
Dickens. Beyond commercially recorded versions, there’s no
telling how many other stars might have performed the song live
or on the radio over the years. For example, a search of the song
title in the Country Music Hall of Fame and Museum’s archives
led to an audio clip of Roy Acuff singing the song during a live
radio appearance.

Naturally, the Coles’ song also suited country music’s other
family singing groups. Wilma Lee and Stoney Cooper recorded a
popular version of “Tramp on the Street” in 1953 and included the
song in their repertoire while performing on the Grand Ole Opry.
The Maddox Brothers and Rose cut a couple of great versions
in the 1940’s. The Maddox family originally hailed from the
Sand Mountain region of northeast Alabama before hitchhiking
to California in 1933, so it’s not out of the question to think that
they might have learned about the songs of Grady and Hazel Cole
through family or former neighbors. Fellow Sand Mountain native
Charlie Louvin told biographer Charles Wolfe that the Louvin
Brothers’ cover of Grady Cole’s composition “What a Change
One Day Can Make” was inspired in part by hearing the Coles’
broadcasts on Rome’s WRGA (Wolfe, 94).

The Coles and their radio peers made music that informed not
just the commercial boom of country music, but also the creation
and popularization of Southern gospel and bluegrass. Georgia-
born gospel family groups the Sego Brothers and Naomi and the
Lewis Family each recorded a version of “Tramp on the Street”
that suited their chosen genre’s multi-part harmonies. Bluegrass
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groups, known to keep alive the old tradition of mixing sacred
and secular songs into their sets, also favored the song. Two of the
better bluegrass versions are by fellow WNOX alum Carl Story
and Lester Flatts’ post-Flatt & Scruggs outfit, the Nashville Grass.

The song’s message of sympathy toward poor vagrants made
it prime material for folk singers. Influential song interpreter
Ramblin’ Jack Elliot recorded the song as early as 1961, helping
introduce it to a new scene of performers. By decades’ end,
the surging folk revival had introduced the Coles’ best-known
composition to a younger and presumably liberal-minded audience.
Peter, Paul, and Mary cut an upbeat, organ-driven version in 1968
that resembled the church music heard by Jack Cole every Sunday
and Wednesday.

Joan Baez recorded perhaps the second best-known version
for 1969’s David’s Album.She added a new final verse that laments
the struggles of homeless veterans. Her version has other ties to
Atlanta’s country music history, with steel guitarist Pete Drake
and guitarist Jerry Reed among the Nashville session musicians
heard on the recording.

The folk revival years found many older musicians, namely
African American blues pickers and gospel singers, discovered by
a new generation of traditionalists. One group benefitting from
this practice was the Staples Singers, who’d beat both Baez and
Peter, Paul and Mary to the studio with their 1967 recording of the
Coles’ famed country-gospel opus. Oddly, Jack Cole says that his
father was never contacted back then about performing “Tramp on
the Street” at folk festivals, despite that scene’s acknowledgement
of the song. Mike Seeger and the New Lost City Ramblers revived
the career of Cousin Emmy, an old-time fiddler with Georgia ties,
so such an offer for the Coles would not have been out of the
ordinary.
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Conclusion

A biographical statement by Grady Cole, preserved in
Wayne W. Daniel’s collection at Georgia State (box 1, folder 1),
portrays the sudden end of his family’s music career as a journey
back to his own Christian faith. Despite the later years of their
careers being spent with the Rev. Charlie Petite’s ministry, Grady
looked back on those times as a rebellious period. Whether it
was divine intervention or not, things did nearly turn tragic in
the 1950’s.

First came an unspecified accident that nearly broke Grady’s
neck before the family’s move to Knoxville. In the accident’s
aftermath, Grady suffered nerve damage and had half of his
stomach removed. Things only got worse as a sinus infection later
scared Grady into spending part of the family’s savings on doctors,
despite never finding a permanent cure. Bad headaches followed,
which Grady could only curb by drinking alcohol. A few drinks
for his health became drinking in excess.

As his drinking problems increased, Grady briefly separated
from Hazel. He wrote her that was in and out of “jails, work camps,
and alcoholic institutions all over the country.” When seeking help
for his drinking, Grady experienced delirium tremens twice. He
likened these severe cases of alcohol withdrawal to “a little sample
of what Hell is going to be like.”

The most surreal part of Grady’s testimony followed, and it
surely saved his life:

Finally one night about 2 A.M. I opened my eyes drunk on
a railroad track. The glean of the headlight and the whistle of the
oncoming train caused me to look up. I looked up into the heavens
and cried out to God to please save me from a drunkard’s grave. I
realized that the Bible says that no drunkard can enter the kingdom
of Heaven.
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Well, I don’t know what happened in the next few seconds,
but when the train had gone by I found myself lying some distance
from the tracks, looking up and thanking God for saving me.

Although Grady’s radio career ended around this time, he
continued teaching music and writing songs until a series of strokes
forced him into a Roswell, Georgia nursing home. According
to Jack, after Grady’s health problems made it hard for him to
communicate or remember details, the nursing home staff could
still get him to clearly sing “Tramp on the Street.” Grady died on
August 31, 1981, just five days after his 72nd birthday.

Later in the 1980s, financial woes faced by Hazel and Billy had
the family questioning why they no longer received royalty checks.
Before Grady’s health declined, he sometimes received checks
from C.V. Clark’s New York-based Dixie Publishing Company.
According to Jack, whenever checks would slow down, Clark
would quell Grady’s concerns by mailing him $500 or $1,000.

With the encouragement of Chattanooga-based gospel pianist
John Louis Kell, Jack investigated whether or not the family was
owed money. Upon C.V. Clark’s passing, it was discovered that
additional money did exist in an account. Eventually, Hazel was
given a lump sum of $5,500 around 1991, with the promise of
future royalties. In addition, Jack won the rights to his parent’s
songs in court. Today, if you Google search “Dixie Publishing
Company,” the first result shows Jack’s residential address in
Calhoun, Georgia.

The Cole family has gotten its due at times since Grady’s
passing. Hazel, who passed away on December 4, 2003 at age 93,
lived to see her family’s 1987 induction into the Atlanta Country
Music Hall of Fame. In 2005, the National Old Time Music Hall
of Fame—part of the Pioneer Music Museum in Anita, lowa—
inducted both Grady and Jack Cole. Jack made the drive with
Audrey and sang “Tramp on the Street” during the ceremony.
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Even with those accolades, the Cole family’s music seems
overlooked. It’s odd that over the years, no reissue label has
gathered the family’s sacred and secular recordings for a career
anthology. After all, many of Grady’s peers, such as Pete Cassell
and Riley Puckett, have had their music released numerous times
on CD and vinyl compilations — without the benefit of backstories
that involve the likes of Hank Williams. Perhaps more than just
“Tramp on the Street” would resound today with fans of old-time
roots music.
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Moon Mullican:
Country Piano from Western
Swing to Rock '‘n’ Roll

By Tim Dodge
Auburn University

Moon Mullican is now a largely forgotten figure, which is
unfortunate, since he played an important part in the development
of country piano music from the mid-1930’s to the late 1950’s.
The following exploration into the piano playing of Moon
Mullican during this era is, of necessity, an incomplete picture of
Mullican as a country artist. In addition to being an innovative,
outstanding pianist, Mullican was a very good singer with a
pleasantly assertive baritone voice. The focus here will be on his
up tempo boogie-woogie type of recordings but it should be noted
that Moon Mullican also recorded a large number of honky-tonk
ballads and that his biggest hit was in this vein. “I’ll Sail my Ship
Alone” recorded on the King label in 1949, became a country hit
in 1950. He recorded it again in 1956. Two of his ballads that
are particularly appealing are “Foggy River” (recorded first by
Jimmie Lawson on Columbia in 1946) and the haunting “There’s
a Chill on the Hill Tonight,” (recorded in 1940 by Jimmie Davis
on Decca), both recorded for the King label in 1947. The piano
playing heard on such records is more in the honky-tonk style
similar to that heard on, for example, early recordings by William
“Lefty” Frizzell (1928-1975) played by Madge Suttee such as “I
Love you a Thousand Ways” recorded for Columbia in 1950 or
“Look What Thoughts will Do” on Columbia from 1951.

Aubrey “Moon” Mullican was born March 29, 1909 and
grew up in the very small town of Corrigan, Texas in Polk
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County, located around 60 miles north of Houston, the son of
Oscar Luther Mullican, a farmer, and Virginia Mullican. Moon
(the origins of the nickname are unclear) also had two sisters.
Oscar Mullican was an elder in the Lutheran church and was
a strict father to his children. He purchased a pump organ for
his daughters to learn to play so they could perform in church.
Moon took an interest in the instrument too but incurred his
father’s wrath when he used it to play blues rather than church
hymns. An early and important musical influence on Moon was
a local African American sharecropper named Joe Jones who
played blues guitar. It is unclear if Jones was a tenant on Oscar
Mullican’s farm or just happened to be located in the area. Having
an African American musical mentor appears in the life story of
at least a few other important figures in country music. Hank
Williams (1923-1953), of course, learned something about blues
guitar and song from Rufus “Tee-Tot” Payne (1884-1939) on the
streets of Georgiana, Alabama as a youngster. Carl Perkins (1932-
1998), grew up in rural poverty in Tennessee and associated with
African American sharecroppers. Charlie Rich (1932-1995),
growing up in slightly better economic circumstances in rural
Arkansas than Perkins, also acknowledged the musical influence
of African Americans. While his style of piano playing is a bit
different from Mullican’s, one can hear the African American
as well as church influences in his playing. Certainly, Jimmie
Rodgers (1897-1933) learned something from African American
railroad workers whom he encountered in his youth as a railroad
brakeman. Without being imitative, Rodgers’s “blue yodels” and
bluesy guitar playing indicate a deep familiarity with African
American blues.

Unfortunately, Oscar Mullican did not appreciate his son’s
growing love of the blues probably both because it was “the devil’s
music” and because it was African American music. Consequently,
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Moon left home at age 16 and embarked on what would become a
decade of musical apprenticeship in Gulf Coast Texas speakeasies,
honky-tonks, African American juke joints, and with the end of
Prohibition in 1933, bars. Considering this was the height of the
Jim Crow era and that Mullican was a white man located in Texas,
it was a fairly unusual path to take. However, this early experience
would provide Moon with a rich musical background from which
to draw as he moved into the realm of professional musician and
recording artist.

Also during this decade of musical development, Moon
Mullican was at the right place and time when the genre of
Western Swing began to take off in the early 1930s with the rise
of highly influential groups such as the Light Crust Doughboys,
Milton Brown (1903-1936) and his Musical Brownies, and Bob
Wills (1905-1975) and his Texas Playboys began performing
and recording. (Both Brown and Wills started out with the Light
Crust Doughboys before forming their own units). The delightful
combination of country, Western, blues, jazz, with occasional
additions of Mexican sounds as well as polkas provided a natural
musical home in Western Swing for Moon Mullican. He soon
began performing with fiddler Clifton “Cliff” Bruner (1915-2000)
and his Texas Wanderers. In fact, Mullican and Bruner would
enjoy a very unstable and very frequent on-and-off collaboration